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      “I’m worried,” Audrey said when she called, her voice quivering, almost on the verge of hysterics. “Jace went looking for Isaiah. I’m afraid he’s going to do something terrible.”

      I cringed. “Do you know where he’s at?”

      “He left with Jordan. He took a gun.”

      “In his car?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I’ll have the sheriff put a BOLO out for him. What’s his cell number?”

      She gave me his contact information.

      “I’m on it,” I assured. “Call me if you hear from him.”

      I ended the call and dialed Isabella, my handler at Cobra Company. The off-the-books clandestine agency had vast intelligence resources—not all of which were exactly legal. With a few keystrokes, she had access to just about anything. And if she didn’t have the info she needed, she could figure out a way to get it.

      "I need you to track a phone for me." I gave her Jace’s number.

      Her fingers clacked against the keyboard. "Got him. Moving north on Perch Street near Arbor Creek. What did he do?"

      "I'm trying to keep him from doing something stupid."

      I ended the call and dialed the sheriff. Dispatch alerted patrol units in the area to look for Jace’s red Honda. I had promised the kid that I would bring Isaiah Turner to justice. He was wanted in connection with the drive-by shooting of Jace’s best friend, Curtis King.

      So far, Isaiah had remained elusive, and Jace was out for blood.

      It was a never-ending cycle of violence. A gang murder would spur retaliation from their rivals. Nothing would ever be solved. No hatchets buried. Just an endless wave of violence.

      We had previously raided Isaiah's apartment. Two of his associates were killed, and Isaiah escaped. He never returned to his apartment. We checked with his girlfriend and his mother. Deputies kept an eye on both of their residences for a while. But the department didn't have the resources to maintain 24-hour surveillance for weeks on end.

      JD and I left the Avventura and hustled down the dock to join in the hunt. We hopped into his white 718 Porsche Spyder, and he cranked up the engine. We peeled out of the lot and headed toward Jamaica Village.

      With the top down, the wind swirled around the cabin, blowing JD's long blond hair. He wore his standard uniform of a Hawaiian shirt, cargo shorts, and checkered vans. Classic rock pumped from the Bose speakers, and the Florida sun beamed down. It was a beautiful 72°.

      A perfect December in Coconut Key.

      Jace wasn't a bad kid, and he had managed to keep himself out of trouble, for the most part. But he was heading down a path that would change his life forever. We needed to find him before he did something stupid and irreparable.
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      It wasn’t long before Daniels called and told me that Deputy Mendoza had spotted Jace’s vehicle and pulled him over at the corner of Perch and Dogwood.

      When JD and I pulled onto the scene, Jace and Jordan were in cuffs, sitting in the back of separate patrol cars. The red Honda was at the curb, doors open, and deputies milled about.

      JD parked behind the squad cars. We hopped out and joined the party. Jace’s car had a broken tail light, which provided an excuse for a routine traffic stop.

      Mendoza wore purple nitrile gloves and displayed a black 9mm pistol. “Found this under the seat. There was a joint in the ashtray.”

      His official report would read: I stepped to the vehicle and smelled a significant odor of what I believed to be marijuana. I asked the suspects to step out of the car, detained them, and searched the vehicle…

      It was legal justification for the search.

      "That ought to be enough to get them off the street for a little while," I said.

      The combination of guns and drugs was a felony.

      I moved to the back of Mendoza's patrol car and opened the door to speak with Jace. He was not a happy camper, and his face twisted with a scowl when he looked at me. "What the fuck do you want?"

      "I'm trying to keep you from screwing up your life,” I said. “I told you I would handle this."

      Jace’s scowl tightened. "Man, you ain't done shit."

      "So, you were just gonna take matters into your own hands?"

      "I didn't do nothing. I was just driving around."

      “Just driving around with a loaded pistol.”

      “Ain’t no law against that.”

      “Actually, you broke a few.”

      Local prosecutors turned a blind eye to marijuana possession in personal use amounts. But the firearm complicated matters.

      “It looks like you’re gonna have a little time to cool off."

      "I don't need to cool off."

      "Yes, you do. I told you I would take care of this, and I will."

      "You sure are taking your time."

      “Sometimes, these things take a while. I wish I could put criminals behind bars with the snap of my fingers, but I can’t. Isaiah will turn up. And when he does, we’ll nab him." I paused and exhaled a frustrated breath. “Let us do our jobs."

      He was silent for a moment. "So, you gonna let me go now?"

      I laughed. "It doesn't work like that."

      I had no doubt everything I said went in one ear and out the other.

      Jace glared at me.

      "Sit in jail for a few days, and you might get a whole new perspective. If you kill Isaiah, you can look forward to a lifetime behind bars. You think it sucks being in the back of his car now? Just wait. It’s gonna get a whole lot worse."

      He didn't say anything, but maybe he was starting to get the picture that life in lockup was no fun.

      I closed the door, and the deputies took the kids to the station.

      Crisis averted, for now.

      “We need to find that punk, and fast,” JD said. "Before this situation spirals out of hand."

      We hopped into the Porsche and drove to the hospital to visit with Special Agent Kyra Cooper. The Coast Guard had rescued her after she had been discovered aboard a narco sub, kidnapped by the cartels and destined for Latin America.

      It was a miracle she had survived.

      JD and I walked the seafoam green halls, past pastel seascapes, and patient rooms. Ventilators wheezed, and heart monitors blipped.

      We talked to the charge nurse. She pointed us toward Kyra's room.

      I gently knocked on the open door before we stepped inside. Shafts of Florida sun spilled through slats in the blinds. The murmur of a 24-hour news channel filtered from the flatscreen mounted near the ceiling. An IV drip ran into her arm, and vitals displayed on the monitor beside the bed.

      Kyra looked battered and abused. Her eye was swollen and purple, and her lips puffy and split. She’d been roughed up, but the cartel didn't want to destroy the merchandise completely. She would have been trafficked across the globe, and girls with scars don't command as high a price.

      Kyra had a few broken ribs, and the cartel had kept her doped up to keep her compliant.

      A faint glimmer flashed her eyes as she peeled them open when we entered.

      JD and I stood at the edge of the bed.

      "You keep getting yourself into bad situations," I said.

      "Goes with the territory,” she said, her voice weak and scratchy.

      "Have you had enough of undercover operations?" I asked.

      She mustered a sneer. "No," she said, defiant as ever. "But let's just say I'm gonna take a break for a while."

      I chuckled.

      "Hugo Ortega is still walking the streets. I'm going to bring him down."

      "Not in your present condition, you're not."

      "I won't be in here forever."

      Hugo was the head of a criminal organization that was bringing in massive amounts of dope and laundering it through a network of restaurants. His nephew, Santiago Ortega, was behind bars and refused to testify against his uncle. Hugo was smart enough never to get directly involved. Underlings always did the dirty work. Kyra had been working a sting operation for months when her cover was blown. The cartels didn't care much for snitches.

      "I'm glad you're okay," I said.

      "I don't know if this qualifies as okay. But it's better than dead." She paused. "I should thank you for trying to save me."

      "We really didn't do much. We tracked you to the warehouse, and that was it."

      "They saw me fidgeting with the earrings,” she said.

      I had given her a tracking device disguised as earrings. But the cartel caught on.

      "So what now?" I asked.

      "When I get out of here, I'm going to take a vacation. Then I'm going to come up with a plan to take that scumbag down." She paused. "If you can figure out a way to do it in the meantime, be my guest."

      We hadn't been on the best of terms since we bungled her previous investigation, but it seemed the ice was thawing between us.

      "He'll slip up, eventually. They always do," I said, trying to remain optimistic.

      In truth, some of these clowns went a lifetime without so much as an arrest. They insulated themselves well and took every precaution. I didn't know if we would ever get anything on Hugo Ortega. One of his low-level operatives would have to flip, or someone would have to infiltrate his organization.

      Kyra's infiltration hadn't gone too well.

      “I hope so,” she said in a weak breath.

      “We’ll let you get some rest. Call me if you need anything.”

      “Thanks. Maybe we can grab a drink when I’m back on my feet.”

      “Maybe,” I said with a smirk, playing hard to get.

      She rolled her eyes.

      We left the hospital and drove back to the marina at Diver Down.

      A woman in her late 40s waited for us on the aft deck of the Avventura. We crossed the passerelle and greeted the woman on the superyacht. She had blonde hair that hung to her shoulders, sad brown eyes, and a desperate face. “Are you Deputy Wild?”

      I was always leery of random people asking my name, but I didn’t figure her for an assassin or a process server. “How can I help you?”
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      "It's my daughter, Lily Beth Walsh,” Jody said. "She's missing."

      My face tensed with a frown.

      The woman introduced herself as Jody Townsend. She pleaded with us. "You've got to help."

      "How long has she been missing?" I asked.

      "Going on 10 years now, and nobody's been able to come up with any leads."

      It may have been a cold case, but it was still fresh for Jody. She'd been living the nightmare every day for the last decade.

      "How old was your daughter at the time?"

      "13. She'd be 23 now." She pulled out her phone, launched the photos app, scrolled through a few pictures, and showed me a picture of Lily Beth. She was an adorable young girl with golden hair, pouty lips, hazel-green eyes, and soft features.

      Jody’s eyes welled with tears. She grabbed a tissue from her purse.

      I gave her my card and asked her to send me the picture along with any others.

      "Is there anything you can do?" she asked, blotting her eyes.

      "I'm assuming there is a case report?”

      "Deputies came out at the time and asked questions, but nothing ever came of it.” Torment twisted her face. “People don't just up and vanish without a trace.”

      It happened far more often than you’d think. Here one day, gone the next. Never seen again.

      “I’m fully aware that she might be…" Jody couldn’t bring herself to say it. "But either way, I have to know. This is eating me alive. You can't imagine what it's like, losing a child."

      I felt terrible for the woman. She’d get no peace until she learned the truth.

      I tried to reassure her. "We’ll do everything we can.”

      Her sad eyes seemed somewhat relieved.

      “Start from the beginning,” I said. “Tell me everything."

      She took a deep breath. "Lily Beth had gone to the mall with my husband, Frank.”

      The way she put it, and the different last name, made me think Frank wasn’t her biological father. “Stepfather?"

      She nodded. "He went to buy a new suit. Lily Beth wanted to meet some friends at the mall. They separated when they got there. They were apart for maybe an hour when Frank texted her to meet him back at the car, but she never showed up. Or so he says."

      Tears spilled over and streamed down her cheeks. She blotted them again with the tissue.

      I offered her a seat in the alfresco dining area of the aft deck.

      Buddy bounced and barked in the salon. The curious Jack Russell sensed something was wrong.

      "Do you know who she met at the mall?" I asked.

      "Trisha and Blaine.”

      "Do you recall if they were interviewed at the time?"

      "I believe so."

      "You remember the names of the deputies who investigated the case?"

      “It escapes me at the moment. I’ll think of their names.” She took a breath. “I know this may sound crazy, but time is running out.”

      I gave her a quizzical look. "Why do you say that?"

      "Frank is in the hospital. I'm not sure how much time he has left."

      "You think he may know something?"

      She nodded.

      "Was he interviewed at the time?"

      She nodded again. "But he refused to take a polygraph."

      I looked at JD.

      There were lots of reasons why someone would refuse to take a polygraph. They were inconclusive and couldn't be used in court. Polygraphs were mostly used as an interrogation tool to elicit a confession.

      "Any reason why he declined?" I asked.

      “He said he was innocent and didn’t have to prove it to anyone.”

      “How was Frank’s relationship with Lily Beth?”

      Jody frowned. “It wasn’t great. They never got along. Not from the beginning.”

      “Why?”

      “At first, I thought it was typical teenage girl stuff, rejecting her stepfather. She never respected his authority. I think he was a little too stern with her at times.”

      "Was there ever any abuse?" I asked.

      Her face tensed. "Not that I know of.” She sighed, then acknowledged the unpleasant thought. “I guess there could have been."

      "I take it you two are no longer together?"

      "We split not long after Lily Beth's disappearance. I only found out recently that he's in the hospital. Apparently, I was still listed as his emergency contact."

      "What about Lily Beth’s biological father?"

      She snorted. "Randy? I haven't seen that loser in over 20 years."

      "You know if he lives in the area?"

      "No. I left him in Jacksonville."

      “Was Lily Beth dating anyone at the time?”

      “She had just broken up with Chandler.”

      “How did he take the breakup?”

      “I don’t think he was happy about it,” Jody said. “I remember he called me a couple times, wanting to know if she had met someone else.” She sighed. “It seemed silly. How serious can you get at 13?”

      “Other than refusing the poly, why do you think Frank might have been involved?” I asked.

      “It’s suspicious, isn’t it? I mean, why else would he refuse?”

      “Maybe he had other secrets he thought might get exposed,” JD said.

      “The perp could be a random stranger,” I suggested.

      “I suppose,” Jody admitted. “But it just doesn’t add up. Why did Frank want to meet her back at the car and not in the mall?”

      “Maybe he was close to the car.”

      She shook her head dismissively. “I want you to talk to Frank.”

      “We will. We’ll go back through the case file and re-interview everyone connected.”

      A glimmer of hope flickered in her eyes. “Thank you.”

      “I can’t make any promises. It’s been a long time. Memories fade. Evidence may be nonexistent. The longer these cases go unsolved, the harder it gets.”

      “I know.”

      "I don't want you to get your hopes up or think this is going to happen overnight. Current caseload will take priority."

      "I understand."

      "I'll let you know as things develop."

      We stood up, and she gave us both a hug.

      "I can't thank you enough. It seemed like nobody cared, and the investigation just fell by the wayside. I kept seeing you two pop up on the news, solving these cases. I thought if there's anyone that can find my Lily, it's you."

      I flashed a reassuring smile. “I’ll do my best, ma'am."

      Jody thanked us again, crossed the passerelle, and walked the dock to the parking lot.

      I exchanged another look with JD. "What do you think?"

      "I think we need to talk with the stepfather before he kicks it."
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      I didn’t know how bad a condition Frank Malone was in. I figured this might be our only chance to talk with him before we left town and before he left the planet.

      The hospital wasn't my favorite place, yet we were back again, walking the pastel hallways. Some rooms were dim and dreary, with the blinds shut tight. Others bustled with activity and visiting family members. The place had that smell—a mix of disinfectant, soiled bed sheets, and death. Of course, it was freezing. If you didn’t have pneumonia when you entered, you might by the time you left.

      We found Frank Malone in an intermediate care unit on a different level from Kyra Cooper. The nurse wasn't too keen on allowing visitors. She told us Frank had pneumonia and didn't seem to have the strength to fight it off. He was quite a bit older than Jody. Still, early 70s seemed too young to be at the end of it.

      A bag of IV fluids dripped into Frank's arm, and a clear mask across his nose and mouth provided supplemental oxygen.

      He had shaggy, faded brown hair that was gray on the sides. Blue eyes that had once been clear were now dull and weary. A square jaw framed his face. He had a flat nose and looked like he was an imposing figure back in his day. When standing, he was about 6’2” and had an athletic frame. Now, his shoulders were sunken, and his skin saggy. The pale green of the fluorescent lights wasn't doing any wonders for his complexion.

      Frank’s droopy eyes lifted as we entered the room. At his bedside, I flashed my shiny gold badge and made introductions. I hated to harass the man in his current condition, but if he had any involvement in Lily Beth’s disappearance, I wanted to know about it.

      "What do you want?" he asked, his voice muffled by the mask. The question was followed by a horrendous, wet cough.

      "We’d like to talk to you about Lily Beth Walsh," I said.

      His brow tensed. "Jody put you up to this?"

      "She wants closure."

      "I'll tell you exactly what I told the deputies 10 years ago. I didn't have any involvement in Lily Beth’s disappearance. I don't know what happened to her. I loved her like she was my own daughter. And I find this whole line of inquiry offensive.”

      "It's my understanding there was some tension between you two."

      He coughed again. "There’s supposed to be tension. How else are you supposed to maintain discipline? I tried to be her parent, not her best friend."

      Another cough rattled from his lungs, thick and phlegmy.

      After he caught his breath, he said, “I suppose I was maybe a little too strict with her. I offered to take her up to the mall that day as sort of a peace offering. Biggest mistake I ever made in my life."

      "Why do you say that?"

      "Jody blamed me for Lily’s disappearance. She never could get that idea out of her head."

      "Why do you think she's convinced you’re responsible?"

      "How the hell should I know what goes on in that woman's mind?”

      "Why did you refuse to take a polygraph?" I asked.

      His brow knitted. "I don't have to prove nothing to nobody. If you fellows would have stopped wasting your time looking at me, maybe you could have found her."

      "Are you willing to take a polygraph now?"

      He started to chuckle, but that turned into another nasty cough. It went on for quite a while, and he damn near choked on the phlegm. His face reddened, and his eyes looked like they were going to pop. It was an ordeal, and it tired him considerably. "I'm going to respectfully decline your offer for a polygraph for the same reasons as I did back then."

      "What are you afraid of?"

      Anger swirled in his eyes. "I'm not afraid of anything. I have nothing to hide.”

      “If there was ever a time to come clean, it’s now,” I said.

      He scowled at me. “There’s nothing to come clean about. Ask me anything. I’ll tell you everything I know."

      "Did you have anything to do with your stepdaughter’s disappearance?"

      I surveyed him carefully.

      "No."

      "You know who did?"

      "No." He looked me dead in the eye and didn't blink. "I waited at the car for her. She never showed up. Lily Beth wasn't the greatest with directions and was always getting lost. I sat in the car for 30 minutes. I kept texting her, then finally went back into the mall and looked around. I walked around that whole damn shopping center twice, then drove home."

      "Why didn't you report her missing?"

      "I thought maybe she had walked home with some friends or gotten a ride. I wanted to get back to the house to see if she was there. I told Jody, and she was concerned, but we both figured Lily had just taken off with somebody she knew.”

      “Was that common for her?”

      “Sometimes. Lily had a mind of her own. It wasn't until she didn't come home for dinner that evening that panic set in."

      "And that's when you called the authorities?"

      He nodded, then went into another coughing fit. His face turned red again, and the veins in his forehead bulged.

      A nurse entered the room. “Okay, I think that’s enough questions for today.”

      I left my card on the tray table beside the bed, but I didn’t expect to hear from Frank.

      We left the room and walked the hallway back toward the elevator. I called Denise and had her look up information on Lily’s friend, Trisha Moody.

      "Why does that name sound familiar?" she thought for a moment. "I think I went to school with her. She was younger.”

      "Then you probably know our missing person, Lily Beth Walsh."

      "You're working a cold case?"

      "Her mom paid us a visit. Asked us to look into it.”

      "I remember when she went missing. There was a lot of speculation that her stepdad might have been involved."

      "We just talked to him."

      "Really?"

      "Yep."

      “How did that go?"

      I gave her the details.

      "How well did you know Lily Beth?”

      "She was younger. I didn’t really know her. But when she went missing, everybody talked about it. You know how kids are. All kinds of wild rumors.”

      “Like what?”

      "It was a long time ago, Tyson. Some people thought her stepdad killed her. Some thought other kids killed her—”

      “Who?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Boyfriend, maybe?”

      “Unlikely. She was in junior high at the time.” She paused. “This was all speculation I heard through the grapevine. There was concern that a random predator was out there. I remember when she disappeared. My mom wouldn’t let me go to the mall by myself for a whole year."

      Her fingers tapped the keys. A moment later, she said, “Looks like Trisha still lives on the island.”

      “Take a look at the case file. See if you can dig up any cell phone records from the time."

      "This will give me something interesting to do. I'll report back."

      “Thank you."

      I ended the call, and Trisha Moody's contact information buzzed my phone a moment later. I dialed her number. It rang a few times and went to voicemail. I introduced myself and left a message.

      We took the elevator down to the lobby and found JD's Porsche in the parking lot. We headed back to Diver Down to start packing. The band had booked a gig in the resort ski town of Alpine Park. The money was good, the accommodations were first-class, and I figured we could all use a break. A winter wonderland would be a great way to kick off the holiday season. Fun on the slopes by day, party all night, and no crimes to solve. No drama. It had been a tumultuous summer, and the fall was just as crazy. A little time off was in order.

      A text from Trisha buzzed my phone. [I’m working right now, but you can stop by Forbidden Fruit if you want to talk. Do you have any new leads on the case?]
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      Lights slashed the hazy air. Sultry pop music pumped through speakers. Stilettos stabbed the stage, and incendiary vixens pranced, taunting their assets—long toned legs, shimmering thighs, flat midriffs, buoyant peaks, and pert bottoms.

      Heartbreaks and dreams.

      The air smelled like whiskey, perfume, and desire.

      The DJ's voice boomed, “Please welcome to the stage, Houston."

      The stunning beauty strutted her stuff as drooling men tossed dollar bills onto the stage, mesmerized by the sway of her hips and the jiggle of her endowments.

      The manager, Jacko, leaned against the bar in his usual position. He spotted us as we entered and waved us over. With slick dark hair, a sharkskin suit, and a gold chain, Jacko was an old-school New Yorker who’d escaped the steel canyons to the Florida sunshine.

      We were no strangers to the establishment, and Jacko greeted us with a firm handshake and a smile.

      "What can I do for you, gentlemen, today?"

      "Looking for Trisha Moody.”

      “Jewel,” he said, referencing her stage name.

      He squinted, and his eyes surveyed the floor. He caught sight of her across the club and pointed out the smoldering brunette. She was in mid-dance, giving a customer his money's worth.

      "What kind of trouble is she in?"

      "No trouble," I said. "Working a cold case from 10 years ago."

      Jacko seemed relieved. "Good. I don't need any more trouble around here."

      I had no doubt Jacko had his hands full, keeping the establishment running smoothly. Dealing with multiple issues from performers, the drunken, lecherous crowd, and the never-ending regulatory compliance battles, he earned his paycheck.

      I texted Trisha to let her know we were here.

      Jacko told the bartender to pour us a round of drinks on the house.

      Who were we to turn him down?

      We leaned against the bar and took in the visual feast that was Forbidden Fruit.

      The song ended, and Trisha finished her dance. As quickly as her top had come off, it was back on again. She looked at her phone and saw my text, then excused herself from her customer and sauntered toward us at the bar. Her raven hair hung to her shoulders, her piercing blue eyes could hypnotize all who gazed into them. She had full lips and creamy skin. It looked like she did well in the club. She was a precious gem, to be sure.

      "You Deputy Wild?" she said as she stepped to us.

      I nodded and introduced Jack.

      "These are good guys," Jacko said. "Help them out in any way you can."

      He stepped away, giving us some privacy.

      "Are you reopening the investigation?" she asked, shouting over the booming bass.

      "It was never technically closed."

      "I remember when it happened. The story made the news for a few days, and deputies asked around. By the next week, it seemed like everyone had forgotten. Everyone except for Lily’s friends and family." Her face scrunched into a frown. "You think she’s still alive?"

      I shrugged. "It's my understanding you were with her at the mall that day."

      "She met us up there."

      "You and Blaine?”

      Trisha nodded.

      "Was Blaine your boyfriend?"

      She laughed. "No. Just a friend. I wasn't Blaine's type, if you know what I mean?"

      "Tell me about the last time you saw Lily Beth," I said.

      "We met her at the food court and got pizza by the slice."

      "How long was she with you?"

      She shrugged. "Maybe 30 minutes."

      "Did you notice anyone following her?"

      "No."

      "Could she have met anyone else at the mall?"

      "I don't think so. She was with us until she got a text from Frank wanting to meet back at his car."

      "Did she leave right away?"

      "No. She hung around and talked for a little bit before taking off."

      "What was her relationship with Frank like?" I asked.

      "She hated him."

      "Do you know why?"

      "I think he was kind of a dick to her. He always seemed kinda grumpy."

      "Did she ever mention anything inappropriate?"

      Trisha hesitated. "No. But… Oh God, I hate to say this, but… She said she had a foolproof way to get rid of Frank."

      I knew where this was going.

      "She said she could just make up stuff and ruin his life."

      I glanced at JD, then asked Trisha, "You think she would have actually done it?"

      She shrugged and contemplated it for a moment. "Lily could be… vindictive. I certainly wouldn't have wanted to get on her bad side."

      "She was 13!"

      "Yeah, well, a savvy and cunning 13-year-old."

      "You think she ever threatened Frank?"
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      “I don’t know,” Trisha said.

      “Did she see anyone else she knew at the mall?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t think so.”

      “Do you still keep in touch with Blaine?”

      “Not really. I mean, we’re friends on social media. But he lives out-of-state now. I think he’s in New York.”

      “What about the guy she was seeing at the time? Chandler.”

      “They had broken up.”

      “You know why?”

      Trisha shrugged. “It was summer. We were going into high school. Chandler was cute, but he was a child.”

      “You were children.”

      “Chandler was riding bikes and playing video games. We were sneaking out, dressing up, and getting into clubs.”

      “What!?”

      She shrugged, and a mischievous smirk tugged her full lips. “Girls mature faster than boys. And news flash, most guys in their 20s are just hanging out with their friends, playing video games, going nowhere.”

      “Was she seeing someone else?”

      “I don’t think so.“ She paused, drifting back through the years. A grin tugged her lips. “We thought we were hot shit. We were going to take high school by storm.” Her grin faded, and her eyes welled. She wiped the brimming tears away with a delicate finger. “We had so many plans. I still miss her.”

      “I’m sure you do.” A solemn frown tugged my face. “You know how to get hold of me. Let me know if you remember anything else.”

      “I will. I hope you find her and she’s alive and well, living her dream life.”

      “You think she could have run away?”

      "That's the fantasy I cling to. That she's out there, somewhere, married to a rich billionaire, living on a yacht, having servants deliver piña coladas." Her face tightened. "If that's not where she is, I don't think I want to know."

      I thanked Trisha, and she strutted back into the fray, looking for her next customer.

      JD and I stayed at the bar and sipped our whiskey.

      “You thinking what I’m thinking?” JD asked.

      “Maybe she threatened Frank, and he did away with her.”

      “He’s hiding something,” JD said. “That’s for sure.”

      “I’m less inclined to believe Chandler had any involvement. I mean, he was 13 at the time.”

      “Never underestimate kids these days. Two kids in New York carjacked a guy and shot him in the head. One was 13, the other 14. Crazy.”

      We headed back to the marina and started prepping for our trip. Part vacation, part work. But when the band played, it was never really work.

      The boat had been strung with Christmas lights. The flocked tree was in the salon with a few presents underneath. Decorations adorned the superyacht. Everything was all set. We’d return from Alpine Park in time to celebrate the holiday with JD’s daughter, Scarlett. Her travel plans had her in from LA a few days before Christmas.

      I had asked Teagan to take care of Buddy and Fluffy while we were gone. She stopped by to pick up the little furballs. Buddy loved her, and who could blame him?

      I knelt down and petted Buddy before they departed, then got on my laptop and downloaded the case file from the county server. I figured I’d do my research on the trip.

      The guys in the band stayed aboard the Avventura for the night so we could all venture to the airport together in the morning. There would be no stragglers, no need to corral hung-over musicians.

      Dizzy and Crash had simplified their rigs for the trip. Instead of lugging heavy amps and large speaker cabinets halfway across the country, JD had bought the guys custom-designed pedal boards with amp simulations, delay, reverb, compressor, EQ, and a wah-wah pedal for Dizzy. The stomp boxes could fit in a suitcase and could be plugged directly into the PA system, bypassing the need for a traditional amp. A powerful, portable rig. There was a lot of great technology out there for the modern guitar player.

      Styxx got a set of Roland V-drums, which significantly reduced the size of his kit. The electronic drums sounded like the real thing when plugged into the PA. The whole rig fit into a travel case the size of a large roller bag.

      In the morning, a driver picked us up in a black Cadillac Escalade with tinted windows. We loaded our bags and gear and climbed into the luxury vehicle. It was brand spanking new and still had that fresh-from-the-dealer smell. The driver zipped across the island to the FBO at the Coconut Key airport and pulled onto the tarmac. A sleek Slipstream G-750 waited for us.

      "Now that's what I’m talking about," Crash said as he stepped out of the Cadillac in awe of the modern aircraft. Its elegant lines and polished surfaces gleamed under the morning sun. Stepping aboard a plane like that, and sinking into the plush leather seats, made you feel like you had truly made it.

      The band was certainly on their way, and this gig was an exclusive engagement.

      The flight crew greeted us, and our gear was stowed. We boarded the plane and took in the luxurious accommodations. The smell of expensive leather and the floral scent of the cabin attendants’ perfume lingered. Two smiling beauties in tight skirts took drink orders, and the guys basked in their moment of rockstar glory.

      I buckled in, flipped open my laptop, and continued going over Lily Walsh's case file.

      Music pumped through speakers, and liquor flowed. The party had begun. It was a travel day, so I didn't worry too much about the band’s indulgences. As manager, it was my job to keep the boys upright and see to it they were on stage at the appropriate time and place.

      The pilot’s voice crackled over the intercom as we taxied to the runway. “We've been cleared for takeoff. We’ll be wheels up shortly. I expect a smooth flight today. So, sit back, relax, and enjoy the flight. I'll have us in Alpine Park in no time."

      The guys cheered.

      The cabin attendants took their seats, and the jet engines howled. We raced across the runway, and the acceleration thrust me against the seat. The nose lifted, and soon the wheels left the ground. Hydraulics whirred as they retracted.

      The pilot banked the craft around. Rays of morning sun washed across the cabin as we climbed skyward. Soon we were soaring through pillowy clouds on our way to a winter wonderland.

      "I hope you boys packed warm clothes," I said.
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      I’d been surrounded by white sand beaches and teal water for so long that the snow-covered peaks looked otherworldly.

      The pilot began our descent, and I stowed my laptop. A couple of the guys were passed out.

      Blood rushed to my head as our airspeed slowed, and we approached the tiny runway that could only handle small regional jets.

      The tires barked as we touched down, and the craft rumbled and shook. We taxied to the terminal, and a black Lincoln Navigator waited for us on the tarmac as we stepped off the plane.

      The air was brisk and sharp. My breath fogged with each exhale. We weren’t in Coconut Key anymore.

      There were a few clouds in the sky, and the sun hung high overhead. The air was thinner up here, and I warned the guys it might take a few days to acclimate. I never had a problem with the altitude. But if you weren’t used to it, you might get a little woozy with overexertion—and the alcohol would hit a little harder.

      Something to keep in mind with the way these guys indulged.

      The small airport served Alpine Park and the neighboring counties. It saw its fair share of celebrities, tech billionaires, and elite jet-setters. The resort at Alpine Park was one of the premier skiing destinations in the country.

      We hopped into the Navigator, and the driver zipped us up the winding mountain road to the exclusive resort. The narrow path was lined with sheer, snowy cliffs and minty evergreens. Alpine Creek carved a valley through the peaks, running along the roadway.

      We were all awestruck by the majestic mountains and the unspoiled landscape. Coconut Key had spoiled us with stunning vistas, but this sharp contrast was a wonder of its own. A completely different type of experience. One that came with its own kind of danger. Hypothermia, avalanches, wild animals, and icy conditions could put a damper on an otherwise relaxing vacation. Just like the ocean, the mountain can kick your ass if you disrespect it.

      It was a 20-minute drive to Alpine Park, and it flew by in the blink of an eye. The narrow mountain pass was the only way into the posh resort unless you had a private helicopter.

      Founded as a mining camp during the silver boom of the 1880s, the town withered after the bust. With the collapse of the silver market, the population declined to a few hundred, but a new boom came along. The ski boom. Properties were redeveloped, and luxury accommodations popped up. The town's population grew to over 7,000, which swells during ski season.

      Main Street was filled with upscale shopping boutiques, high-end restaurants, hair salons, jewelry stores, and other swanky shops. Alpine Park had become the glitzy playground of the rich and famous. Like Coconut Key, there were plenty of second homes that sat empty for half the year. Property values had skyrocketed—wealthy speculators and foreign buyers snapping up their piece of the American pie.

      From Main Street, you could see the slopes. Tiny specs plowed through the snow. High-speed lifts and gondolas carried skiers up the mountain. The resort was packed.

      The excitement was palpable. We were all eager to hit the slopes. Though this would be the first time for Dizzy, Styxx, and Crash.

      It gave me a little concern. They needed to keep themselves functioning for the gig. The last thing we needed was a broken band member, injured on the slopes.

      The driver took us up another narrow, twisty road to the Coyote Creek Lodge on Elk Run.

      "Holy shit!” Crash said, staring out the window as we pulled up to the Lodge.

      There were a lot of swanky places to stay in Alpine Park, but the Coyote Creek Lodge was the crème de la crème. A four-story luxury bed-and-breakfast that was ski in ski out. The estate cost upwards of $100 million, and no expense was spared. It had clean, modern lines with rustic charm. Large windows offered expansive views. Nestled in the mountain amid tall, snow-covered evergreens and pristine powder, it was both cozy and lavish.

      The local sheriff’s SUV was parked under the carport by the entrance. It was white with green and yellow graphics and a mountain range on the doors. The department’s slogan read: Securing the Wild West Since 1880!

      We climbed out of the Navigator, grabbed our bags, and made our way to the entrance. The home was built into the mountain, and we entered the foyer on level three. An enormous chandelier that cost more than the GDP of some small nations hung from the vaulted ceiling. It had an organic, frosted crystalline design. The 30,000 square-foot residence had 10 bedrooms, each with a private bath, plus three half baths.

      “You must be the mighty Wild Fury,” a woman said as she approached.

      She was clearly familiar with the band's reputation and my introduction of the boys. I said the phrase every time I introduced them on stage.

      "You must be Gwen," I said.

      Her welcoming smile beamed as she took my hand. She was a wholesome-looking brunette with green eyes, long lashes, and a smile you could get used to.

      I introduced her to the gang, and they exchanged pleasantries.

      "I take it you had a good journey?"

      "We did, thank you," I said.

      "Let me show you to your rooms, and once you get settled in, I'll give you a tour. We’ve got hot chocolate if you like," she muttered aside. "Personally, I think it's best with peppermint schnapps."

      "I like her already," JD said.

      The local sheriff rounded the corner, heading toward the door. He was in his early 30s. Clean-cut with short brown hair, blue eyes, a square jaw, and an athletic physique. He probably played college ball. He wore a dark green tactical duty jacket with a badge embroidered on the chest. A drab green shirt, black BDUs, and hiking boots completed the ensemble.

      He looked a little irritated.
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      "My advice to you is not to leave valuables outside," the sheriff said to Gwen on his way out.

      "It wasn't left outside," she said, then pulled him aside. In a hushed tone, she continued, “Someone came into the mudroom."

      "Lock the door," he said flatly.

      “The doors are locked. Guests have keyless entry. Can we discuss this later?"

      His face tightened, and he sighed. "Sure. But I can't come out here every time something goes missing."

      Gwen looked uncomfortable discussing this in front of new guests. "We never had a problem before. Now it's happened twice in the last two weeks."

      "Times are tight. It's probably kids."

      “How did they get in?”

      “Maybe somebody found one of your key fobs.”

      Gwen didn’t like the sound of that. “Those were expensive skis that belonged to a guest. Can you keep a lookout in the pawn shops or online?”

      He looked even more irritated. "Gwen, my department has limited resources, and we have bigger fish to fry."

      "Like what?" she said, incredulous. “Bank robbers? News flash, this isn’t the Wild West anymore."

      His jaw tightened. "I thought we were gonna discuss this later?"

      Gwen's eyes narrowed with frustration. "Thank you for stopping by, sheriff," she said in a tone that wasn't entirely sincere.

      "I'll keep you posted if the items turn up."

      "Thank you."

      He gave us a nod as he stepped to the door and let himself out.

      Gwen flashed us a reassuring smile. "Don't worry. Just a little petty theft." She sighed. "I don't know what's happening lately. We never had any problems like this before in all the time that I've been here. This town is like a bubble. Nothing bad ever happens here, and the lodge is like an oasis within an oasis. The worst Sheriff Dean has to deal with are drunks and petty theft."

      "People will take anything that's not nailed down these days," JD said.

      "I hope this isn’t the start of a larger crime trend. Alpine Park is such a wonderful community,” she said as she led us into the house. "There's a real sense of belonging here. The locals look out for one another. The tourists come and go, and you have people with second homes that are here half the year, but the 365 crowd is pretty tight."

      The entrance foyer teed off to a walkway that overlooked the atrium. A glass balustrade with a silver railing kept you from plummeting below. Massive windows offered a virtually unobstructed view of the mountain. The indoor pool below was the perfect place to unwind after a hard day on the slopes. There was an outdoor pool and Jacuzzi as well.

      It was already beyond impressive, and the tour hadn't even begun.

      Once a private residence, the home was jaw-dropping. I'd seen some nice homes in my day, but this was insane.

      Gwen showed us to our rooms.

      The lodge had limestone walls and walnut ceilings imported from Germany. Hidden panels opened to guest rooms, each with a coffee bar, mini-fridge, fireplace, and a private bathroom. Glass window walls opened to private patios. The floors throughout the home were heated—no cold feet on tile in the middle of the night.

      It was the pinnacle of luxury.

      Gwen gave us key fobs. Sensors in the doors would detect the fob and grant access automatically. No fumbling for keys.

      “You know, it’s possible someone cloned a key fob,” I said to Gwen in a hushed tone.

      Her brow knitted. “How would they do that?”

      “Some type of scanner. You’d never know it. They could be standing right next to you at a bar or restaurant.”

      Her face tightened. “That’s frightening. Seems a little sophisticated for Alpine Park. And a lot of trouble to go to just to steal a pair of skis.”

      “You’re probably right. Maybe a guest lost a key fob on the slopes.”

      “It’s a little unsettling.”

      “You don’t have any security cameras around the property?”

      Gwen shook her head. “Our guests require the utmost privacy. This is a sanctuary for people in the public eye. A place to let your hair down, so to speak.”

      “What happens at the lodge stays at the lodge,” I said with a sly grin.

      Gwen responded in kind. “Exactly.”

      After we settled into our rooms, Gwen took us on a tour of the property.

      “As you can see, the entire house has a clean concept design. There are hidden ovens, refrigerators, and cabinets. Walls and doors are flush.” She pushed on a panel in the kitchen, opening the fridge. “Sink fixtures are retractable.” She gave another demonstration. “The owner was meticulous about the design of the home.”

      Custom-designed onyx countertops surfaced the kitchen counters and bars.

      The open floor plan blended the living room into the rec room seamlessly, and there was an expansive terrace and patio.

      "Originally a private home, the owner decided to open it up to be enjoyed by an exclusive clientele," Gwen said.

      "Who owns the property now?" I asked.

      "Winter Van Dorn. Her family essentially founded Alpine Park."

      In the rec room, there was a pool table, card table, and wet bar. Skylights, filled with water from sleek fountains, allowed copious amounts of light into the structure.

      "Feel free to utilize any of the amenities," Gwen said. "There's a weight room with state-of-the-art equipment, a bowling alley complete with every imaginable size of bowling shoe, and an array of bowling balls. There is a soundproof theater room with plush seating. So don’t be afraid to crank up the latest action movie in the middle of the night. You won’t disturb other guests. When the day is done and you need to relax, there is a massage room with the best masseuse in the Rockies by appointment. There is a spa with a wet and dry sauna. We have an extraordinary wine tasting room with some highly sought-after vintages. There is a mudroom with ski lockers and a private alpine trail that leads to and from the slopes. Just off the mudroom is a 12-car garage, and either Hans or Jerome will take you anywhere you want to go within the resort, compliments of the house.” She added, “They do appreciate tips.”

      “This is impressive,” JD said.

      Gwen smiled. “Breakfast is served from 7 to 9 AM, and the lifts open at nine. We do have a chef on-site if you get hungry throughout the day. If you would like to have dinner at the Lodge, we like to get a headcount by noon so we can prepare."

      "Fantastic," JD said.

      She gave us her cell phone number. "If there's anything you need, don't hesitate to contact me, day or night. We are here to make your stay as relaxing and as enjoyable as possible."

      "What restaurants do you recommend?" JD asked.

      "You have to try Elk Ridge. It's my favorite. QuickSilver is a must, as well as Prospect Place. You really can't go wrong. Alpine Park is known for its five-star dining experiences."

      A beautiful blonde skied down the access trail with grace and precision, her eyes shielded by white sunglasses with mirrored lenses. She wore a black ski cap and a white powder jacket and pants. She skied up to the house, released the bindings, stepped out of the skis, and into the mudroom where she stowed her gear.

      “Who’s that?” JD asked, mesmerized by the luscious blonde.
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      "That's Winter Van Dorn," Gwen said in a hushed tone.

      Winter kicked off her ski boots, then entered the house. She joined us in the living room, peeling off her sunglasses. She was a vision of perfection. Sculpted cheekbones, blue eyes, full lips, and a svelte figure. She carried herself with grace and elegance.

      "Winter, I'd like you to meet our new guests." Gwen introduced us, and we exchanged pleasantries.

      Her smile beamed as bright as the sun. “So glad you could join us,” Winter said. “I hope the accommodations are to your liking?"

      It sounded genuine. But I thought, who in their right mind would find the lodge distasteful?"

      "It's spectacular," I said.

      She smiled. "It really is a special property. My dad oversaw every aspect of its design and construction. This was his pride and joy. There's nothing else like it in Alpine Park. You might be able to find a bigger or more expensive place, but you won't find better."

      I doubted there were many homes bigger than this one.

      "Do you still live on the property?" I asked.

      She nodded. "I do. It's my home. But it was too big for just me, and I couldn't bear the thought of letting it go. I wanted to share my father's vision with the rest of the world, letting them enjoy this magnificent property."

      I'm not sure that the lodge was open to the rest of the world. It was available only to an exclusive clientele that could afford it. And the price was exorbitant.

      I gathered that Winter's father had passed by the way she spoke.

      "I have to say, I'm a big fan of your music," she said to the band. "I love everything about it. The energy, the passion, the music videos. I told Andrea to do whatever she could to book you for this event. It's an honor to have you stay here with us."

      The guys beamed with pride.

      "The honor is ours," JD said.

      "I'm looking forward to seeing the show."

      “So, we have you to thank for all this,” I said.

      Winter smiled. “This charity event is near and dear to my heart. It’s something we do every year at Silver Rush. Each year keeps getting bigger and better, and we always find the hottest new acts.”

      “So, you own the venue?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      "What's your favorite song?" JD asked.

      Her face twisted in thought. "Hmm. It's so hard to pick a favorite. I don't know if I can do it." She bit her lip. It was a nice lip. "The romantic in me loves All I Need. But the wild child in me adores Fast Love."

      "I'll be sure to dedicate one of those songs," JD said.

      Winter smiled. "Do you have plans for dinner?"

      "We were just mulling over our options."

      "I'll have Klaus add you to the list of guests dining in tonight. Afterward, we can dip in the pool. It will be fun. Klaus is a world-renowned chef. You won't be disappointed. We have some wonderful guests staying with us here at the lodge. You absolutely have to meet Reeve Hanson. He has a brilliant mind. His biotech firm will revolutionize healthcare." She leaned in and muttered, "Loaded."

      As if she wasn't.

      "Who knows? There could be business opportunities at hand. The lodge has definitely been an incubator for many successful startups. Lifelong connections have been formed here. Groundbreaking partnerships. It makes me feel good knowing this space has provided inspiration and opportunity to so many top minds. A place where elite thinkers can gather and collaborate. I hope you gentlemen will come away from your experience here with fond memories and perhaps new opportunities."

      “I have no doubt that we will,” JD said.

      She excused herself and sauntered across the living room, heading toward the bedrooms. Winter was definitely something special. A personality that filled the room with beauty and charm.

      "I guess that solves our dinner problem,” JD said.

      “Gentlemen, if you’d like, I can get you fitted for skis, boots, and poles?” Gwen said. “That way, there will be no delay if you want to hit the slopes in the morning.”

      “That sounds great,” JD said.

      We followed her to the ski lockers, where she outfitted us with gear.

      “At the end of each ski day, Arron stops by for a few hours to clean and wax the skis, making sure they’re ready to go for the next day's adventure. He’s the best tech on the mountain.”

      It was a first-class operation all the way around.

      After we got fitted, we grabbed a drink, played pool, and took in the snow-covered scenery until it was time for dinner. Other guests drifted into the dining area, and we mingled a bit before taking our seats.

      Reeve Hanson was a larger-than-life personality, and by the way he carried himself, it seemed he could afford to buy half the mountain. He was in his late 40s and impeccably dressed. And after a day of skiing, he had changed into evening wear with a stylish black John Abano suit, a gray shirt, and a maroon tie. He had short, dark brown hair and a Caspari white gold Nautilus watch that cost more than most people's homes.

      He showed up to dinner with a stunning blonde who was in her mid-30s. She had short blonde hair coiffed in a pixie cut. Her sculpted cheekbones, slim nose, and full lips were the ideal of perfection. She was just starting to get smile lines and fine wrinkles in the corners of her eyes, which I don't think she was too happy about. Botox had kept her forehead porcelain smooth. Celeste had a slender figure and elegant collarbones. A white, strapless cocktail dress showed off her form. I figured her for a former model. Her glacial blue eyes sized us up quickly.

      Reeve was a handsome man, and his fat bank account didn’t hurt when it came to drawing the attention of beautiful women.

      Winter joined us and made introductions. She had her boyfriend, Jensen Beck, in tow. He was a good-looking guy in his mid-20s with dark brown hair, dark eyes, and a trimmed Van Dyke beard. His hair was faded short on the sides and longer on top. He had that trendy, hipster look about him.

      "Winter says you’re into biotech," JD said to Reeve.

      "Yes, my latest endeavor. I stumbled across a startup doing revolutionary things. They were low on funding and had no management or business acumen. I snapped up the company, and we are looking to bring a few new products to market. We have a long road ahead of us with testing and FDA approval, but this is game-changing stuff. So far, the preliminary studies are nothing short of miraculous."

      Reeve was used to pitching his company, and he was good at it. He had an optimistic sparkle in his eyes and a reassuring demeanor. Knowledgeable and authoritative, yet down to earth.

      "Sounds interesting. Can you tell me more?" JD asked.

      "I can't say too much," he said, creating intrigue. "But I can tell you these products we will bring to market will make a positive impact on healthcare like the world has never seen."

      "That's a bold statement."

      "I agree. But I wouldn't make it if it weren't true. And I have the data to back up my assertions."

      "Now I'm intrigued."

      Reeves smiled. "We’ve cracked the code."

      "What code?"

      Read smiled even wider. "THE code."

      "Genetics?" JD said.

      "The code to human life. What if I told you I had the key? And that key could unlock the door that everybody wants to open."

      Reeve was a salesman, no doubt about it. He knew how to hook his audience and reel them in.

      "And what's behind the door?"

      Reeves smiled, glanced around, then whispered in JD's ear.
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      JD's eyes rounded, impressed. "Really?"

      "Really."

      "And you have data to back this up?"

      Reeve nodded with a mischievous grin. He just knew he had the greatest thing since sliced bread.

      "If that's true, you’ve got a bright future ahead of you," JD said.

      "Like I said, the data proves my assertions."

      "I'd like to see," JD said. "That's game-changing."

      "It is. The world will never be the same. There are a lot of considerations that go into the development and release of this technology. The implications are global." He paused, then, in a hushed tone, said, "As you can imagine, competitors are desperately trying to acquire the details of our work. I have to be extremely careful. We've already thwarted several corporate espionage attempts. People are constantly trying to hack my phone, my email, and my servers. We had multiple break-ins to our research facility. So far, our security system and team have kept them out of the lab and out of the network. Once we fully develop these drugs and get FDA approval, the value of this company is going to skyrocket. But it is an expensive and time-consuming process."

      "I'm sure a man such as yourself has all the capital you need."

      Reeve smiled. "One can never have enough capital.”

      He chuckled, then so did we.

      JD sensed an opportunity. "Well, if you ever need outside funding, let me know."

      JD had always done well with investments. Beyond well. He was either a shrewd investor or the luckiest son-of-a-bitch on the planet. Perhaps a little of both. This sounded like an opportunity too good to pass up.

      "I think we have our funding covered right now,” Reeve said. “But this can grow exponentially, and we may take on venture capital at some point to facilitate growth.“ He paused. “I am extremely picky about who I partner with."

      "Understandable," JD said.

      "I'll be here for the whole week. It's a great opportunity for us to get to know one another. It seems like our values are in alignment. You never know."

      "I think it's time for us to take our seats now," Winter said, delicately interrupting our conversation.

      We moved to the formal dining table and took our places. Waitstaff dealt out a custom menu with a choice of Wagyu with cauliflower, shishitos, mushrooms, olives, and beef jus. If that wasn’t to your liking, there was sea bass with ratatouille and salsa verde or grilled eggplant with corn, tomato, and basil. To start, you had your choice of a baby salad or rigatoni.

      I went with the salad and the Wagyu.

      We chowed down on the sumptuous meal. After a dinner like that, it was hard to imagine the need to ever venture out to another restaurant.

      The chef made the rounds, making sure we were satisfied. I gave him my compliments, as did everyone else.

      Afterward, we had more drinks. Winter decided to take the party into the pool. She changed into a skimpy bikini that drew more than a few eyes. Her boyfriend joined her, and I guess the water was so enticing that Reeve and Celeste joined them as well.

      The guys played pool, and we sipped whiskey with full bellies. The pool seemed more of a couples thing, and we left it to them.

      “You buy what he’s selling?” I asked JD.

      “If his drug is half of what he says it is, that cat is going to win the Nobel prize. Anybody along for the ride is going to fall into the category of super-rich.”

      As the drinks flowed and the night wore on, Winter paid a little more attention to Reeve than Jensen or Celeste would have liked. Casual flirting. Lots of giggling at unfunny jokes. A hand on an arm. Fluttering lashes and increasingly close contact.

      This did not go unnoticed.

      Jensen seethed. His eyes narrowed, the muscles in his jaw flexing.

      Celeste's gaze could have melted snow.

      Jensen finally had enough. He grabbed Winter’s arm and pulled her away from the entrepreneur. The couple had a tense conversation on the other side of the pool.

      Winter was a little sloppy by this point in time. She jerked her arm free, and the two hissed at each other.

      "What's your problem?" she asked.

      "I don't have a problem. You're creating one."

      Their voices echoed off the limestone. Water sloshed in the pool.

      "Stop acting like such an insecure child."

      "Me? I'm acting like a child? You're the one embarrassing yourself."

      Reeve and Celeste took the opportunity to climb out of the pool. They toweled themselves off.

      "Don't go!" Winter shouted after them.

      "It's getting late," Reeve said. "Gotta be fresh for the slopes tomorrow," he said, trying to diffuse the tension.

      By the look on Celeste’s face, the situation wasn’t getting diffused anytime soon.

      The two gathered their things and said good night. They climbed the staircase and disappeared toward the guest rooms.

      Winter glared at her boyfriend. She hissed, “You're the one who's embarrassing me."

      Winter swam to the edge of the pool, climbed out, and toweled off. She stomped upstairs and disappeared, heading toward the master bedroom, opposite the guest accommodations.

      Jensen stayed in the pool for a minute, his face red, the veins bulging.

      We pretended not to notice.

      Jensen finally climbed out of the pool and made his way up to his room after toweling off.

      JD had a wry smile on his face. "This is going to be an interesting week."

      A thick blanket of clouds had enveloped the mountain, and snow fell. The fluffy flakes drifted down like falling feathers. It was nothing special for Alpine Park, but it was a sight to behold for an islander.

      By the morning, there was a foot of fresh powder on the ground. It would make for good skiing.

      Despite their indulgences the previous night, the guys were up early and eager to hit the slopes. We filled our bellies with bacon, eggs, hash browns, toast, and coffee. Winter joined us for breakfast, but her boyfriend wasn’t anywhere in sight.

      Reeve and Celeste had either already been down or were still up in their room.

      “I have to apologize for last night,” Winter said.

      We played dumb.

      “Apologize?” JD said.

      “Sometimes Jensen can get a little insecure. God forbid I have an engaging conversation with another man. He throws a fit.”

      “We hadn’t noticed,” I said.

      She knew better. “You’re sweet. I think everyone noticed.” She sighed. “I’m an outgoing person. I like to meet new people. Exchange ideas. Learn new things. What’s life for if not to engage the world and its opportunities?”

      “Seems he’s afraid you might find a better opportunity,” JD said.

      “That wouldn’t be hard,” she said dryly. Her eyes glanced up to the balcony that led to her room. “He’s cute, but I don’t need the drama.”

      “Perhaps you need someone more mature,” JD said, trying not to sound too available.

      Her blue eyes surveyed him with consideration.
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      “Perhaps you’re right,” Winter said.

      JD smiled.

      We finished breakfast, then got ready for the day.

      Jensen staggered down for the morning meal, looking a little bleary-eyed, hungover from the night before.

      Decked out with powder jackets, sunglasses, beanies, and gloves, we were ready to hit the trail. Since Dizzy, Crash, and Styxx had never skied before, this was going to be an adventure.

      Gwen had coordinated a private instructor to get them started. He arrived at the lodge and surveyed his new recruits. Huxley was a 17-year-old kid with long dark hair and a fresh face. He spoke with the laid-back speech of a surfer. “Virgins, huh?”

      “We’ve never skied before, if that’s what you mean?” Crash said with a hint of offense.

      "No worries. I'll have you carving the mountain in no time. We’re going to start easy, then work our way up to more difficult runs. You’re going to fall down. A lot. That's okay. Falling is learning."

      "How long have you been skiing?" Dizzy asked.

      "I was born with a pair of skis, bro."

      The trio exchanged skeptical glances.

      Despite his young age, Gwen assured me he was one of the better instructors on the mountain.

      Winter marched outside, stepped into her bindings, and poled toward the access trail. She waved to us as she passed by. “Have a great day!”

      Her perfect smile beamed.

      “You too,” JD replied, quite taken by the stunning blonde.

      We left the guys in Huxley’s capable hands and hit the trail. The air was brisk, and the snow compacted under my skis. The minty smell of evergreens drifted in the air as we trekked the access trail to the nearest run and skied down to the base camp.

      The snow was silky soft. Light and fluffy. JD and I carved the mountainside with sweeping turns. I hadn’t been skiing in a while, but it all came back pretty quickly, like riding a bicycle.

      The lifts had already opened, carrying skiers up to the top of the mountain.

      At the plaza, you could catch the Silver King gondola up to the summit—an elevation of 11,416 feet. The modern, enclosed gondola gave you access to 82 runs, the longest of which was almost 3 miles. Alpine Park had a vertical rise of 3,427 feet, and the lifts could accommodate 10,000 riders per hour.

      It was an advanced mountain. The majority of runs were blue, but there were plenty of black diamonds and double diamonds—a quarter of which were extreme terrain. There were sweeping high-speed runs, steep expert slopes with moguls the size of Volkswagens, narrow glades, and death-defying vertical drops.

      At the top of the mountain, you could have lunch and enjoy the view from the deck of Summit Ridge. You could buy a pair of glasses or goggles, a ski cap, even a new powder jacket, gloves, or any other imaginable accessory from the shop. There was another restaurant and bar midway down the mountain and one at the base camp in the plaza.

      The ski patrol was headquartered at the top of the mountain and kept an eye on things, providing assistance when needed.

      There were seven chairlifts apart from the gondola that could get you just about anywhere you wanted to go—one high-speed quad, a high-speed triple, two quads, and three doubles.

      The lines weren’t terrible at this time of day. With our ski passes in hand, we boarded the Silver King gondola, stowing our skis outside. The hanging enclosure swayed. The plexiglass windows were scuffed and dirty but offered a stunning panoramic view.

      We lifted off and glided over the treetops, making our ascent. The sense of excitement grew as we neared the top. Skiers carved the slopes below us, some with grace and poise, some with crossed skis, doing their best not to fall off the face of the earth. A soupy haze of clouds enveloped the mountain, and light flurries of snow fell.

      Within 15 minutes, we reached the peak, hopped off the gondola, grabbed our skis, and headed to start our first run on Apex—a long sweeping run that would take you all the way down to the plaza.

      We stood perched at the edge of the run, looking down the slope at the pure snow, breathing the thin cool air.

      "You ready?" I asked with a grin.

      JD nodded.

      "You feeling okay. Not lightheaded or dizzy?” I teased.

      He scowled at me, then took off down the mountain like a pro, his long blond hair flowing in the breeze. He glided across the snow in sweeping arcs, winding down the slope.

      I followed, my skis carving the fresh powder.

      There was a limited number of skiers allowed on the mountain each day, which kept it from getting overcrowded. There were plenty of alluring ski bunnies in tight pants, swooping down the mountain. Who knows what encounters awaited us?

      It wasn't quite the same rush as jumping out of an airplane or pegging the throttle on a sportbike, but it was a pretty good adrenaline fix for us junkies. Exhilarating and relaxing at the same time.

      We started off easy, sticking to the blue runs. After we had gotten our ski legs under us, we attempted some more difficult terrain, starting with the black diamonds. Steeper and more demanding. They required a little more forethought to pick your line, and despite the cold, it didn't take long to work up a sweat, slicing between the moguls.

      Something told me we might be a little sore after a day of this.

      Still, it was invigorating.

      All the chaos of Coconut Key faded away. The only danger here was a high-speed tree or misplaced boulder. Nobody would be shooting at us on the mountain.

      We made another couple of runs, then decided to test our skills a little more. We headed along the Alpine Ridge and tried our hand at some of the Glades—steep, narrow passages through the trees.

      That's when we had our first mishap.
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      A long, echoing obscenity flew from JD’s mouth as he tumbled down Double Jeopardy. A cloud of snow enveloped him as skis crossed and blond hair fluttered. He moaned and groaned with each bump as he rolled down the slope, finally coming to a stop. He didn't move for a moment, and I thought he was dead.

      I skied up to him and slid to a stop. "You all right, old man?"

      He groaned.

      We weren't the first ones down this particular run, but there weren’t many on this part of the mountain.

      Jack moaned again, and I helped him onto his feet. He collected his ski poles. One of his skis had detached from the binding and was halfway down the slope. Jack dusted himself off, then carefully skied on one ski down to retrieve the other.

      I was about to follow after him when I caught sight of something in the trees.

      I shuffled to the edge of the tree line and peered into the glen. An eerie sense washed over me, and my stomach twisted. The hairs on my arms stood tall.

      A black ski cap protruded from a mound of snow. The tip of a black glove was also visible.

      I kicked off my skis and trudged through the fresh powder.

      "What the hell are you doing?" Jack shouted from below, his voice reverberating off the mountain.

      I knelt down beside the mound and brushed away the powder.

      Underneath the black cap were tufts of blonde hair and a beautiful, frozen face. Snowflakes clumped her full lashes, and her glacial blue eyes stared at the cloudy sky. Her skin was pale, her lips blue. She had a gash across her forehead, and a smear of crimson had run down her face and frozen over.

      Winter Van Dorn had been covered in snow for at least an hour.

      At this point in the day, the lifts had been open for over three hours. JD and I had been thinking about stopping at Summit Ridge or Midway Station to grab lunch before we continued on our adventure. It looked like our plans would be delayed.

      "Jack! We've got a problem."

      I felt for a pulse, but there wasn’t one. Her skin was cold to the touch.

      Winter was long gone.

      JD trudged up the mountain and stood at the edge of the trees. “Is that what I think it is?”

      “I’m afraid so.”

      He hadn’t seen her face yet.

      “Aw, shit,” he groaned. “No. This isn’t happening. This is supposed to be a vacation.”

      “You might want to take a closer look.”

      He kicked off the skis and marched closer, the snow packing under his boots. He deflated when he saw Winter’s face. “Is that…?”

      I nodded and pulled out my phone. Cell coverage was spotty on the mountain, and there were certainly some dead zones. I couldn’t get a signal.
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      Jack skied down Double Jeopardy to Copper Queen, trying to find a cell signal.

      I waited with the remains.

      It wasn’t long before two members of the ski patrol, Derek and Geneva, arrived. They wore red jackets with white crosses, black helmets, and goggles.

      I flashed my badge and attempted to secure the crime scene. I didn’t want anyone else traipsing through the area, contaminating evidence.

      Since I wasn’t an Alpine County deputy, they ignored me and trudged through the snow to check Winter’s vitals.

      "Holy shit! That’s Winter Van Dorn," Derek said. He looked at me and shouted through the trees, "How did this happen?"

      I shrugged. "It was random chance that we found her."

      He moved away from the body and radioed back to base, updating them on the situation. After he finished the call, he pulled a collapsible sign from his backpack and stabbed it into the snow, warning skiers of an accident.

      “I should probably close off the run,” he said.

      “That would be a good idea,” I replied.

      Nobody had skied by since we’d been there, but he trekked to the top of the ridge and cordoned off the run.

      It took Sheriff Bosco Dean 30 minutes to arrive. He skied down the slope with another deputy and joined us at the scene. From the edge of the tree line, he looked at Winter with a tight face. “Is that really…?”

      “Winter Van Dorn,” I said.

      "Goddammit!" He grumbled to himself in frustration, "Stay on the trail." He shook his head and was silent a somber moment, then looked at me. “You find her?”

      I nodded.

      The deputy gave us a suspicious look. She was a cute blonde with blue eyes, pillowy lips, and features that were easy on the eyes. She made the uniform look pretty good.

      Bosco kicked off his skis and marched through the trees to the body. He knelt down and did his obligatory duty of checking vitals, then surveyed the surrounding area.

      There was a broken tree branch several feet uphill from the body.

      It had been snowing pretty heavily all morning, and Bosco found Winter’s skis underneath the snow not far away, twisted at odd angles.

      "She must have been tree bashing," Bosco said. "Lost control and hit a branch. Knocked her out. Might have snapped her neck."

      "You think this was an accident?" I asked, a skeptical tone in my voice.

      He gave me a confused look as he moved through the trees and rejoined us. "What else would it be?"

      "I'm not sure."

      "How did you come to discover the body?"

      "Jack had a fall. I stopped to make sure he was okay, then noticed an unusual mound in the snow and saw her cap."

      “Where’s Jack now?”

      I told him.

      Bosco’s eyes narrowed at me with recognition. "You're staying at the Coyote Creek Lodge, right?"

      I nodded, then introduced myself. "Deputy Tyson Wild with Coconut County."

      He lifted a curious brow. "Long way from home.”

      We shook hands, then he introduced the cute deputy.

      “Deputy Skye,” she said.

      “Did you know Winter?” Bosco asked.

      “Just met her yesterday,” I said.

      "God bless her. Winter was rather carefree in all aspects of life. Quite the daredevil. Looks like it caught up with her." He paused, and a solemn frown tugged his face. "She was a gold medalist in freestyle skiing.”

      "Was she?" I said, impressed.

      He sighed. "It's a sad day. She was a pillar of the community."

      Jack arrived on the scene, and I introduced him to Bosco and Deputy Skye.

      "One thing troubles me," I said. "There are no ski tracks through the snow."

      Bosco looked at me with a curious gaze, then glanced at the body, then at the trail uphill. "Well, we’ve had several hours of good snow since the mountain’s been open. Enough to cover any tracks if she’s been there long enough." He continued to survey the area. "This looks a little disturbed through here,” he said, noting a channel that had been snowed over. “This is probably how she came into the glen."

      "Or where somebody dragged her in."

      His face crinkled at me. "You think this was foul play?"

      I shrugged. "I’m a skeptic by nature. We are a special crimes unit, after all."

      He chuckled. “Well, we don't have special crimes in Alpine Park. We have bar fights, drunks, and rich assholes.”

      Deputy Skye chuckled.

      “I don't think there's been a murder in this town in the last 40 years,” Bosco said. “This ain't the big city. That kind of thing just doesn't happen around here."

      “There's a first time for everything,” I said. “She was a wealthy young woman, no doubt with a lot of admirers and maybe a few enemies. It's something to consider."

      "You’ve been here less than 24 hours, and you know the dynamics of our quaint little town?"

      I shrugged.

      "I appreciate your expertise. But how about you guys enjoy your vacation, and leave this matter to us?"

      "Sure. No problem. We are here to help if you need anything."

      Bosco forced a smile. "I appreciate that, gentlemen." He dug into his pocket and handed me a card. “Deputy Skye will take a statement, then you can be on your way.”

      "If you don't mind, I'd like to hang around until the coroner gets here."

      "It may take a while for Earl. He's not exactly the type to tear up the mountain. Bad knees."

      "Are there any surveillance cameras on the slopes?"

      "There is a webcam at the plaza, and one on the deck at Summit Ridge and Midway Station,” Derek said. "There's nothing in this area.”

      "That's a shame," I said.

      "Well, I know you boys see far more of this kind of thing than we do,” Bosco said, “but if you ask me, she made a judgment error. And the mountain can be unforgiving."

      "Does this kind of thing happen a lot?" I asked.
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      "You know, sometimes people overestimate their abilities," the sheriff muttered. “Look, you're not going to hear this from the visitor's bureau, but this isn't exactly a safe sport. We see about 1.5 million visitors per year, and most of those visits are uneventful. But a lot of people get up here and have a heart attack. They fall and break something. They collide with another skier, or they hit a rock or a tree. 46% of the deaths we see on this mountain are due to head injuries. So when I see a skier off the trail, with evidence of head trauma, it doesn't take a special crimes unit to figure out what happened." He took a deep breath and looked at us accusingly. “I wish more people would wear helmets.”

      I frowned. We weren’t wearing any.

      I gave Deputy Skye a statement, and she recorded it on her iPhone. I gave her my contact information. “Maybe you should give me your card, just in case.”

      “In case of what?” she asked with hard eyes.

      “Emergency.”

      “You have the sheriff’s number.”

      She wasn’t buying what I was selling.

      “In case he’s busy.” A thin smile tugged my face.

      She looked at me, unimpressed.

      Earl arrived a few minutes later. He was a heavyset guy in his early 60s who took a more cautious approach to the slopes. He joined us at the scene and said hello to the sheriff and Deputy Skye.

      Earl gave us a curious look as he stepped out of his bindings and marched through the snow to the body. "What the hell happened? She hit a tree?"

      "Looks that way," Bosco said.

      Earl had short brown hair, brown eyes, ruddy skin, and saggy jowls. He pulled off his ski gloves, snapped on a pair of nitrile gloves, then knelt down beside the body and examined the remains.

      "Well, she's dead, alright." He frowned. "Damn shame. I know I'm probably in the minority, but I liked her."

      "How long has she been deceased?" I asked.

      That drew an annoyed gaze from Bosco and a curious one from Earl. He checked her body temperature. "I'd say she's been here for an hour or two."

      Earl groaned as he stood up, then waddled back through the trees. "Let's bring her down the mountain," he said to the ski patrol.

      By this time, another team had arrived with a sled.

      "That's it?" I asked. "No photographs to document the scene?"

      "We don't have a forensics department,” Bosco said. "But if it'll make you feel better, I'll take a few pictures on my cell phone.”

      He marched back into the trees, snapped a few images, and took a few pictures of the path up the slope. When he was done, Bosco signaled the ski patrol to remove the remains.

      They transferred Winter’s body to the toboggan, secured her, then started down the mountain.

      "Who are you?" Earl asked me.

      "These are two deputies from Coconut County on vacation," Bosco said.

      I extended my hand, and we shook.

      "They discovered the body.”

      "I'd love to hear your thoughts," I said to Earl.

      "I think she hit a tree,” he said flatly. “Accidental death."

      "Are you going to do an autopsy?"

      "I can tell you she's probably got a skull fracture, some intracranial hemorrhaging, perhaps a fractured neck. Not uncommon with collisions. Don't you worry. I'll do a thorough evaluation."

      Earl nodded to Bosco. "Sheriff," he said before sliding downhill as slowly as possible.

      "Well, gentlemen,” Bosco said. “There's nothing left to see here. But feel free to stick around as long as you like."

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

      "It's a small town. We all know each other pretty well around here. At least, those of us that are here year round. I liked Winter. Wouldn’t be where I am without her. She could be a challenging personality at times. But I considered her a friend. Grief hasn't set in yet. I'm more angry than anything else. There are plenty enough challenging runs around here without the need to push the envelope through the trees. And she should have been wearing a helmet. She knew better." He frowned, then bid us farewell. “Gentlemen.”

      “Can you think of anybody who wanted her out of the picture?”

      He huffed. “Still on that, huh?”

      “Just a curious mind.”

      Bosco exchanged a look with the deputy, then his annoyed gaze returned to me. “Look, if I thought there was something fishy about this, I’d be all over it. And if somebody wanted her dead, I can’t imagine they’d follow her up to the mountain to do it.” He paused. “I mean, maybe she had to veer to avoid a collision with another skier, and that forced her into the trees. I can buy into something like that. Rest assured, I will get the word out, looking for witnesses.”

      I gave a nod of acceptance.

      “Anything else?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      He skied down the run, and Deputy Skye gave us a look before following.

      I exchanged a glance with JD.

      "So, that's how it's done around here?" he said.

      "I suppose so."

      "You think there's something more to this?"

      I shrugged. “How often does a gold medalist die on the trail?”

      “Not very.”

      The ski patrol had taken Winter’s skis and poles.

      "She must have had the accident on her first or second run of the day," JD said.

      The path between the trees was narrow, steep, and far from straight. It would require a considerable amount of expertise to navigate the twists and turns. I had no doubt Winter had skills. The former gold medalist had grown up on the mountain and was probably well aware of her limitations. But no one is immune from a bad day. Sometimes you make mistakes and get away with them. Sometimes you don’t.

      We left the scene and skied down the double diamond, then picked up a blue trail and cruised to Midway Station. It was halfway down the mountain, and the joint was packed with skiers grabbing lunch and refreshments. Ski boots had tracked in bits of snow and ice that melted quickly. The heat was cranked inside.

      We got in line and ordered cheeseburgers, a basket of sweet potato fries, and giant bottles of water.

      We chowed down, but I couldn't get the scene out of my mind. Something just didn't sit right with me about the whole thing.

      "I see the wheels are turning," JD said.

      I was off in my own world. "Let's go back and take another look."

      "What are we looking for?"

      "I'm not sure yet." I couldn't quite place it, but I felt like I was missing something.

      We filled our bellies, caught a chair lift up to the top of the mountain, then retraced our steps, heading down Alpine Ridge to the Glades, and took Double Jeopardy. We stopped at the site, stepped out of our skis, and I started searching the area again. JD and I kicked through the powdery snow, looking for anything that might shine some light on the situation.

      There was nothing in the area where the body was found. I walked up the slope, sweeping my foot through the snow, but still nothing. I followed the channel out of the glen, back onto the main slope, my boots sinking into the snow. Within a few steps, I heard a crunch under my foot. I gently lifted my boot, knelt down, and reached my hand into the powder to retrieve the object.
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      I pulled a pair of white mirrored sunglasses from the snow. The lenses were cracked, and the arms were bent at wonky angles. I'm not sure how much damage was done by my boot and how much was done before.

      I glanced back to the spot where I found Winter’s body. I was at least 15 to 20 yards uphill.

      I studied the glasses carefully.

      "What have you got?" JD asked, trudging in my direction.

      "I think these are Winter’s sunglasses. She wore them yesterday, and they were hanging around her neck this morning."

      JD surveyed them carefully, then agreed.

      "They've got her initials right here on the arm. WVD.”

      "If she hit a tree down there," JD said, pointing to the scene, “What are her glasses doing up here?”

      "My thoughts exactly."

      His face tensed. "You always get these feelings."

      "So, you're with me on this?"

      He nodded. "It's starting to look a little funny."

      I tried to envision the scenario in my mind. "Okay, let's just suppose she had a collision with another skier. They run into each other right here. The glasses come off. Winter loses control, careens into the trees, and hits her head. The other skier freaks out and takes off."

      "It's plausible. Shitty, but plausible."

      "So, there's no foul play. Just a bad accident and a heartless individual."

      JD shrugged.

      I took out my phone and snapped a picture of where I found the glasses, then took another picture in relation to where Winter’s body was found.

      We headed back down the mountain and took the trail to the lodge. We skied right up to the mudroom, stepped out of our skis, and walked inside. We left them on a rack, then took a seat on a nearby bench and pulled off our boots. We put on our shoes that we had left there after breakfast, walked into the main house, and looked for Gwen.

      Her sobs filtered from the living room. I assumed the sheriff had informed her of Winter’s demise. We found her on the couch with her head in her hands.

      "Gwen," I said in a soft voice.

      She pulled her face from her hands and wiped the tears away. Her eyes were red and puffy, and her nose was running. Her mascara stained her lids. "Winter's dead."

      "We heard. I'm so sorry for your loss."

      "Sheriff Dean said you found her near Double Jeopardy.”

      I nodded, then pulled the sunglasses from my jacket pocket. "Are these Winter’s glasses? I found them nearby."

      Gwen blotted her eyes with a tissue and surveyed them carefully. More tears streamed as she nodded. "Those are hers.”

      I exchanged a look with JD.

      "I just don't understand how this could have happened. She was an excellent skier. You know she was—“

      “A gold medalist." I paused. "Does anyone else know about the accident?”

      She sniffled and wiped her nose. "No. Jensen is out on the slopes. I tried calling him, but it just goes to voicemail. I sent him a text telling him to get back here as soon as possible. I didn’t want to say what happened."

      "Probably best to tell him in person. Where are Reeve and Celeste? On the mountain?"

      Gwen nodded.

      “Have you been here all day?”

      Gwen nodded.

      “This is going to sound like an odd question, but did Winter have any enemies?”

      Gwen’s brow knitted. “Why do you ask? Do you think…?"

      I shrugged. "I like to keep open to all possibilities."

      She hesitated. "To be honest, Winter had her fair share of haters."

      "Why is that?"

      "I mean, she was absolutely gorgeous, successful, and rich. That breeds a lot of envy. And Winter wasn't always… I don't know how to put this… She could come off as demanding and unappreciative sometimes.” Gwen paused. "I mean, when you first met her, she was all about you. She’d give you her full attention, tell you how wonderful you were. Then she’d ignore you and move on to the next. I think that rubbed a lot of people the wrong way."

      "Understandable. How was your relationship?"

      She thought for a moment. "Complex."

      I waited for her to elaborate. I find that if you give people space to talk, they often will.

      "Look, I loved Winter. She was my best friend. But once I started working for her, she started treating me like the help. I was no longer on her level. Of course, nobody was on Winter’s level. She was in a league of her own."

      "How long have you known Winter?"

      She took a breath and thought about it for a moment. "I came to Alpine Park six or seven years ago. I met Winter at a bar. Silver Rush, actually. We hit it off. Became thick as thieves. Then when she decided to open the house up to guests, she needed somebody to run the place. I was looking for a job, and I've been doing this ever since.”

      "What was her relationship with Jensen like?" I asked.

      Gwen gave me a look. “I think he got sucked into Winter’s gravity like the rest of us. Then, when she got bored, I think he started getting possessive, and that seemed to be driving a wedge between them. Winter always liked to chase shiny new things."

      "It seemed like Reeve was a shiny new thing last night," I said.

      Gwen looked around. "She thought he was cute. And he's loaded."

      "Doesn't seem like money was much of an issue for Winter."

      Gwen shrugged. "Can you ever really have enough?"

      "Jensen didn't seem too happy about her interest in him," I said in a hushed tone.

      Gwen hesitated again, then looked around. "I mean, look, Jensen is a hot guy. But he doesn’t have a lot going on for him, if you know what I mean?”

      Again, I gave her room to talk.

      "He doesn't have a job. All he does is sponge off of her. I don't blame her for getting bored and looking elsewhere."

      "It seemed like Winter could have had any man she wanted."

      Gwen smiled. "And she often did." She hesitated a moment, then frowned. "That sounded bad, didn't it?"

      "It is what it is. We’re just trying to get to the truth."

      Gwen looked confused. "I don't understand. What's in it for you?"

      I displayed my shiny gold badge.

      A wave of recognition flashed in her eyes. "Now I get why you knew so much about cloning key fobs. You’re a little out of your jurisdiction, aren’t you?”

      "Old habits die hard."

      "Well, that's probably a good thing. I'm not sure how much experience Bosco Dean has with this kind of thing. If she was murdered, I don't know if Bosco would know where to begin."

      "What was their relationship like?" I asked.

      "Bosco wouldn't have his job if it wasn't for Winter."

      "How so?"
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      Jensen skied up to the lodge, and I noticed something odd right away.

      He entered through the mudroom, stowed his skis, kicked off his boots, then entered the house and joined us in the living room. “Have you seen Winter? I left my phone here, and we were supposed to meet at Summit Ridge for lunch. She never showed.”

      Gwen’s face tightened, and tears welled. She blurted the unsavory news in a sob, “Winter’s dead.”

      Jensen’s face went pale, and his eyes rounded. He was speechless for a moment, then his face twisted with confusion as he tried to process the news. "I don't understand."

      "Sheriff Dean thinks she hit a tree."

      "A tree?"

      Gwen nodded.

      Jensen had a hard time making sense of it. "When did this happen?"

      "Sometime this morning."

      "Where?"

      He was asking all the right questions. I get suspicious when people don't ask details, but he could have been covering.

      "On Double Jeopardy.”

      His face twisted. "That's not even that difficult."

      "She was off the main trail," I said.

      "So, this was an accident?"

      "The sheriff thinks so," Gwen said. "But Tyson doesn't."

      Jensen's eyes narrowed at me. "Who the fuck are you?"

      "Jensen, they’re trying to help," Gwen said.

      I displayed my badge.

      Jensen surveyed it. "Newsflash. We are in Colorado."

      I looked around, pretending to be stunned by the revelation. "Really. I hadn’t noticed." I asked JD, "Did you know that we’re…"

      "Had no idea,” he replied. “I thought the snow was a little unusual for the Keys."

      Jensen's face tightened. "You think this is fucking funny?"

      "No. I don't think it's funny at all,” I said. “There's something about it that just doesn’t add up."

      "Like what?"

      "Like where we found her sunglasses. Uphill from the crash.”

      Jensen noticed Winter’s sunglasses in my gloved hand.

      "Let me see those."

      "They probably shouldn’t be handled. I'm going to turn these over to the Sheriff's Office, just in case there are any fingerprints or other trace evidence."

      "Where did you get those?"

      "I told you, we found them near the scene."

      I think he only heard about half of what I said.

      "What were you doing there?"

      I told him how we happened upon Winter’s remains.

      His jaw tightened, and his suspicious eyes blazed into me. "So, you guys just show up out of the blue, then you just happen to discover Winter’s dead body on the slopes," he said in air quotes.

      "What time did you hit the mountain this morning?” I asked.

      His face crinkled. "What does that matter?"

      "Just curious. You two had a fight last night."

      "So?"

      "And it looks like you’ve got a mismatched set of ski poles."

      "What does that have to do with anything?"

      I shrugged. "Winter suffered head trauma."

      "Yeah, from smacking into a fucking tree."

      "Or from someone hitting her over the head. Maybe with a ski pole."

      He balked. "Who the fuck do you guys think you are?"

      JD smiled. "We’re a special crimes unit."

      "Yeah, you two are special, alright," Jensen quipped. "Somebody took my ski pole. I had to get another one. It didn't match. Doesn't mean anything. If anybody ought to be investigated, it's you two."

      "What motive would we have?" I asked.

      "What motive would I have?" he replied, annoyed. "I loved her, man."

      "People do strange things in the name of passion."

      "Man, fuck you both! I don’t need to put up with this shit. I'm grieving."

      He marched away and headed toward the master bedroom.

      Gwen looked uncomfortable. "You don't really think he had something to do with it, do you?"

      "Do you recall what time he left this morning?"

      Gwen hesitated. She glanced around, making sure Jensen wasn’t lurking. "He came down for breakfast late.”

      “I saw that.”

      “Winter was ready to go, and she told him to meet her for lunch at Summit Ridge. He probably left for the slopes half an hour after you did."

      I exchanged a glance with JD.

      “That would theoretically give him enough time to get up the mountain,” Jack said.

      “How would he find her?”

      JD shrugged.

      “It wouldn’t be hard,” Gwen said. “Winter usually stuck to her favorite runs.”

      I called the sheriff and told him about the sunglasses.

      “You sure those are hers?” Bosco asked.

      “I saw her wearing them, and Gwen confirms it.”

      “And you found these uphill from the crash?”

      “Yup.”

      “Doesn’t necessarily mean anything.”

      “I figured you might want to log these into evidence, just in case.”

      "I can't really see a reason, but since you think it's important, I'll send over Deputy Skye to collect them," he said in a condescending tone.

      "I’d appreciate that."

      "Is there anything else I can do for you?" he asked with more than a hint of annoyance.

      "I'll let you know if there is."

      "I'm here to serve,” he snarked before ending the call.

      Reeve and Celeste returned to the lodge. Their cheeks were still flushed from the cold and exertion.

      A wide smile beamed on Reeve’s face as he joined us. "The skiing was just fantastic.”

      Celeste didn't look as impressed.

      Reeve finally noticed the long faces. "What's wrong?"

      Gwen gave him the bad news.

      "I'm shocked," Reeves said. “She was such a talented skier. This is just terrible. Please let me know if there's anything I can do."

      Gwen nodded appreciatively.

      “It’s horrible,” Reeve said. “I'm so heartbroken."

      Celeste stifled an eye roll.

      "We've been coming here for years,” Reeve said. “Winter was a fixture in the community. This is just a tragic loss."

      “Have you two been on the mountain all day?" I asked, trying to sound casual.

      Reeve nodded. "So much fresh powder, and it wasn't too crowded."

      "Were you together all day?"

      The couple exchanged a glance.

      "For the most part," Reeve said. "She doesn't like the extreme terrain."

      "This is supposed to be relaxing," Celeste said. "I don't have the need to punish myself on the double diamonds like he does."

      Reeve asked for more details about the incident, and I caught him up to speed and expressed my concerns.

      “It should be easy to put your theory to the test,” Reeve said. "Cellular data will tell you if anyone else was in that vicinity at the time."

      "Coverage is a bit spotty on the mountain," I said. "And anyone with half a brain would turn their cell phone off before committing a heinous act."

      "True." He frowned. "What does the sheriff think of your theory?"

      "He doesn't."

      "I have to admit, you may be grasping at straws. Sometimes a cigar is just a cigar."

      "Perhaps."

      I asked Gwen for Winter’s cell phone number, and she texted me her contact info.

      "So, what happens now?" Reeve asked.

      "I guess that all depends on the medical examiner's findings and the sheriff,” I said.

      "What about the lodge?" he asked, looking at Gwen.

      She stammered. "I don't really know."

      "Did Winter have any other family?" I asked.

      Gwen shook her head. "No. She was an only child, and both her parents were gone. I'm not sure what arrangements she made. I'm sure she had a will, but nobody really thinks about dying at that age." She sighed. "I guess it's business as usual until I hear otherwise. I'm certainly not going to cut your stay short. But I understand if any guests would like to end their stay early."

      "I don't think Winter would want us to change anything," Reeve said. "She’d want us to celebrate her life and live ours to the fullest. I think that's what she tried to do, and we should honor her legacy."

      Celeste stifled another eye roll.

      The front door opened, and Deputy Skye stepped into the foyer. "Gwen?"

      "In here.”

      The deputy joined us in the living room. She surveyed the group, and her eyes fell upon Winter’s sunglasses.

      "You have an evidence bag for these," I said, displaying the broken shades.

      "I do."

      She pulled a plastic bag from a jacket pocket. The deputy held it open, and I dropped the glasses in. She sealed the bag, then labeled it.

      "Have you or anyone else touched these?"

      "Not since I picked them up.”

      "And you’ve worn gloves the entire time?"

      I nodded. "Maybe you can have the crime lab pull prints and look for trace DNA."

      She chuckled. "Crime lab? That’s a good one. We don't have an in-house department. We send off that kind of stuff. Takes months to hear back, and honestly, I'm not sure what they would find. Winter’s fingerprints? Anyone who may have handled these on the mountain would probably have done so with gloves."

      She had a point.

      "Is there anything else?"

      "Nope. That's everything we found."

      "Well, thanks again for your assistance," she said as a matter of courtesy. "Gwen, you let me know if you need anything."

      Gwen nodded, and Deputy Skye headed for the door.

      I caught up to her. In a hushed tone, I said, "Would you do me a professional courtesy?"

      Her curious blue eyes surveyed me.

      "Would you keep me updated on the medical examiner's report?"
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      "I can't release that information until the investigation is concluded," Deputy Skye said.

      "Judging by the sheriff's current attitude, I suspect that the investigation will be wrapped up shortly," I replied.

      She arched an eyebrow. "I'm sorry if you feel like we’re not doing an adequate job."

      "I didn't say that. I just don't want anything to get overlooked."

      "She hit a tree, deputy,” she said, annoyed.

      "You're probably right."

      We stared at each other for a long moment. She was cute when she was annoyed. She was probably cute when she wasn’t annoyed, but I hadn’t seen that side yet.

      "As soon as the autopsy report is a matter of public record, I'll share it with you,” she said, finally softening.

      "Thank you. I'd appreciate that."

      She left, and I rejoined the others.

      "If you'll excuse me," Reeve said. "I'd like to freshen up and change."

      Styxx, Dizzy, and Crash stumbled in after a day of skiing, their faces pink from the UV and wind.

      “Man, that was awesome!” Crash said.

      "Yeah, totally badass!” Dizzy said. “We need more gigs in this place."

      "You guys look bummed," Styxx said. "What's the deal? The show didn't get canceled, did it?"

      “No. We’re still on for tonight.” I told them what had happened.

      They were shocked and stunned.

      Gwen excused herself. I think she needed a little time alone to mourn, and she didn’t want to rehash the event. She’d heard it enough.

      “That’s lame,” Crash said. “She seemed cool.”

      They asked a lot of questions, and I went over all the details.

      “We need to get our asses in gear and get to soundcheck,” JD said.

      The guys headed back to their rooms to get changed out of their snow gear. I took a shower and got dressed for the evening. Then I called Isabella and asked her to track cell data for Winter and see if she could pinpoint anyone else near her location at the time of her death.

      Her fingers tapped the keys. A few moments later, she said, “I’ve got bad news for you.”

      I groaned.

      Winter’s cell phone went off the grid on the gondola."

      "Is that a coverage issue?"

      "Doesn't appear that way. The battery probably died."

      My face tightened with a frown. "So we have no way of knowing when she hit Double Jeopardy."

      "If it makes you feel any better, that's a dead zone."

      "I couldn’t get reception there."

      "What about Sheriff Bosco Dean?"

      "Are you serious?"

      "Just being thorough."

      "Your paranoia is showing."

      "My paranoia keeps me alive."

      Her fingers tapped the keys again. "I found a cell phone registered to his name in the area. Let me see where it's been today." She paused for a few moments. The sound of the keyboard filtered through the speaker in my phone. "His device pinged the tower at a private residence this morning, then it looks like it sat at the department until the phone made its way up the mountain to Double Jeopardy in response."

      "What about Reeve Hansen and Celeste Johansson?"

      She tapped the keys again. "That gentleman must value his privacy because I can't locate a cell phone registered to either of their names. But I can track the devices that have pinged the tower from the lodge and figure out who is who."

      "Let me know when you’ve got something."

      "Is there anybody else you want me to look into?"

      “Gwen Gilbert and Jensen Beck.”

      "I'll see what I can dig up. Aren't you supposed to be on vacation?"

      "Sort of."

      “You remember what happened last time you worked a case outside of your jurisdiction, don't you?"

      "I do. And we apprehended our suspect."

      "Not without a little drama, as I recall."

      "Nobody said the job would be easy."

      "Hey, if this is your idea of taking time off, more power to you."

      I chuckled. "I'm taking a little time for myself. We skied most of the day."

      She scoffed. "Just watch yourself."

      "Always."

      JD banged on the door and pushed inside, ready for the evening. “You ready?”

      I nodded to JD and ended the call.

      The guys gathered their gear, and Hans drove us to the venue. Silver Rush was an upscale bar that had old-world charm—coffered ceilings and wood paneling. An ornate bar with intricate inlays. There was a lounge area, a dance floor, and a stage. From the upper balcony, there wasn't a bad view in the house. It wasn't a high-capacity venue. Maybe 2,000 people, but each of those 2,000 would be paying a pretty penny to see the show tonight. It was an exclusive event, the proceeds of which would be donated to charity for the holiday season. And in this town, people had plenty of money to burn. The rent around here made Coconut Key look cheap.

      Andrea greeted us as we loaded our gear into Silver Rush—we didn't have much. She was the one who booked us, and we had spoken a few times on the phone. She was a mid-30s redhead with sculpted features, brown eyes, and a no-bullshit attitude. Her eyes found me, and she flashed a warm smile and extended her hand. “You must be Tyson?”

      I was easy to pick out from the long-haired rockers.

      I nodded and took her hand.

      “Nice to finally meet you.” She addressed the band. "We are so excited to have you here. Wild Fury has built quite a name for themselves. We sold out in record time.”

      We all smiled.

      Andrea showed us to the green room, taking us down a dim hallway backstage. “I’m just devastated about Winter. But she would want the show to go on. She was a pillar of this community. Did you get a chance to meet her?”

      “Yes. Briefly. She seemed like an interesting woman,” I said.

      “A force of nature.”

      “Were you close?”

      “We had a great professional relationship. She entrusted me to run this place and was pretty hands-off about it.”

      “What will happen now?”

      “I’m not sure. This has been in their family for a long time. I guess the lawyers will sort it all out.”

      “Do you know anybody who wasn’t a fan of hers?”
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      She gave me a curious look. "Why do you ask?"

      I shrugged. "I've heard that she could be…"

      "Difficult? Opinionated? A bitch?"

      I smiled. "Not in so many words."

      "She was a woman who knew what she wanted and wouldn't settle for anything less."

      "Nothing wrong with that," I said.

      "Sometimes, her ambition resulted in collateral damage. But I think most of her detractors were just jealous. People always wanted something from her, and she was well aware of that. It was hard for her to make genuine relationships. I think she built a little wall to keep from getting hurt. There are so many users out there. And they will drain you dry if you let them, especially in this town. People come from all over to reinvent themselves. They know there is money here, and they’re determined to get a piece of it."

      “It seems like the silver rush is still alive and well,” I said.

      “It is. Only the silver is not in the mountain. It’s in the pockets of rich widows and trust fund babies.”

      She pushed open the door to the green room and presented the accommodations like a game show host. "I hope you find everything to your liking. If there's anything specific you need, please don't hesitate to ask."

      “Thank you. You’ve been most generous, and the accommodations at the lodge are first class.”

      “We take care of our VIPs. Winter loved your music and wanted you to have a first-class experience.”

      Andrea took a step back down the hallway, leaving us to get settled. She paused, then looked back over her shoulder. "Is there something more to the story?" The wheels turned behind her eyes. “I heard Winter hit a tree. I talked to Gwen, and that’s what they’re saying on the news. I mean, it happens, but it seems a little odd."

      "Right now, the sheriff seems to think it's pretty cut and dry. Why do you ask?"

      “I thought you might have the inside scoop since you’re staying at the lodge. And you asked about her enemies. You’re a deputy, aren’t you?”

      I nodded.

      “I research all our acts. I like to know who I’m dealing with.” Her eyes narrowed at me. “You don’t think it was an accident. You wouldn’t have asked the question otherwise.”

      Andrea was good at reading people.

      “I think there’s a possibility there might be something more at play here."

      She thought about it for a moment.

      The guys loaded their gear onto the stage and started prepping for soundcheck. I stayed behind and continued my conversation with Andrea in the dim hallway.

      She glanced around to make sure we were alone. “Well, she was dating that loser boyfriend of hers. But I don't think he stands to gain much from her demise. When you're talking about a fortune like hers, you'd be a fool not to entertain the possibility of foul play. But nobody ever said Bosco Dean was the sharpest tool in the shed."

      "Not a fan?"

      Andrea sighed. "I suppose he's better than our previous sheriff. Winter sure as hell saw to it that Bosco got elected. She funded his entire campaign and used her social influence to tip the scales. I'm not really sure what was in it for her, other than the fact she hated Sheriff Perkins."

      "What was her beef with Sheriff Perkins?"

      “Perkins was the law in this town for 20 years. Growing up, Winter was a bit of a wild child, and let’s just say she ran afoul of the law on numerous occasions. I don't think she was a big fan of Perkins from the getgo. Plus, he was a little… hyper-vigilant about certain things. He harassed Winter quite a bit." She paused. "Quite frankly, there were a lot of people around here ready to see Sheriff Perkins go, and there were allegations of misconduct. It didn’t take much doing to unseat him."

      "What kind of things was he hyper-vigilant about?" I asked, pretty much knowing the answer.

      "This is a party town. People like to play hard. You can figure it out."

      "So, Sheriff Dean looks the other way?"

      "The lifeblood of this town is tourism. If you start arresting visitors for having fun, you don't have a town."

      “Is Sheriff Perkins still around?"

      "Yeah. But if you're looking for a suspect, you should look at Krista Fleming.”

      “Who's that?"

      "The girl Winter snatched the gold medal from."

      I lifted a curious brow.

      "I take it you don't follow the sport."

      "Not regularly."

      "There was a big controversy. Allegations that Winter had bribed judges. There was a formal investigation, but no misconduct was ever uncovered. Could have just been sour grapes on Krista’s part. Probably was. But with Winter out of the way, she's a shoo-in for the gold at the next games."

      That hung there for a moment.

      Andrea sighed. “Never a dull moment around here.”

      I thanked her for the info, then found the sound guy and lighting tech. I gave them a set list and went over the show.

      The band cranked out a few songs, and they sounded as powerful as ever, despite the minimal gear. Amp and cabinet simulations had come a long way. Sure, there was nothing like the sound of a valve amp, but these digital wonders could get you almost all the way there. Most people in the audience would never be able to hear the difference.

      Wild Fury was set to take the stage at 10:30 PM. There were two opening acts before them, playing 45-minute sets. We had just enough time to grab dinner and get back for the festivities.

      Jack had booked us reservations at Elk Ridge, which was just a few blocks down from Silver Rush. We trekked through the snow and stepped into the warmth of the restaurant. It bustled with activity, and people without a reservation waited to be seated. Forks clinked against plates, and waitstaff hustled about.

      It didn't take long to be seated. The hostess escorted us to our table. The restaurant oozed old-world charm. Dim and cozy, with reclaimed wood floors, leather chairs rimmed with brushed nickel rivets, and red silk embossed wallpaper with a brocade pattern. Intimate red velour booths with tufted cushions. There were stained wood panels on the walls and black and white pictures from the mining days.

      We slid into a large circular booth, and the hostess dealt out menus. We were certainly in for a feast.

      I ordered the clam chowder to start and an eight-ounce filet for the main entrée. Jack went with the New York strip, Dizzy and Crash split a Tomahawk ribeye, and Styxx went with the lamb rack with fava bean purée with artichoke and mint.

      We ordered a round of whiskey to start the night off, and the cute waitress returned shortly with our drinks.

      JD lifted his glass. "To a great show."

      We clinked and sipped the fine whiskey, enjoying the ambience of the five-star restaurant.

      I took a minute to catch up on the Lily Beth Walsh case. I called her friend, Blaine. He answered after a few rings, and I introduced myself. "I’d like to ask you a few questions about Lily Beth Walsh if you’ve got a moment?"

      "Wow, that's a blast from the past."

      "I spoke with Trisha Moody."

      "How is she?"

      "She looks good."

      "I haven't seen her since high school. We were tight back in the day, though."

      "That's what she says."

      "Are you reopening the case into Lily Beth?"

      "It was never closed. Trisha said you two saw Lily at the mall the day she disappeared."

      "Yeah, that's right. We ate pizza in the food court."

      "Do you remember anything odd about that day?"

      “No. Not really.”

      “What do you remember about her relationship with Frank?”

      He said something, but it got loud in the restaurant for a moment, and I couldn’t make it out. I plugged my ear and turned up the volume on the phone.

      "Can you say that again? I'm sorry."
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      "He was a dick," Blaine said. "At least, that's how Lily made him out to be."

      "Did you know him?"

      "I met him a couple of times. He was always cool to me."

      "Trisha said that Lily Beth talked about making false accusations to get rid of Frank."

      "That was something she joked about a lot. Maybe they weren't jokes."

      "You think he could have had any involvement in her disappearance?"

      "I don't know. I mean, he was kinda weird when the whole thing went down, refusing to take a polygraph or talk to cops."

      "Did Lily meet anyone else at the mall that day?"

      "Yeah."

      I lifted a surprised brow.

      "Who?"

      “Lance and Travis."

      "Are you sure?"

      "Yeah. She couldn't stop talking about Lance. All the girls in school couldn't stop talking about Lance."

      "She had a crush on him?”

      "She and every other teenage girl in the area. The guy was a stud. Played drums in a band, good looking, on the football team. Rich family."

      "Trisha didn't remember him being at the mall that day," I said.

      He laughed. "Trisha's done a lot of drugs since then. I don't think that girl can remember what she had for breakfast. I love her to death, but I'm just saying."

      “And you’re sure he was at the mall that day?"

      "Positive. I saw Travis and Lance walking around the mall before we met up with Lily."

      The waitress arrived with our appetizers, and a bowl of clam chowder appeared before me.

      "Listen, I really appreciate your time. If you can think of anything else, give me a call."

      "Sure thing." He paused. "I hate to ask, but do you think she’s still alive?”

      "The odds aren't good," I said.

      "If you find her, let me know."

      "I will."

      I ended the call and slipped the phone back into my pocket. The steaming clam chowder looked delicious.

      It didn’t disappoint, and neither did the steak. Tender, juicy, and cooked to perfection.

      After dessert, we were so full, they practically had to wheel us out of there. For two skinny guys, Dizzy and Crash put away the 38-ounce ribeye like it was nothing. They worked up a hell of an appetite after a full day on the slopes, as had we all.

      We waddled back down the snow-covered sidewalk to Silver Rush. The rumble of the opening act echoed onto the street.

      The bouncer stopped us at the entrance. "This is a private party."

      "We’re the headlining band, bro,” Crash said.

      The burly bouncer gave him a skeptical look. "If you ain't on the list, you ain't getting in."

      I flashed my badge quickly. "Trust me. We’re on the list."

      He saw the gold, stepped aside, and let us in. He didn’t take a close look at the badge. Sometimes it’s about an attitude.

      We marched through the packed club. Music thumped, and spotlights illuminated the stage. We pushed through the crowd toward the backstage area. This security guy recognized us from soundcheck and let us by without issue.

      In the green room, a nice spread of liquor and snacks awaited us. The guys got changed into their stage outfits—leather, teased hair, concert Ts, and bandanas. It was a revival of retro ‘80s metal.

      We hung out and sipped whiskey. Dizzy noodled on the guitar, warming up. Crash did the same on bass. Styxx tapped drumsticks on the counter.

      Then the most bizarre thing happened.

      There was a knock on the door.

      Andrea poked her head inside. “I hate to disturb you, but are you taking visitors?”

      We all exchanged a curious glance.

      “Are said visitors hot?” Crash asked with a hopeful smile.

      Andrea laughed. “Yes. Yes, indeed.”

      “By all means, send them in.”

      Andrea waved to someone down the hall.
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      Two gorgeous blondes stepped into the green room with bubbly smiles, bright blue eyes, and more peaks and valleys than Alpine mountain.

      The guys’ jaws dropped.

      The Riley twins had a hit sitcom, and the duo had rocketed to stardom over the past year.

      "Oh my God!" Peyton exclaimed. “I’m so excited to meet you. We just love your music."

      The sisters exchanged a glance, and Savannah nodded in agreement.

      "We are excited to meet you," Crash said.

      "We love your videos.”

      Crash pointed to me. "Tyson directs them."

      The twins’ sparkling eyes glanced in my direction.

      "He's our manager," Crash said.

      "Nice to meet you,” they said in unison, their voices forming a chorus.

      "We just wanted to stop by and tell you to have a great show,” Peyton said.

      Savannah added with a bubbly smile, “We’re your number one fans."

      The guys grinned, and there was another knock on the door. Andrea poked her head inside again. "You have more visitors."

      "The more, the merrier," Jack said.

      And so began a nonstop parade of celebrities stopping by to get a glimpse of the guys and wish them well.

      Wild Fury had definitely been making waves, and everybody loved a rising star. They all wanted to say I knew them when.

      It was exciting.

      When the time arrived, I took to the stage to make my usual introduction. The spotlight illuminated me as I hustled to the microphone. The crowd roared when I said, “Please welcome to the stage, the mighty… Wild Fury!"

      Dizzy's guitar growled. The band hustled on stage and took their positions while I exited stage-left.

      Styxx stomped the kick drum, and Crash’s bass boomed. A thundering wall of rock 'n' roll pummeled the audience as the band broke into Stiletto.

      The guys put on a hell of a show, and the crowd ate it up. Toward the middle of the set, JD slowed things down a bit. He took a solemn moment and said, “Today, Alpine Park lost a valued member of the community. I'd like to dedicate this show and the next song to her. She told me this was her favorite Wild Fury song. This one goes out to Winter Van Dorn.”

      The band broke into All I Need.

      The audience held glowing cell phones up high, swaying in rhythm to the power ballad.

      Love her, or hate her, the crowd took a moment to honor Winter’s memory.

      The band finished strong and played two encores. Even then, the crowd stomped for more. The building rumbled and shook, and I was surprised there wasn't an avalanche.

      Afterward, the guys were swarmed by fans and celebrities alike. JD and the boys signed autographs and body parts. These people had paid a lot of money to see the band, and they wanted full access. The guys were happy to give it to them.

      We were invited to an exclusive after-party at a stunning mansion on the mountain.

      With the help of the house crew, we broke down the gear while the band played the role of rockstars.

      The wind had picked up, and the snow was coming down hard. Hans drove us up the hill to a stone estate with sweeping views. It was modern, yet traditional. It wasn't the same scale as the Coyote Creek Lodge, but it was impressive. An enormous fireplace, a mix of slate and hardwood floors, floor-to-ceiling windows, and open spaces.

      Celebrities, socialites, and Alpine Park elite mixed and mingled. There were plenty of treats for the eyes. Blondes, brunettes, redheads—all bundled in winter clothing.

      More layers to peel away.

      The Riley twins had taken quite a fondness to Crash.

      He didn’t mind one bit.

      It didn’t take long before a guy in his late 20s approached with a smile and shook my hand. He had brown hair, umber eyes, and a trimmed beard. I was surprised at what he handed me.
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      In his hand was a baggie of white powder, which was now in my hand after the shake. “You’re the manager, right? Great band. A little something for the guys on the house. Let me know if you need anything else. My name is KC.”

      He handed me a business card. His title read Concierge Services.

      “Best snow on the mountain.” He gave me a friendly pat on the shoulder and moved on.

      I was stunned.

      I found JD in the company of a beautiful brunette. She was tall with crystal eyes.

      “You’re not going to believe this,” I said, discreetly displaying the eight-ball of cocaine.

      JD’s face crinkled. “Where’d you get that?”

      “Random dude gave it to me.” I pointed to KC as he mingled through the crowd and shook more hands, exchanging more merchandise.

      “KC has great stuff,” the brunette said. “Which is a good thing ‘cause he’s the only source around here.”

      “Good to know,” I said.

      “Shall we find a bathroom?” she asked, eager to test the powdery stuff

      “It’s not really my scene.”

      Her eyes flicked to JD.

      “Sorry, honey.”

      She frowned. “Well, if you’re not going to use it, I’ll take it off your hands.”

      “I think I’d better hang onto this.”

      “Oh.” She paused, and there was an awkward moment of silence. “Well, it was nice to meet you both.”

      She excused herself and slipped through the crowd, looking for someone who would share.

      JD frowned at me. “Thanks, buddy.”

      I scoffed. “Did you really want to hang out with someone like that?”

      “We weren’t gonna get married.”

      “Knowing you, that could have been number seven.”

      Jack scowled at me.

      He was always on the prowl for his next ex-wife.

      We wandered through the crowd, and I disposed of the coke with a flush of the toilet. There were more than a few in the crowd who would routinely disappear to the restroom and come back with the sniffles.

      It was that kind of party.

      KC had made his rounds, and there seemed to be quite a few satisfied customers.

      The party raged into the wee hours of the morning. Crash had disappeared with the Riley twins, and Dizzy had captivated the attention of two young beauties as well. Styxx had been coaxed into the outdoor Jacuzzi, despite the cold. I had no doubt the smoldering blonde could keep him warm in the steamy water.

      Jack had found another tall, leggy brunette, and I wasn’t doing too bad with a gorgeous redhead. She was from Oklahoma and had a light dusting of freckles on her cheeks. The conversation was going well until she wanted to do a few lines in the bathroom.

      It was everywhere at this party.

      The weather was getting bad. Hans texted and said that if we wanted to get back to the lodge, now was the time.

      I found JD, and we attempted to round up the rest of the crew. Styxx wasn’t too keen on getting out of the Jacuzzi, and I couldn’t find Crash.

      I ventured through the estate, checking upstairs bedrooms. At the end of an upstairs hallway, I heard the telltale moans of debauchery. I banged on the door. “Crash! Are you in there?”

      The muffled moans of ecstasy filtered through the door.

      “Crash!”

      “I’m kinda busy.”

      “Hurry it up. We’ve got to roll. The last train’s leaving in 10 minutes.”

      I hustled back downstairs and rejoined JD. Styxx had toweled off and gotten dressed. Dizzy exchanged numbers with his admirers. We gave Crash another few minutes, then said goodbye to our host. I figured he could find his own way back to the lodge in the morning.

      With the Riley twins in tow, he caught up with us as we piled into the SUV. The grin on his face wouldn’t wash off for a few days, at least. He whispered to me, "We definitely have to play more gigs like this."

      He was over the moon at his celebrity encounter. And who could blame him? The Riley twins were gorgeous. They piled into the SUV with us, and I suspected Crash was going to continue his exploits well into the morning.

      Hans carefully navigated us back to the lodge. The snow was still coming down pretty heavily, and visibility wasn't great. Hans was no stranger to driving in snowy, icy conditions, and we made it back without incident.

      Alpine Park was going to get dumped on overnight. There would be plenty of fresh powder in the morning.

      It was a little after 4 AM by the time we made it back to the lodge. We staggered to our rooms and crashed out. I set my alarm so I wouldn’t miss breakfast. This was definitely the kind of weather that made you want to curl up in bed. Cold, overcast, and snowy.

      In the morning, I caught the tail-end of breakfast with JD. I didn't expect to see the guys for the rest of the day.

      Despite Winter’s absence, it was business as usual at the lodge. The well-oiled machine kept rolling, though the entire staff was uncertain about their future.

      I figured the other guests had already eaten. We were the only ones at the table. In a hushed tone, I told JD, "I want to go back up to Double Jeopardy and see if we can find that missing ski pole."

      "Jensen's?"

      I nodded.

      "Do you really think a hit from a ski pole would be enough to kill her?"

      "People have died from less. You never know. The impact could have triggered a brain bleed. Maybe she had an aneurysm. Maybe there was enough brute force to cause swelling and increased intracranial pressure.”

      Gwen entered the dining area with a cheery smile. "How is everything this morning?"

      "Excellent," I said.

      "How did your show go last night?"

      "Great," JD said. "It's just too bad Winter wasn't there to see it."

      Gwen frowned, and her eyes misted. She gave a solemn nod. "I know that Winter would want us to keep going on about our lives like nothing happened."

      It’s what everybody always says. But it’s the truth. The world keeps turning. And you’ve got to keep on keep’n on.

      Gwen sighed. "Is there anything else I can get for you?"

      "No, thank you," JD said.

      “Gonna hit the slopes today?"

      "I think so."

      "Be safe, and I'll see you back this evening."

      She excused herself.

      We finished the meal, then got ready for a day on the mountain. We put on our boots in the mudroom, grabbed our skis, and stepped outside. We clicked into the bindings, trekked to the trail, and headed toward the slope. It was cold, and the wind scraped across my cheeks as we plummeted down to the plaza to catch the gondola up to the summit. After a short ride, we were on top of the world, looking over the majestic slopes.

      There was a ton of fresh powder. It was cold and windy up top, but the skiing was ideal. We headed down Alpine Ridge to Double Jeopardy.

      I didn't know if there was anything to find. It might be next spring before the mountain reveals its bounty.

      We skied down to the crash site through waist-deep powder—the first to hit the run of the day. It was difficult to recognize the site with so much additional snow. I wasn't optimistic about our chances of finding any evidence, but we rooted around in the snow, anyway.
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      We sifted through the powder by the tree line near where I had found the glasses. JD pushed into the trees, rooting around, while I kept moving up the mountain. Looking for a ski pole under a few feet of snow on the face of a mountain was like looking for a needle in a haystack.

      A few skiers blazed down the double diamond, not paying us any mind.

      We were probably there for 20 minutes, rooting around, when JD shouted, "I think I’ve got something.”

      I trudged through the snow to join him. He held up half a ski pole that had been snapped in two.

      It matched one of Jensen’s ski poles.

      JD handed it to me as I arrived and kept digging for the other half. The high-end carbon fiber pole was a common brand.

      "How hard do you have to hit somebody with one of those for it to snap?” JD asked.

      "Pretty hard, I would imagine.”

      He found the other half not far away.

      It had been sitting under the ice and snow for a full day now, but there was what appeared to be a frozen crust of blood, and a few droplets of splatter, near the breakpoints.

      JD and I exchanged a look.

      "I'm beginning to think your theory is right.”

      I pulled out my phone but couldn't get a signal.

      JD and I skied down the run, then picked up a blue trail and cruised down the mountain until I could get cell reception. I called Deputy Skye. I figured she might be more receptive than Bosco. Plus, if I had my choice, I'd rather see Deputy Skye again.

      She picked up after a few rings, and I explained our new discovery.

      She said she was on the mountain and agreed to meet us at Midway Station. It was early, and there wasn't much of a crowd on the deck or in the restaurant. With the overcast weather and heavy snow, it wasn't the kind of day to lounge around on the deck, watching skiers come down the mountain. The wind had picked up, and it could be quite sharp at times.

      We stepped inside and enjoyed the warmth. After digging around in the snow, we were both a little on the chilly side. It was a few degrees colder than it was yesterday.

      I almost didn't recognize Deputy Skye when she stepped into the restaurant. She wore a white powder jacket, black ski pants, and a neon green cap and gloves. Her blue eyes spotted us, and her neon green ski boots marched in our direction.

      "So you think this is the murder weapon?” she said in a skeptical tone as I showed her the fragments.

      I pointed out what appeared to be bloodstains.

      "This could belong to anybody,” she said.

      "Jensen was missing a ski pole just like this."

      "Winter’s boyfriend?"

      I nodded.

      "And you found this in the same place you found the glasses?”

      "In the trees, not too far away," JD said.

      She still wasn't sold. "So, you think she was hit over the head with a ski pole and dragged into the glen?"

      "I think that's a real possibility."

      She examined the fragments again. "I'll log these into evidence. Like I said, we'll have to send it out to determine if that is, in fact, blood and who it belongs to."

      "Seems like a reasonable thing to do."

      "Is this how you guys have fun? Don't you have anything better to do?"

      JD and I exchanged a glance, then shrugged.

      "I'll make sure this gets evaluated. If you want, I'll talk to Jensen."

      "I think that would be a good idea,” I said. “We don't mind tagging along."

      "I think I can handle an interview on my own."

      "How many murder cases have you investigated?"

      Her face tightened, and her eyes narrowed at me. “This would be the first."

      "So, you consider this a murder investigation now?”

      She was getting annoyed with me. "I'm considering it an accident, but I'm indulging your conspiracy theories just because I'm a people pleaser."

      "You're a people pleaser?"

      "I wouldn't have taken this job if I didn't feel at duty to serve the community. This is my day off, after all.”

      “I appreciate the extra effort. When do you plan on speaking with Jensen?”

      Her annoyed eyes glared at me. "I suppose you want me to go do that right now?”

      "Time is always of the essence in these cases."

      "Oh, sure. I don't mind working on my day off, missing all this great skiing."

      "Well, you know. Whenever you get around to it is fine,” I snarked.

      Her eyes narrowed. "You know, I don't even know where this really came from," she said, brandishing the fragment. "For all I know, you hit her over the head with it. Maybe you stole Jensen's ski pole and you’re setting him up to take the fall."

      I chuckled. "Now you're starting to think like a detective."

      Her suspicious eyes surveyed me.

      "I knew Winter for less than a day. I didn't have much of a motive."

      "Maybe you were overcome by her beauty and you decided that if you couldn’t have her, nobody can."

      I laughed again, then steered this thing back on track. “What do you know about Krista Fleming?"

      She hesitated. "Talented skier."

      "Not exactly a fan of Winter Van Dorn.”

      "I assume you're referring to the allegations of misconduct?”

      I nodded. "With Winter out of the way, it opens up possibilities for her."

      "Make up your mind, deputy. Did Jensen kill Winter in a jealous rage? Or did Krista kill her main rival?"

      "I don't know. But those are both avenues worth investigating. I’m glad you brought it up.”

      Her eyes narrowed at me, then flicked to the bloodstain. The possibilities swirled in her mind.
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      Deputy Skye finally said, "Okay, deputy. I'll entertain your theory."

      I lifted a surprised brow.

      “I’ll log this into evidence, then we’ll go talk to Jensen.”

      “And Krista.”

      “Then will you leave it up to us?”

      ”Absolutely,” I said, not totally sure I could drop it.

      “I’ll take this to the station, then meet you at the lodge in an hour.”

      “Deal.”

      We left Midway Station, stepped into our bindings, then caught a chairlift up to the summit while Deputy Skye skied down to the plaza.

      The chair swayed, and the icy air swirled as we ascended into the misty air. We had time to catch a few runs before heading back to the lodge. We skied to the patio, clicked off our skis, and carried them into the mudroom. We pulled off our boots, put on our shoes, and stepped into the main house.

      Klaus, the chef, greeted us. He had a concerned look on his face. In a hushed tone, he said, “Can I have a word with you?”

      “Sure.”

      He gave a cautious glance around to make sure no one saw us, then escorted us into the kitchen.

      Klaus was tall and fit, with a square jaw, light brown hair, and blue eyes.

      “What is it?”

      He had a slight German accent. “I don’t know if this is relevant, but I thought I should share. I understand you two are deputies.”

      “Out of state, but go ahead.”

      “I don’t mean to gossip, but… Last night, after dinner, I cleaned up the kitchen. Then headed out and met a friend at a bar. I realized I did not have my phone, so I stopped by the lodge on my way home. I looked for it everywhere, then it dawned on me that it was in the theater room. Sometimes I take a nap there after breakfast before I start prep for dinner. It’s dark and quiet. I’m usually here by 5 AM to start prepping breakfast. Anyway, I left my phone there, and when I went to retrieve it, the theater room was… occupied.”

      “By whom?”

      “Like I said, I hate to gossip. But Ms. Van Dorn and Mr. Hansen were…. How should I say…? Getting to know one another.”

      I got the impression he liked to gossip. “They were having intercourse?”

      “That’s one way to put it. The soundproofing makes it an ideal rendezvous point.”

      “What time was that?” I asked.

      “After 1 AM.”

      “Did you get your phone back?”

      “I waited until the action was over and the participants left.” He paused. “I don’t know if it means anything, but… jealousy can be a powerful motive.”

      “It can. Thank you.”

      “You will keep this conversation between us, yes?”

      “Unless there is a need for you to testify.”

      He didn’t like the sound of that, but nodded.

      We left Klaus in the kitchen, and I went looking for Gwen. She spent a lot of her time in the office. Floor-to-ceiling windows overlooked the indoor pool and gave a glimpse of the main entrance to the lodge.

      She wasn’t there.

      She wasn't in her room either.

      I looked around the house, and didn't see her anywhere, then headed down to the spa and weight room. From around the corner, I heard whispered tones.

      "That fucking bitch," Gwen hissed.

      I hovered just outside the spa.

      "She specifically told me she was leaving the lodge to me. I mean, why else would I put up with all her bullshit?” She paused, clearly talking to someone on the phone. "Can you believe this shit? It’s been put into some kind of trust.” She paused. “Yes! I just spoke with the attorney handling the estate. It's total bullshit. So typical of her to string me along like that." Gwen paused again. "I don't know! It's not like I have a lot of other job opportunities, and I certainly can't afford rent in this town. I guess it's business as usual until this whole thing gets sorted out. We'll see." She sighed. "I'll call you later."

      I knocked on the door to the spa, startling Gwen. She jumped and clutched her chest.

      "Sorry. I didn't mean to scare you."

      She forced a smile. "I just needed a moment to myself. To grieve, you know."

      It was total bullshit.

      "Sure," I said. "Have you seen Jensen? Is he here?"

      "I haven't seen him all day. He may be up in Winter’s room. Poor guy. I don't know where he's going to go."

      "Hard to say.”

      If he bashed Winter over the head with a ski pole, he wouldn't have to worry about a place to stay for the rest of his life. The state would take care of his accommodations.

      Gwen got an alert on her phone that someone was at the front door. The motion detector on the video doorbell automatically signaled her. "Looks like we have a visitor."

      "Probably Deputy Skye," I said.

      I followed her out of the spa and up the stairs to the third floor. The deputy had stepped into the foyer by the time we arrived. Jack had greeted her.

      "Deputy, what can I do for you?" Gwen asked.

      "Looking for Jensen Beck. He here?"

      Gwen’s curious eyes flicked from the deputy to me. "Is there something going on that I should know about?"

      "I just have a few questions," the deputy said.

      "He may still be sleeping." Gwen looked at her watch. "It's just noon now."

      We followed the deputy up to Winter’s room. She banged on the door. "Jensen? Are you in there?"

      "Huh?" he grunted.

      "It's Deputy Skye. I have a few questions for you."

      There were more grunts and groans. "Hang on a second."

      The covers rustled as he pulled himself out of bed. He cracked the door a minute later, wiping the sleep from his eyes, his face still marked from the pillow. "What's going on?"

      "We’re just trying to clarify a few details," Deputy Skye said in a disarming voice. "No biggie."

      He nodded, and his curious eyes flicked to us.

      "You were on the slopes all day yesterday, right?" Deputy Skye said.

      Jensen nodded.

      "It's my understanding you didn't have a cell phone with you."

      "I forgot it. I was kind of in a rush. Winter was ready to go, and she was irritated that I was late. I overslept. I had gotten pretty hammered the night before."

      "You two got in a fight, didn't you?" I asked.

      He glared at me. "You were there. You saw what happened."

      "What happened?" Deputy Skye asked, growing curious.

      "It wasn't a big deal," Jensen said.

      "It seemed like a big deal at the time,” I said.

      "It's disrespectful, coming onto another guy like that."

      "Who was she coming onto?" Skye asked.

      Jensen gave her the details.

      "Did she do that a lot?"

      "You know Winter. She was a flirt."

      Gwen lingered at the end of the hallway, trying to act like she wasn’t eavesdropping.

      Jensen's eyes flicked to her, and she looked away and leaned against the balustrade overlooking the pool area below.

      "Why are you asking me these questions?" Jensen asked.

      Deputy Skye pulled out her phone and showed him a picture of the broken ski pole. "Is that yours?"

      He wiped his eyes and squinted at the photo. The two fragments had been pieced together, with a small gap between them. "It looks similar. But like I told these guys yesterday, somebody took my pole. It's easy to do. Somebody grabs the wrong one from the mudroom. What does that have to do with anything?"

      "We found blood on that pole," Deputy Skye said.

      "Blood?"

      She nodded.

      "Whose blood?"

      "We don't know yet. But that ski pole was discovered near the site where Winter died."

      His brow knitted with confusion. "She hit a tree."

      Deputy Skye shrugged. "Maybe. Maybe not."

      "You think somebody hit her with that pole?"

      "We’ll find out when we get the analysis back from the lab."

      "So, whoever stole that pole killed Winter?"

      "Possibly."

      His eyes darted between us. "That's who you need to be looking for. Someone who had access to the mudroom. A guest at the lodge.”

      He was trying to shift blame off of himself.

      "The sheriff made a couple visits out here. Seems like someone else may have had unauthorized access to the property." Deputy Skye paused. "Did you guys fight a lot?"

      Jensen's face tightened. I don't think he liked where this conversation was going. "I don't know if I’d call it a lot. You know how Winter was. She was hot and cold. She was… a passionate individual. I didn't kill her, if that's what you’re getting at?”

      Deputy Skye’s eyes surveyed him carefully. I think she was starting to come around to our point of view.

      "Can anybody verify your whereabouts the morning of her death?" I asked.

      "I told you. I was skiing by myself on the mountain. I was supposed to meet her at Summit Ridge for lunch."

      "What were some of Winter's favorite runs?”

      He hesitated for a moment. "I don't know. I mean, she spent a lot of time on the Glades. Double Jeopardy, Big Dynamite, and Prowler.”

      "So, you pretty much knew where to find her on the mountain."

      He clammed up. "I think I want a lawyer."

      "You’re not under arrest," Deputy Skye said. "Why would you need a lawyer?"

      His jaw tensed, and his eyes flicked to Gwen for some kind of moral support.

      It wasn't there.

      He glanced at the rest of us, then said, "I'm not talking to you anymore. He backed into the room and closed the door.”

      JD muttered to the deputy, “Still think this was an accident?"

      She just gave him a look, not wanting to admit she had come over to our side. "Let's see if we can find Krista Fleming."
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      “How does it feel?" I asked when we regrouped in the living room.

      "How does what feel?” Deputy Skye replied.

      "Starting your first murder investigation," I said with a slight smirk.

      "Okay," she admitted in a hushed tone. "Something’s a little funny about this, and there are a few people that might have had a motive."

      "And there's blood on a potential murder weapon."

      "Somebody's blood. We don't know who's, and we won't for quite some time."

      She looked a little frazzled.

      "Are you okay?"

      "No. I'm not okay. This kind of thing doesn't happen here. And Bosco's gonna flip his shit when he finds out I've been asking around."

      "Why is that?"

      "Because he doesn't want to entertain the idea of anything other than an accident.”

      Gwen busied herself in another part of the house, but I’m sure she was eavesdropping.

      “An accident is easy,” Skye continued in a whisper. “Murder is complicated. Residents feel safe here. They're not going to feel so safe with a murderer running around. Even if nobody liked the victim."

      I gave her a look.

      "I shouldn't have said that." She paused. "I liked Winter. I really did. But we ran in different circles. And I know some folks found her difficult."

      "She seemed to have a lot of pull in this town. She got Bosco elected."

      "She may not have been everyone’s cup of tea, but she had influence. And people kissed up to her. There was a time when her family owned damn near everything, and nothing happened in this town without Mr. Van Dorn's approval. It was that way for a long time."

      “I sure would like to get a closer look at the clothes Jensen was wearing yesterday. If he did have a hand in this, there may be blood splatter on his jacket or gloves.”

      “We don’t have enough for a warrant,” the deputy said.

      “I’ve got an idea,” JD said with a mischievous grin.

      JD darted through the lodge and disappeared down a hallway.

      “What’s he up to?” Deputy Skye asked.

      I shrugged innocently, then moved on to our next suspect. "Where do we find Krista Fleming?"

      “We can stop by her condo. She lives at the base of the mountain, not far from the lift. If she's not there, I'm guessing she's on the slopes. I’ll grab my skis.”

      “You might want to take a look at this,” I said before she darted away. I showed her a picture on my phone of a screen capture I’d taken from a post Krista had made on social media. I’d been doing a little digging.

      The deputy raised an eyebrow as she read Krista’s post. “She doesn’t mince words, does she?”

      “Worth questioning, don’t you think?”

      ”People often say outrageous things they don’t mean.”

      “True. But I get the impression Krista meant every word.”

      Deputy Skye stepped outside. Her skis were on a rack on her patrol SUV.

      By the time she returned, JD had accomplished his mission. He had a devilish grin. “The maid is going to acquire the items in question at the next opportunity.”

      Deputy Skye gave him a look. “And she’s going to do this out of the goodness of her heart?”

      “That and $100 dollars.”

      “Can you get some Luminol?” I asked Skye.

      “I think so. Is this how you guys always operate?”

      “It’s not illegal,” JD said.

      “You two enjoy this kind of thing, don’t you?”

      We smiled.

      We put our boots on in the mudroom, then skied down the mountain to Krista’s condo. Her unit was in a four-story building less than 100 yards from the lift. It may not have been a $100-million-dollar estate, but it sure as hell wasn’t cheap. We stepped inside, took the elevator up to the third floor, and banged on #307.

      There was no answer.

      Deputy Skye banged again, then dialed Krista’s number. It went to voicemail.

      “Give me her number,” I said. “I can track her down.”

      She gave me a curious look. “How can you do that?”

      “I have resources,” I said with a grin.

      I texted Isabella the number and asked her to track the phone. She texted me back a moment later. [Looks like that phone is on the gondola, heading toward Summit Ridge.]

      I relayed the information to Deputy Skye.

      "How did you do that?"

      I just smiled.

      We hustled out of the condo, skied to the gondola, and the deputy used her VIP pass to get us to the front of the line. We climbed in and began our ascent. I had asked Isabella to keep me updated on Krista's location.

      Snow fluttered down, and the gondola swayed with the wind. If it got too bad, they’d shut down the lifts. The forecast had a heavy winter storm coming in, and we'd see a lot of snow over the next few days. Hopefully, not too much.

      Within 15 minutes, we were at the top of the mountain. I texted Isabella. [Where is she at?]

      [Bull Run.]

      "If we hit the Big Easy, we can cut her off as she comes down the run,” Skye said.

      She took off down the mountain, and we followed.

      Skye had nice form. Nice form, indeed. She made us look like amateurs, and she knew the mountain like the back of her hand. She skied down the Big Easy and reached the bottom of Bull Run. We joined her a moment later just as Krista navigated the double diamond like a pro zigzagging through the moguls, a puffy cloud of powder in her wake.

      A guy trailed close behind her.

      Deputy Skye flagged the duo down. They slid to a stop by the deputy.

      "I hate to bother you. I've got a few questions about Winter Van Dorn.”

      Krista lifted her goggles, and her tan face was a sharp contrast to the pale, protected area around her eyes. "Why do you want to talk about that bitch?"

      "Tell me how you really feel?"

      "Karma is a bitch. What can I say?"

      Krista had flowing brown hair, sleepy blue eyes, and a narrow face. She wasn't shy about making her opinion known.

      The guy she was with had longish, sandy-blond hair, a trimmed beard, and an athletic physique. It looked like he spent a lot of time in the gym during the off-season. He stood about 6’1”.

      "It's about a social media post you made," Deputy Skye said.

      Krista shifted onto one hip and huffed. "Really, Dakota? What are you, the fucking thought police now?"

      "If you forgot what you said, I can show you the screengrab."

      Krista rolled her eyes. "Big deal. So I said I hope somebody beats her to death. We still have free speech in this country, don’t we?What does that matter? Stupid bitch ran into a tree."

      "We're not so sure about that anymore," Dakota said.

      Krista's eyes narrowed. "What do you mean?"

      "There's a possibility that somebody took a ski pole to her head. Bashed in her skull."

      I noticed that Krista's companion had a missed matched set of ski poles, one of which was like the broken one we found.

      "You lose a ski pole?" I asked the guy.

      Krista glared at me. "Who are you?"

      "These are Deputies Donovan and Wild," Deputy Skye said, neglecting to mention we were from out of state.

      I appreciated that.

      "You don't have to answer shit, Caspian," Krista said.

      "Somebody took my pole from Midway Station. So I grabbed somebody else's."

      "When?"

      "I don't remember," he said in a smug tone.

      “Were you on the mountain yesterday?” I asked.

      "We're not answering anymore of your questions," Krista said before Caspian could speak.

      "It's pretty convenient for you with Winter out of the way," I said.

      She glared at me. "I would have won the gold if she hadn't paid off the judges. It seems the Universe is trying to right a wrong."

      "Those allegations were never proven."

      "I don't need proof. I know what that bitch was capable of."

      "You seem pretty mad."

      "You’re damn right I'm mad. I trained hard for those games. I deserved that medal. I guarantee you, I will take the gold next time around."

      "I don't doubt it.” Then added, “If you're not in a jail cell."

      Her eyes blazed into me. "I didn't have anything to do with Winter’s death."

      I looked at Caspian.

      "And neither did he," she grumbled. "Come on, Caspian."

      With that, she turned her skis downhill and slid away.

      Caspian followed.

      "You like to get under people's skin, don't you?" Dakota said.

      I smiled.

      JD said, "It's our special skill."

      I asked Dakota if she knew Caspian's last name. She told me, and I called Isabella.

      "I need you to track two more cell phones and tell me where they were yesterday morning. Caspian Clark and Krista Fleming. Let me know what you find out."

      "You got it."

      I ended the call, and Dakota surveyed me curiously.

      "Who are you guys? The CIA?" she joked.

      JD smiled. "Better."

      Dakota got a phone call. She fumbled for the device and did her best to swipe the screen with gloves on. “Hey, what is it?”

      A voice crackled through the speaker. It sounded like Sheriff Dean. “Where are you?”

      “I’m on the mountain. Why?”

      “There’s been an incident.”
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      "I need you to get up to Summit Ridge and sort this thing out," Bosco said.

      "What happened?" Dakota asked.

      "An angry parent attacked a ski instructor. Other skiers broke it up, and the ski patrol is on the scene now. It’s a little more complicated than that, but I’ll let you figure it out. They are at the base of Viper Valley and Risky Business.”

      "You know it's my day off, right?"

      "Consider it overtime."

      "Okay, boss,” she said, mocking him.

      She ended the call and slipped the phone back into her jacket pocket.

      We caught a chairlift up to the summit, then skied down Viper Valley and joined the ski patrol.

      Dakota flashed her badge. "What seems to be the problem?"

      "He assaulted me," the instructor said. Brix was a good-looking guy in his early 30s with a square jaw, a little bit of stubble, and piercing blue eyes.

      "I'll tell you what happened," an irate man growled. "I paid that guy good money to teach my daughter how to ski, and he ended up banging her in a gondola. She’s a minor, for Christ’s sake! I want him arrested.”

      A young blonde stood nearby, crying. She had big blue eyes, full lips, and a fresh face. She looked like she was about 17, give or take.

      Dakota's eyes blazed into the ski instructor.

      "I didn’t do anything wrong,” Brix said.

      "The hell you didn't," the angry dad growled, his face red, the ski patrol holding him back. He addressed Dakota. "I'm riding up on the chairlift, and I look over to the gondola. And what do I see? My daughter up against the glass getting pounded."

      "Dad!" the daughter cried through sobs.

      "I want you to arrest that man," he said, pointing at Brix.

      “What’s your name, sir?”

      “Roy. Roy Schaffer.”

      "Those two lifts are almost 100 yards away," Dakota said. “Are you sure you saw what you think you saw?”

      The angry dad glared at her. "It didn't take a rocket scientist to know what was going on."

      "So, you skied down the mountain, caught up with them, and attacked Brixton?"

      Roy’s face twisted into a scowl. "Whose side are you on?"

      "I'm trying to determine what happened,” Dakota said.

      "What happened is he molested my daughter."

      Dakota looked at the girl. "Ma'am, can you tell me how old you are?"

      "17," she said with a sniffle.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Tatum.”

      Dakota said to Roy, “The age of consent in Colorado is 17, sir.”

      Roy’s eyes rounded.

      Brixton flashed a smug smile. "I want to press charges for assault."

      The angry dad's face twisted. "What!?”

      "From what I can see, there's been no crime here except for your assault of this man,” Dakota said.

      Brixton continued to smile. "I want to press charges."

      The angry dad growled and lunged toward Brixton. Two ski patrols held him back. Roy was a big guy. Thick with broad shoulders. A hard face, narrow brown eyes, and close-trimmed dark hair that was receding at the peaks. He looked like he could hold his own in a bar fight, and a pretty boy like Brix wouldn't stand a chance.

      "This is total bullshit,” Roy said. “He raped my daughter, and you are going to charge me with a crime!?”

      That changed the tone of the conversation.

      Brixton's eyes rounded, and his jaw dropped. "That's bullshit!"

      “Tatum, can you clarify? Was the sex with Brix consensual?" Dakota asked.

      She hesitated a moment, and her blue eyes flicked from the good-looking instructor to her angry dad.

      Roy’s eyes burned into her.

      "No," she said in a thin voice. She swallowed hard. "He forced me."

      Brixton’s eyes rounded in disbelief. "What!? She's lying. She was all about it."

      Roy wasn't happy about the situation, but he had an accomplished grin on his face.

      "So, what you're telling me is this was a non-consensual act between you two?" Dakota asked.

      The girl nodded hesitantly.

      Brixton looked at her with pleading eyes. "You know that's not true."

      "I need you to come down to the station to make a statement and have a medical evaluation." Dakota told Tatum.

      She looked frightened. Her nervous eyes flicked to her dad, then back to Deputy Skye. "Do I have to?"

      "You can do whatever you want," Dakota said. "But without a statement and evidence, we don't have much of a case against Mr. Jennings," Dakota’s eyes glared at the instructor.

      "She's lying, and I can prove it," Brixton said. "I got the whole thing on video."

      That surprised everyone and enraged Mr. Schaffer even further.

      "Video?" Dakota asked.

      "Yeah. I can prove she's lying."

      Dakota’s face tightened. The situation just got more complicated. "So, you're admitting to the production of child pornography?”

      "What!? You just said she's legal."

      "Not when it comes to the production of pornographic materials," Dakota said. “That’s a violation of federal law.”

      Brixton’s face twisted with confusion.

      "I'm placing you under arrest. Put your hands behind your back."

      "What!? You can't do that!”

      "I can, and I will. And if you give me any grief, you can add resisting arrest to the charges."

      “This is bullshit!”

      Roy had a triumphant grin on his face.

      Tatum was in tears.

      Dakota slapped the cuffs around Brixton. She muttered, “You know better."

      She read him his rights.

      "I still want to press charges against him," Brixton said, glaring at Mr. Schaffer.

      Dakota handed Brixton off to me. She pulled another pair of cuffs from a jacket pocket and marched toward the angry dad. He looked like he could be a handful.
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      “You're arresting me?” Roy said. “This is outrageous!”

      "I need you to turn around and put your hands behind your back," Dakota commanded. "You have the right to remain silent…"

      Mr. Schaffer barked a few obscenities but complied. She slapped the cuffs around his thick wrists and called the sheriff for backup. The ski patrol took the two detainees down the mountain on sleds.

      We skied with Tatum down the mountain, following behind.

      The sheriff and another deputy waited at the base of the mountain. Bosco looked a little surprised to see us.

      Brixton was put into a squad car and Roy Schaffer into another.

      Dakota caught Bosco up to speed on the situation. He just shook his head. "Brix is a fucking moron. Have you seen the video?"

      Dakota shook her head.

      "Let's try to keep this out of the press," Bosco said. "First a death on the mountain, then a sexual assault. Those kinds of things are not good for business."

      "I'll be down to the station shortly," Dakota said. "My vehicle’s at the lodge."

      He gave her a curious look.

      "The deputies found more evidence," she said, with a little hesitance in her voice.

      "Evidence?"

      "I've been meaning to tell you."

      She caught him up to speed on the bloody ski pole.

      His face tensed. "You really think there is a possibility this wasn’t an accident?"

      “I’ve got questions. And there are a lot of people with motives."

      "Earl just officially classified the cause of death as an accident. Blunt trauma to the head. As he suspected, she had intracranial hemorrhaging and an aneurysm. She could have gone at any moment.”

      “With all due respect,” I said. “How many murders has Earl evaluated?”

      Bosco frowned. “Not many. I hate to admit it, but homicide is a little outside our area of expertise. People around here mostly die from heart attacks, strokes, and the occasional accident.”

      "Can't hurt to keep looking into this," Dakota said.

      He sucked his teeth. "I suppose you're right.” He shook his head in dismay. “A murder and a sexual assault in the span of a few days. That's just great."

      A news crew arrived. A cameraman and sound guy hopped out of a van, along with an ambitious brunette reporter. The cameraman lensed up the two patrol units, and the reporter marched in our direction.

      The sheriff's jaw tensed. He muttered to Dakota, “Do not talk to that woman."

      It seemed like Alpine Park had their own investigative reporter by the name of Ember Hayes to deal with.

      "Sheriff Dean, can you confirm that there was, in fact, a sexual assault on the mountain?" the brunette reporter shouted at him.

      The sheriff ignored her and climbed behind the wheel of his SUV while the camera crew filmed him. He pulled the door shut.

      Ember Hayes focused her eyes on Dakota. Soon the camera lens soaked up her gorgeous face.

      The reporter repeated her question.

      "I have no comment at this time,” Dakota said.

      Soon, the microphone hovered over my head. “And who are you?”

      I said nothing.

      We left the camera crew as Ember lobbed questions. We caught a chair lift up to Midway Station, then skied down to the access trail and back to the lodge.

      “I gotta head back to the station,” Dakota said. “I’ll keep you posted. So much for a day off.”

      My stomach was rumbling, and we decided to grab lunch at Summit Ridge. Thick, soupy clouds blanketed the mountain, obscuring the view. Usually, you could see stunning vistas of neighboring peaks. Today, you could barely see beyond the sundeck. The place had high vaulted ceilings, a large stone fireplace, and a cozy upscale feel. There was limited seating inside, but we had missed the lunch rush. JD and I split a made-from-scratch pizza.

      Isabella texted as we chowed down. [Both Caspian’s and Krista's phones were off the grid yesterday morning.]

      [Why doesn’t that surprise me?]

      I updated JD.

      “I think Krista’s boyfriend could have eliminated the competition for her,” Jack said.

      “I think we need to talk to Earl.”

      I texted Dakota, and she sent me Earl's cell phone. I gave him a ring and reintroduced myself.

      "I remember who you are. I ain't that forgetful yet."

      "I understand you’re calling Winter’s death an accident."

      "I can't see any reason to call it anything else."

      I asked him if he was aware of the new evidence.

      "This is the first I'm hearing of it."

      "Well, it's been a busy day,” I said. “I’m sure Bosco will talk to you.”

      "Can't say it will change my opinion much.”

      "The human body can be a fragile thing. I've seen people survive a hammer blow to the head, and others die from a minor bump."

      “I’ll talk to the sheriff about this new evidence. It’s possible her aneurysm ruptured as the result of a blow. But I still think you’re trying to make something out of nothing. The only murder I recall in this town was when Ed Simmons got mauled by a bear out by the old mines. No charges were brought against the bear.”

      “Thanks for your consideration.”

      I ended the call, frustrated.

      After we filled our bellies, we got in a few leisurely runs down the mountain. We returned to the lodge in the late afternoon, and JD went straight for the bar. He poured us drinks, and we sipped the fine whiskey while knocking pool balls around the felt, trying to thaw out. It had gotten pretty cold on the mountain, and the snow wasn’t showing any signs of letting up.

      Since I had a free moment, I decided to run down a few leads on the Lily Beth Walsh cold case in between turns. I tried to get in touch with both Lance Hartman and Travis Brock. Lance lived out of town, but his parents still resided in Coconut Key.

      Neither answered my call.

      I grabbed my laptop, returned to the rec area, and read through the case file. Both had been interviewed at the time. A classmate named Mika Willis stated she was with them that afternoon. The three left the mall together.

      I called Mika to verify this but got her voicemail. I left a message and asked her to get in touch.

      It wasn’t long before Reeve and Celeste returned from a day on the slopes. They moved to the bar, and Reeve poured drinks. They joined us in the rec area. Reeve beamed a smile. “Great skiing, isn’t it?”

      “It’s getting a little cold and windy for my taste,” Celeste said.

      “I’ve never seen this much fresh powder,” Reeve said. “Great show last night, by the way.”

      “Thank you,” JD said.

      Commotion echoed from the mudroom. A few moments later, Dizzy, Styxx, and Crash staggered in, windburned with tousled hair.

      “Man, that was awesome!” Crash shouted.

      “Glad you’re having fun,” Reeve said.

      “For sure! We’re gonna try snowboarding tomorrow.”

      “Great show last night, by the way.”

      “Thanks,” Crash said.

      “We didn't stick around afterward," Reeve said. "Celeste had a headache."

      Celeste looked annoyed. But she tended to have that look on a perpetual basis.

      “How about I treat you guys to dinner tonight," Reeve said.

      “Sounds good to me,” Crash said, always down for a free meal.

      “I can get us a table at QuickSilver,” Reeve said. He looked at JD. “We can pick up our discussion about biotech and changing the future of mankind."

      Jack grinned. "Sounds like a plan."

      "I've got reservations at 7:30. I’ll just tell them to add a few more places. We can have Hans or Jerome run us into town. Let’s say we meet back here at 7:15?"

      “We’ll see you then,” I said.

      Reeve and Celeste returned to their room.

      We hung out and chatted with the guys for a little while, then got cleaned up for dinner and met Reeve and Celeste back in the living room.

      We piled into the black Lincoln Navigator, and Hans took us down the mountain. Dizzy had to stuff himself into the cargo area.

      "Have you been to QuickSilver before?” Reeve asked.

      "No."

      "You're going to love it. It's definitely one of my favorites here in town."

      Hans pulled to the curb in front of the upscale eatery. We flooded out of the vehicle and hustled into the warm restaurant. The hostess greeted us with a warm smile. "Good evening Mr. Hansen. So nice to see you again."

      He smiled and nodded appreciatively. The hostess escorted us to a table in the back.

      It was a classy restaurant with coffered wood-paneled walls. Leather chairs and booths with tufted seats. Elegant chandeliers hung from the ceiling. The walls were adorned with Impressionist artwork of mountain vistas.

      We took our seats, and the hostess dealt menus in fine leather folios. A waiter appeared, wearing formal attire, and introduced himself. He went over the specials of the day, took our drink order, then darted away.

      When our drinks were delivered, Reeve lifted his glass. "To new friends and great adventures."

      We all clinked and cheered.

      It didn't take long for Reeve and JD to get down to business. I sensed that business was what this dinner was all about from the beginning. He muttered, “This isn't public information. So, what is discussed at this table stays at this table."

      JD and I nodded.

      The guys at the other end of the table were too busy checking out a table of cute girls nearby. They weren’t interested in this kind of thing, anyway.
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      "Our phase 2 trials are wrapping up,” Reeve said. “The preliminary data is incredible."

      JD said, “If your drug does everything you say it does, you’re going to print money."

      Reeve smiled. "This is about more than money, my friend. This is about a revolution. A turning point in the history of mankind. Every study participant went into full remission. Not only that, biomarkers indicate the aging process has been completely arrested. And in some, reversed.”

      That got our full attention.

      “How much would you pay for a pill to halt the aging process and cure disease?” Reeve asked.

      “Are we talking a onetime pill?”

      “No. Daily.” Reeve smiled. He was certainly all about the money. “You see the potential, don’t you?”

      “Indeed.”

      “Winter was an early investor.” He frowned.

      "I'm sad she's not around to see this reach its potential."

      The waiter darted back into the room. "Are you ready to order, or do you need more time?"

      "I think we’re ready," Reeve said.

      The waiter moved around the table, scribbling on a pad.

      I went with the French onion soup to start and couldn't pass up the lobster ravioli.

      "I think this could be the largest IPO in history," Reeve said.

      "You might be right," JD replied.

      Reeve was slowly reeling Jack in. But I had to admit, it sounded remarkable.

      "As you can imagine, I've got people throwing money at me to get involved. But I'm very particular about who I partner with. I want to work with like-minded people. I want to make sure we’re all in this for the same reason. Winter had committed to another substantial investment. I don't know where you're at financially, but I'm looking for someone to fill her shoes."

      "What kind of numbers are we talking about?" JD asked.

      Reeve told us. It was no small sum.

      "Something to consider," JD said. "Of course, I need to look at the data, the financials, the projections."

      "Absolutely. Again, I’m just throwing this out there ‘cause I like your energy, and I think we could be a fit. I’ll be in town for a few more days. I'll be sure to get you everything you need."

      He lifted his glass again. "To a bold new future."

      We clinked glasses and sipped the fine whiskey.

      The waiter delivered our appetizers shortly thereafter, followed by the main entrée. Reeve wasn't lying about the restaurant. The meal was delicious.

      Reeve got a call, which he ignored. Then a text illuminated the display. His face tensed as he read the message.

      “Is everything okay?” JD asked.

      Reeve forced a smile. “Yes. Just a little issue.”

      He replied to the text, and there was a quick volley.

      "Honey, it's rude to use your phone during dinner," Celeste scolded.

      Reeve forced another smile. "Yes, of course." He addressed the table. "Please forgive me."

      The waiter entered the room with the dessert tray and presented an array of sinful options—double chocolate mousse, German chocolate cake, key lime pie, strawberry cheesecake, and a fruit cup with whipped cream.

      I went with the key lime pie.

      Reeve opted for the cheesecake and fidgeted nervously all through dessert. His eyes were a thousand miles away. Whatever was in the text message wasn't good.

      Reeve hurried the waiter for the check and paid the tab, which was no small number. He called Hans, and by the time we waddled to the sidewalk, the Navigator had pulled up.

      But there was someone else waiting for us outside the restaurant.

      Ember and her news crew closed in, focusing on Reeve. A spotlight atop the camera squinted his eyes.

      “Do you have any comment on the recent whistleblower’s allegations?” Ember asked.
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      "A disgruntled former employee is attempting to defame our good name," Reeve said.

      Ember replied, “How do you respond to the accusation that your new drug is ineffective?"

      Reeve scoffed. "We have mountains of clinical data to the contrary."

      "Data that has allegedly been falsified."

      It was growing increasingly difficult for Reeve to maintain his smile. "I believe that the data will show efficacy and will dispel any theories to the contrary."

      “The whistleblower has likened your operation to a Ponzi scheme."

      "I have no further comment at this time."

      Reeve climbed into the SUV, and we followed.

      The camera kept rolling as we drove away.

      Reeve took a minute to compose himself. He took a breath, and his charming smile returned. "There's someone always out there trying to pull you down. It's a shame that most people don't have vision. They don't want to see what is possible. They fear change so much that they will do anything to stop it, even when it's in their own best interest."

      We returned to the lodge and thanked Reeve again for dinner. He and Celeste retired to his guest room.

      I had no doubt he had numerous fires to put out.

      "I knew that sounded too good to be true," JD said.

      "You know what I'm thinking?"

      “Winter gave him money. Then maybe she discovered he was hustling a sugar pill. If she threatened to expose him—”

      “He’d have a reason to get rid of her," I finished.

      Jack turned on the TV and flipped through the channels. Reeve’s whistleblower had made the national news and was doing rounds on the various networks, calling out Reeve’s bogus operation. Ember had gotten the only reaction from him, and not only did it air on the local channel, but it was sold to various national outlets. Ember was getting her little moment in the sun.

      We hung out, played pool, and had a few more drinks before calling it an evening. There was a lot to process and a lot of people who had a reason to assist in Winter’s demise.

      In the morning, my phone buzzed with a call from Jody Townsend. Her shaky voice filtered through the speaker. "I just found something horrible!”

      "What is it?"

      "I hope I'm not disturbing you."

      "Not at all."

      "I had left Lily's room just as it was. I couldn't bear to touch it. It's been there all these years. I couldn't even bring myself to go into the room. The maid has been the only one in there on a regular basis. I finally mustered the courage to go in and look around, hoping to find something that might shed some light on the situation. I remember looking around with deputies when she first went missing. Turns out she had hidden her diary in the stuffing of a giant teddy bear that was on her bed. I picked it up and felt something rectangular inside. Anyway, I started reading through the last several entries. I came across a section regarding Frank."

      That hung there for a moment, and she burst into sobs.

      "I feel responsible. How could I not have seen this?"

      She gave me the details of the alleged abuse.

      "She was afraid to come to me,” Jody said. “She was afraid I would take his side."

      The sobs continued.

      I reminded her that even Lily's friends were doubtful there was any abuse. “I’ll talk to Frank one more time when I get back into town."

      "Is this enough to convict him?"

      “No. And I don't think Frank's gonna make it to trial."

      "I hope he burns in hell.” Her voice trembled with rage.

      "I'm still working on the case, talking to witnesses. I'll let you know if anything turns up."

      "Thank you. I really appreciate you."

      "No problem."

      I ended the call, pulled myself out of bed, showered, and dressed.

      JD and I caught the tail end of breakfast. Gwen greeted us with a worried look. “Have you heard? There was a massive avalanche last night. Alpine Pass is closed.”

      “For how long?” I asked.

      Gwen shrugged. “The last time this happened, it took a few days to clear.”

      “Looks like nobody’s getting in or out,” JD said.

      “Unless you’ve got a helicopter,” Gwen said.

      “At least there’s plenty of fresh powder on the mountain,” JD said.

      Gwen served us breakfast, and we crunched on bacon, gobbled down ham and cheese omelets, and sipped gourmet coffee.

      As we were finishing up, a bloodcurdling scream echoed through the lodge.

      JD and I pushed away from the dining table and hustled up the stairs toward the master bedroom where the scream had originated. We raced down the hallway.

      The door was ajar, and the maid stood a few feet into the room, her hands covering her mouth, her eyes wide as she stared at the bed.

      Jensen's cold, lifeless body stared at the ceiling. His skin was pale, and his jaw slack.

      "I knocked, but there was no answer,”she said. “I came into the room and saw him like that.”

      "Did you touch the body?" I asked.

      She blessed herself and shook her head.

      Gwen rushed to the room and looked on in horror. "What happened?"

      I moved to the body and felt for a pulse. Jensen’s skin was cold against my fingertips, and there was no rhythm left in his arteries.

      I called Deputy Skye.

      She answered after a few rings. "Hey, I was just meaning to call you."

      "I think you might want to get over here right away."

      "What have you got now? Some new piece of evidence,” she snarked. “Did somebody confess?"

      I updated her on the situation, and her tone changed. It wasn’t long before she arrived with Sheriff Bosco, the medical examiner, and paramedics. They swarmed the bedroom.

      There was a baggie of white powder on the nightstand. It didn’t take a brain surgeon to figure out what happened.

      “How long has he been like this?” I asked.

      Earl hovered over the body. “Judging by the temperature, I’d say between midnight and 2 AM.”

      “I’m going to go out on a limb and say he OD’d,” Jack muttered.

      “We’ve been seeing more of that lately,” Earl said.

      I told the sheriff, “You might want to talk to KC.”

      The sheriff's face crinkled. "How do you know KC?”

      "How does anyone know KC?” I said. "Let's just say he offered his services."

      The sheriff's mouth tightened. "I'll have a talk with him."

      "He seems to be the only supply line in town," I said.

      “Well, that supply line is about to come to an end.”

      “You want me to talk to him?” Dakota asked.

      “No. I’ll handle this.”

      “While we’re here, we should take an opportunity to look around,” I said.

      “Look around for what?” Bosco asked.

      I spotted the powder jacket Jensen had been wearing the day of Winter’s murder. I walked across the room, snatched it from the floor, and examined it for blood stains. “Got any Luminol?”
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      After the body was bagged and removed, we pulled the blinds and dimmed the lights. Earl sprayed the chemiluminescent agent on the garment. We waited for the reaction.

      My jaw tightened with frustration.

      Nothing glowed, and there were no obvious stains.

      “Well, looks like Jensen is in the clear,” Bosco said. “I still think she hit a tree.”

      The responders cleared out of the bedroom.

      Gwen looked frazzled. “Do you think he intentionally OD’d?”

      Bosco shrugged. “Maybe he was grief stricken. Took his indulgences too far.”

      “Or maybe there’s something besides cocaine in the powder,” I said.

      Bosco shook his head. “It’s always gotta be complicated with you, doesn’t it?”

      “I don’t make things complicated. That seems to happen naturally.”

      He shook his head and walked away.

      “Out of curiosity,” I said. “What happened with the assault case yesterday?”

      “No charges against either of them,” Bosco shouted back. “They’re both out on the street.”

      My face wrinkled with confusion.

      Dakota explained, “Brixton’s video didn’t show anything lewd. Just a shaky view of the back of Tatum’s head as she pressed against the glass. There was nothing to charge him with. But, from the audio, it was clear she gave her consent. She changed her story and recanted. Of course, Brixton is no longer employed. Fraternizing with guests is prohibited.”

      “What about Alpine Pass?”

      “They’re working on it.” She paused. “I’ll be in touch,” she said, following Bosco out.

      “What do you think?" JD asked after she was gone.

      "If this was our town, I'd say we should go talk to KC. Jensen could have OD’d, or somebody could have spiked his powder."

      "Why?"

      I shrugged. “I don't know. But there's something funny going on in this town. And I'm going to figure out what it is."

      "What do you want to do?"

      "I guess we'll let the sheriff handle this for now. But something tells me he's not going to be too popular if he shuts down the only supplier in town."

      "He's not going to be too popular if everyone starts dying from bad shit," JD added.

      The jet-set crowd in Alpine Park liked their nose candy. There was no doubt about it. I figured it was a delicate balance to walk for law enforcement around here.

      I found KC’s card and decided to give him a call. I put it on speakerphone so Jack could hear.

      KC picked up after a few rings. “Who's this?"

      "The manager of Wild Fury. We met the other night. Just wanted to express my appreciation for your gift. I'd like to acquire some more of it for the band."

      "More of what?"

      I wasn't sure if he was hesitant to discuss this on the phone or if he had figured out I was a cop.

      "The boys like to powder their noses from time to time."

      "I'm sorry. I don't know what you’re talking about." He ended the call.

      JD and I exchanged a curious look.

      "Would you look at that?" JD said. "He's turning down customers."

      I frowned. "He knows something."

      "If somebody died after taking my product, I'd shut the hell up too."

      I didn’t figure news of Jensen’s death had traveled that fast. Perhaps someone at the party had told him about us.

      We decided to take advantage of the fresh powder and hit the slopes. We donned our gear, hit the access trail, then skied down to the gondola. It was still overcast and snowy. The biting wind moved right through me. The wind had picked up, but not enough to shut down the lifts. Not yet, anyway.

      The gondola swayed as it carried us to the summit. Skiers below carved the face of the mountain.

      “We need to get out to Alpine Lake before we leave town," JD said. “I want to see the ruins of the old mining town. From what I hear, the mine shafts are haunted with ghosts of departed miners from the collapse in 1898. Legend has it, Buford Callahan hid a stash of silver, stolen from a stagecoach, somewhere on the mountain near the old mining town.”

      I gave him a skeptical look. "We are not going on a treasure hunt."

      "You're not claustrophobic, are you?"

      I glared at him. "No, but I'm not going spelunking through abandoned mine shafts, looking for mythical silver."

      JD smiled. "Where's your sense of adventure?"

      "My sense of adventure is confined to marked trails. This is not the weather to go trekking off mindlessly into the uncharted wilderness.”

      The resort area was on lease from the forest service. There were thousands of acres of federal land out there that were unoccupied and undeveloped. Untamed country. Get lost or trapped on a mountain in weather like this, and you might not make it out alive. Freezing to death was not on my agenda.

      We reached the summit, got off the gondola, and hit the slopes. We plowed through mounds of fresh powder, carving a path through the snow.

      We were getting better each day. I would imagine that if you lived in this place, you'd be an expert in no time. Much like surfing, skiing could be a spiritual experience. You against the mountain. If you were lucky, for a few brief moments, you were aligned, almost as one.

      But one wrong move, and gravity could give you a painful reminder that you're not part of the mountain. Merely a guest.

      We were on our third trip up the mountain when my phone buzzed with a call from Deputy Skye. "Where are you at? I think you’re gonna want to see this. How fast can you get here?”
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      Full-day, private ski instruction in Alpine Park wasn't cheap. Still, this was a nice apartment for a ski instructor. It was a few blocks away from the mountain. The balconies offered a nice view of the slopes. There were only 12 units in the building.

      Brixton's body lay on the ground in the parking lot behind the building. His body was covered with a light dusting of snow. Blood soaked the powder around his head like a cherry snow cone. His lifeless eyes gazed at the sky.

      Somebody had rearranged the pretty boy's face. His nose was now at an unnatural angle, and his left eye had dark circles under it from a heavy right-handed punch. There were abrasions on his cheek, and his lip was fat and swollen. Blood had trickled from his nose and his lips, down his chin. It was crusted and frozen. He lay in between two parked cars.

      EMTs and paramedics had done their obligatory duty, but there was no resuscitating him.

      Dakota snapped photos of the remains.

      "For a town that doesn't have a lot of murders, there sure are a lot of people dying in the last few days," I said.

      Dakota frowned at me. "This is getting out of hand."

      "Who discovered the body?"

      “I did," a young brunette woman with curly hair said. She stood nearby, shivering in the cold, a gray beanie pulled over her ears. "I came out to get into my car, and that's when I saw him. I called the Sheriff's Department right away."

      "Did you see anybody in the area?" I asked.

      She shook her head.

      "And you were in your apartment prior to that?"

      She nodded.

      "Did you hear anything unusual?"

      She shook her head again. "But I was listening to music."

      "When did you discover the body?"

      "Maybe half an hour ago."

      "Did you know Brixton?"

      "Yeah. Not really well. We were… neighborly."

      She looked a little embarrassed, and she didn't look at me directly when she said it. I got the impression that maybe she had succumbed to Brixton's charms once or twice.

      "I heard on the news he was arrested last night. I was surprised to find him in the parking lot."

      She didn't look like she had the physical ability to punch Brixton and lay him out cold. In my estimation, someone had punched the instructor, and he tumbled back, cracked his head on the parking block, and that was all she wrote. Sometimes your luck can turn on a dime.

      I said to Dakota, "I think I’ve got a pretty good idea of what happened here."

      "Roy Schaffer?"

      I nodded.

      "Some punk-ass ski instructor tags my daughter on a gondola, I might give him a knuckle sandwich, too," JD said.

      "I think we should pay Roy Schaffer a visit," I said.

      "I'll pay him a visit," Dakota said. "You're out of your jurisdiction."

      "You could deputize us."

      She scoffed. "I don't think that would go over too well with Sheriff Dean."

      “Where is he?"

      "Should be here any minute."

      "I don't think he's going to be too happy to see us here."

      "You two have more experience with this kind of thing than either of us do." She muttered, “I’ll deny I said that, but I think your input is valuable."

      I grinned. "I won't say a word."

      Sheriff Dean pulled onto the scene a moment later, lights flashing atop his SUV. He crunched across the snow and joined us, giving us a look through tight eyes. "How come every time there's a dead body in this town you're not far behind?"

      I shrugged innocently.

      He gave a solemn glance down to Brixton's corpse.

      Dakota caught him up to speed.

      Ember and the news crew arrived. They flooded out of the van and hustled onto the scene.

      This was a big deal.

      Their presence irritated Bosco. He stepped toward the crew, waving them off. "Give us some space!"

      "Can you identify the victim?"

      "Not at this time."

      I stifled a chuckle. The scene reminded me of our dealings with Paris Delaney in Coconut Key.

      Earl and his crew arrived a few minutes later. He moseyed past the crowd of onlookers that had gathered, past the news crew, past the deputy.

      "Looks like we’ve got another accident," I snarked.

      He glared at me, then knelt down beside the body. He snapped on a pair of nitrile gloves and went to work.

      "Let's start knocking on doors," I said. "See if any of the neighbors saw anything."

      We left the scene and moved to the building. Bosco gave us a curious glance.

      “Don’t worry about him," Dakota said. “He’s just being territorial. He knows we’re short-staffed. He might not act like it, but he knows we need the help."

      We banged on doors, but there weren’t many residents at home. One woman answered. “Yeah, there was a guy that came by looking for Brix. I didn’t open the door, but I gave him Brix’s apartment number.” She cringed. “I feel terrible.”

      “Is this the guy?” Dakota asked, showing her Roy’s mugshot on her phone.

      “Yeah, that’s him.”

      I asked Dakota. "Do you know where Roy Schaffer is staying?”

      "Yeah. It's in the police report. He’s staying in a condo off Snowbird."

      "Let's do a knock and talk."

      She agreed.

      We walked back to the parking lot, and Dakota talked to the sheriff. We hung back while they had a brief exchange. Bosco's eyes flicked to us on more than one occasion as she cleared it with him. He threw up his hands in frustration, resigned to the situation.

      Dakota looked back at us and nodded for us to follow. We hustled to catch up with her as she walked to her patrol unit.

      Bosco's narrow eyes followed us.

      We climbed into the SUV, and Dakota cranked up the engine and blasted the heat.

      “What did you say to him?” I asked.

      “I can’t give away all my secrets.”

      She drove toward Snowbird.

      “How the hell did Brixton afford a place like that?”
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      "I think his family has money," Dakota said. "Half the people that work the mountain can't afford to live in this town. Hell, I can't afford to live in this town."

      "Where do you live?" I asked.

      "Alpine Village.”

      "How are you going to get home tonight?"

      "Looks like I'm not going home tonight. I'll sleep on a cot at the station."

      "You can stay at the lodge," I said.

      She scoffed. "I can't afford the lodge."

      "You can take my bed."

      She lifted a skeptical eyebrow. "With you in it, I suppose?"

      "If you insist, but I'm sure there's a pullout sofa."

      "I appreciate the offer, but I'll be just fine at the station."

      "If you change your mind, you know how to get in touch with me."

      She gave me a look.

      We pulled up to the condo that Roy was renting on Snowbird Lane. We hopped out of the vehicle and found unit #204. I put a heavy fist against the door.

      Voices inside filtered through.

      I banged another fist.

      The peephole flickered as someone peered through. Tatum shouted, “Who is it?"

      She knew damn good and well who it was.

      I almost said Coconut County, but I stopped myself.

      "It's Deputy Skye with Alpine Park," Dakota said. "Can you open the door?"

      She unlatched it and pulled it open. Her cautious blue eyes flicked between us.

      "Is your dad around?"

      She hesitated for a moment. "Dad. The cops are here for you."

      She had an annoyed tone in her voice. I don't think she liked cops much, especially after her recent experience. Her father wasn’t on her list of favorite people either. It seemed like she derived a little bit of satisfaction that cops were looking to speak with him.

      Roy shuffled to the door a moment later, and Tatum slipped back down the foyer. Roy didn't look too pleased to see us, either. "What do you want?"

      "We just have a few questions for you," Dakota said. "Have you been here all morning?"

      His jaw tightened. “Well, not all morning. I was in the county jail until about 9 AM."

      I observed scuff marks on his right knuckles. "What happened to your hand?"

      He glimpsed at the abrasions, shifted awkwardly, then put his hand in his pocket.

      "That's nothing," he said.

      "Doesn't look like nothing."

      "You spend the night in jail. Tell me how ragged you look afterward."

      "Did you happen to pay Brix a visit earlier today?"

      His jaw tightened, and he swallowed hard. "No."

      "You sure about that?"

      "Positive."

      My brow knitted. "Really. Because we’ve got a witness that can put you at his apartment complex. You sure you want to go down this route?"

      "Don't tell me that little bastard is pressing charges."

      "I don't think he's going to press charges on this one."

      Dakota watched the interaction with curiosity.

      Roy finally relented. "Okay, so I went over there, and I slugged the douchebag. He fucking deserved it."

      "He deserved to die?"

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

      "I hate to break it to you, but Brixton is dead."

      "Whoa, hang on a second! He was fine when I left him. Well, maybe not fine. But he was still breathing."

      "Want to tell me what happened?"

      His jaw tensed. "I think I need to be talking with an attorney, not you people."

      "Talking to us right now is your best option." That may have been a lie. The best thing he could have done was not answer the door and not said a word. But he had already stepped in it now.

      "Did you go over there with the intention to kill him?" I asked.

      "No! I went to find my daughter."

      I exchanged a glance with JD and Dakota.

      “Tatum wasn't here, and my wife couldn't find her. I tracked her phone to that scumbag's apartment. I knocked on every door in that complex until I found him. Sure enough, she's over there spreading her legs for him again."

      "Dad!" Tatum shouted from the living room.

      "I punched the little prick in the face, and he hit the ground. Then I collected my daughter and brought her back here. He was just fine. Tatum can vouch for that."

      My eyes narrowed. "You hit him in his doorway?"

      "Yeah, that's what I said."

      "Not in the parking lot?"

      His face wrinkled. "No."

      "You sure about that?"

      “Have you been listening, or have I been wasting my breath?"

      Dakota paused, then said, “We’d like to talk to Tatum.”
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      Tatum confirmed her father's story, but she wasn't exactly the most credible witness.

      Roy agreed to go down to the station and make a statement. He told the same story again. This time, a video camera captured everything in the interrogation room. Usually, when someone is lying, the small details change.

      Roy’s story was spot on.

      We conferred in the hallway outside the interrogation room with Bosco and Dakota.

      The sheriff was irritated, as usual. "So, you buy his bullshit story?”

      "I think he's telling the truth," I said.

      "Just because Brixton was alive when he left doesn't mean he didn't die afterward. He could have staggered down to the parking lot and blacked out as he approached his car, then hit his head on the parking block."

      I shrugged. "It's possible."

      “You think someone else is involved?"

      "I think we have to entertain the possibility that Brixton ran into somebody else that didn't care too much for him."

      “Who?” Bosco asked.

      I shrugged. “This ain't my circus."

      "That’s something we can both agree on."

      His eyes burned into me for a moment.

      Dakota spoke up. "I think it's reasonable to consider that maybe someone else is involved. I mean, Lord knows, Brixton has made enemies out of more than a few jealous husbands. And that apartment he lives in costs a pretty penny. Maybe he's doing something a little illegal on the side."

      "You think maybe he's dealing?" Bosco asked.

      "He is, or was, in an ideal position to do that. Daily interaction with rich tourists looking for a little après-ski."

      “Have you spoken with KC?” I asked.

      “That’s where I was when this happened. He wasn’t too talkative. Wouldn’t open the door without a warrant.”

      “Not surprising.”

      “Well, I need answers on this,” Bosco said. “Three high-profile deaths in so many days. This is gonna cause a stink.”

      “Who was Brixton close to?” I asked.

      “He was pretty tight with Jeremy Lord,” Dakota said.

      “I think we should have a chat,” I said. “Maybe he knows something.”

      “I’ll notify Brixton’s next of kin,” Bosco said. He gave us a hard look. “You two can tag along with her, but no involvement. No use of force. You got it?”

      “We got it,” I said.

      “Are you sure you wouldn’t rather spend your time relaxing?”

      JD and I exchanged a glance.

      “Once we get started, we see it through,” I said.

      Bosco still seemed irked, but he was tolerating us for the time being.

      “What about Brix’s cell phone?” I asked. “Was that on his person?"

      "I believe so, but what's your interest?”

      “Might give us an idea of his recent communications."

      “Should be in the property room if you can get past his security screen."

      "Sometimes there are ways around that. Facial recognition. It doesn't always work on a corpse, but it's worth a try."

      They both looked a little revolted by the thought.

      "Deputy Skye can pick up the phone from the property department and you can pay a visit to the morgue, if you like." Bosco looked at Dakota. "Keep me in the loop."

      The sheriff marched away, and Dakota retrieved Brixton's phone.

      I looked up his social media profiles, but nothing jumped out at me at first glance. He had a number of video blogs posted to his page, featuring his life as a ski instructor. He had a large following on multiple platforms. He’d speak into the camera from the top of the mountain, showing off stunning views. There were GoPro videos from a helmet cam as he skied the slopes. People all over the globe lived vicariously through the blog. Not everybody could be a ski instructor, and his videos gave a glimpse into the life.

      We headed over to the Medical Examiner's Office. Earl had the victim on a stainless steel exam table. The Alpine Park morgue was pretty full by normal standards. The examination room was typical—stainless steel cabinets, sinks, supplies, boxes of gloves, red biohazard containers. The pine scent of floor cleaner mixed with a hint of new death.

      I got the impression that Earl didn't like his space invaded. This was his domain, and he got along quite well with the corpses. They didn't talk back.

      Dakota held the phone in front of Brix’s face. I guess the damage to his nose and left eye threw off the recognition.

      The screen didn’t unlock.

      She tried again with no luck. Dakota frowned. “Any other ideas?”

      “I have a few.” I took the phone and started punching in common pass numbers. 111111, 000000, 123456, etc.

      Nothing worked.

      Dakota looked up his birthday, and we tried that.

      Still no access.

      I had one last resort. If we could figure out his primary email address, Isabella might be able to hack into his cloud account and retrieve the backup of his phone—if it had been synced recently.

      “Standard issue emails for mountain employees are first initial dot last name at Alpine Park Ski,” Dakota said. “Might want to try that. You really think you can get access?”

      I shrugged. “We’ll see.”

      I asked Earl if he had any more information about the blood found on the ski pole.

      "That's been sent off to the lab in Denver, but I don't expect to hear back for at least 6 to 8 weeks. They've got a pretty big backlog, and we are small potatoes."

      "You might be able to collect touch DNA from Brixton's face. The assailant's knuckles may have left trace amounts of blood or skin cells."

      Earl gave me a flat look. "I know what I’m doing.”

      "Of course. Just a friendly reminder."

      "I don't like to be micromanaged. I'll do my job, and you do yours. Oh, wait, this isn't your job." His eyes pierced into me.

      I apologized for the interruption, then we headed out to find Jeremy Lord. As we left the building, Dakota assured, “Earl’s just slow to warm up to new people."

      "We’ll be gone by the time he warms up to us,” JD said.

      We climbed into the SUV, pulled the doors shut, and buckled up.

      "How long are you planning to stay in town?" Dakota asked.

      “With Alpine Pass closed, it looks like we will be here at least a few more days. Why? Will you miss us when we’re gone?"

      She laughed. "I can tell you who won't."

      “I can think of a few people.”

      We pulled up to Jeremy’s place of employment. It was a block from the base of the mountain. Perhaps the most popular place in town, apart from the slopes.
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      The sweet and tangy scent of marijuana filled the air. The dispensary Jeremy owned had every imaginable strain of weed—Indicas, Sativas, and hybrids with names like OG Kush, Chemdawg, Gorilla Glue, Blue Dream, AK 47, White Widow, and Sour Diesel. Pristine buds glazed with crystals. The potent atmosphere almost made you feel high upon walking into the shop.

      There were edibles, gummies, tinctures, and plenty of T-shirts, caps, and accessories.

      A cute blonde in her early 20s tended the bud. She didn’t flinch when Deputy Skye walked into the establishment.

      “Is Jeremy around?” Dakota asked.

      “Yeah, he’s in the back.” She shouted, “Germ! You’ve got visitors.”

      Jeremy was a tall skinny guy with sandy blonde hair, a narrow face, and squinty eyes. Not surprisingly, he looked a little stoned. "What can I do for you, Deputy?"

      "I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but…"

      She filled him in on the situation.

      Jeremy's face froze, stunned. "What happened?"

      "We’re trying to figure that out. Thought you might be able to help us?"

      "How would I be able to help?"

      "You know anybody who would have wanted to attack Brixton?"

      "After what happened yesterday, that guy would be my first suspect."

      "We have Roy Schaffer in custody,” Dakota said. “But we’re entertaining the possibility that someone else may have attacked your friend."

      "I don't know. I mean, you know Brix. He could get himself in a little trouble here and there."

      "Was he into anything illegal?"

      "Like what?" he asked in an innocent voice.

      Dakota looked at him flatly. "You know what I mean."

      “It’s not like Brix needed the money. His parents paid for that apartment.”

      “You didn’t answer the question.”

      Jeremy hesitated a moment. “I mean, look. He liked to have fun, like anybody else.”

      “Was he dealing?”

      “No,” Jeremy said without much conviction.

      “Are you sure about that?”

      “We were tight, but I wasn’t with the guy 24/7. He could have had a secret life.”

      "I know you think you’re protecting your friend," Deputy Skye said. "But the best thing you can do for him now is to tell us the truth."

      "I am telling the truth. You don't get the answer you want, and all of a sudden, I'm lying?"

      A frustrated sigh escaped Dakota's lips. "You know how to get hold of me if anything else should come to mind. Sorry for your loss."

      We left the dispensary and climbed back into the SUV.

      "Seems like there's only one source in town," I said. "Maybe Brix was a distribution arm for KC. Access to clients on the mountain."

      "We don't even know if he was dealing," Dakota said. "I feel like we’re chasing our tails on this. Roy’s story could be total bullshit, and Tatum could be covering for him."

      "Agreed."

      "I'm not sure what more we can do. Unless somebody comes forward."

      "There's something funny going on around here. I just haven’t put all the pieces together."

      "You let me know when you do."

      "You will be my first call," I assured.

      "You want me to take you back to the lodge or to the plaza?"

      "Might as well get in a few more runs before the weather gets bad," JD said.

      Dakota put the SUV into gear and drove us a few blocks to the plaza. We hopped out, said our goodbyes, collected our skis, and marched to the gondola. We waited in line, then climbed aboard. We slid into the bench seats with a few other skiers and began our ascent.

      Halfway up the mountain, Isabella called.

      “I’m in,” she said.

      “How did you do that?”

      “Hacked Brixton’s email, reset his password, and intercepted his 2FA. I downloaded his cloud backup. I’m going to send you a video from his phone. I think you’ll find it enlightening.”
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      The clip from Isabella buzzed my phone as we reached the summit.

      We stepped off the gondola, collected our skis, and moved away from the crowd. JD hovered nearby as I launched the video.

      Brixton had recorded a selfie, talking into the camera as he skied down Alpine Ridge. “It's a beautiful day in Alpine Park. We just opened a few untouched runs full of powder. I'm going to be the first to attack them.”

      Snow flurried down as Brix skied the trail, the evergreens whizzing past, the wind rustling the microphone. He held up at the edge of Double Jeopardy and turned the camera to face in front of him.

      "Well, look who we have here. The famed Winter Van Dorn!”

      She was standing atop the double diamond with a guy. His face twisted, not appreciating the camera. He shouted, "Fuck off, Brix."

      "Ease up, bro."

      "I ain't your bro."

      Brix turned the camera back around to capture himself. "As you can see, not everyone on the mountain is friendly."

      The clip ended. There was no doubt the video was intended for his blog.

      I skimmed the clip and took a screenshot of the guy who told Brix to fuck off. He was a stocky guy, a little taller than Winter. He had a short brown beard and a pudgy nose. The mirrored sunglasses obscured his eyes.

      I texted Isabella the picture. [Can you ID that guy?]

      [No. The sunglasses prohibit a match.]

      “That might be the last person to see Winter alive," JD said.

      I zoomed in and studied the image carefully. "I think he was at the party."

      "After the show?"

      I nodded. "I remember him wandering through the crowd, then talking to KC."

      "A lot of people talked to KC that night."

      I shook my head. "He wasn't a customer. They never shook hands. Not that I saw. There was a casual, familiar demeanor between them."

      My mind raced as I processed all the information, trying to put the pieces together. "I think we need to have a talk with Gwen."

      We skied down the mountain, took the access trail to the lodge, and entered through the mudroom. We found Gwen in the office. She was on the phone again. She smiled and gestured that she’d be with us in a minute. "Listen, I gotta go. I got guests. I'll talk to you later."

      She ended the call, then motioned us inside the office.

      She sat behind a glass desk in a cushy leather executive chair. Seamless floor-to-ceiling windows offered a view of the pool below, the living area, and the entrance foyer. It was sleek and stylish. A thin iMac sat on the desk. "I'm still trying to process what happened this morning. I can't believe Jensen is dead."

      We took a seat in the chairs across the desk from her.

      "I'm afraid he's not the only one."

      "You mean Brix?” She frowned. "I saw it on the news. I don't know what's happening. It's frightening."

      "Did you know him well?"

      "It's a small town. Everybody knows everybody."

      "You know this guy?" I showed her the picture of the man with Winter.

      "Yeah, that's Darren McCoy. When was that photograph taken?"

      "I believe that's right before Winter died."

      Gwen processed the information. "So Darren might know what happened to her?"

      "He might know, indeed."

      She put the rest of it together. "You think he could have…?"

      "What's his connection to KC?”

      She hesitated. "I think they’re… friends."

      "Business partners?"

      "I don't know," she said.

      She knew, alright.

      "In a town like this, everybody knows everybody's business, don't they?"

      "I guess," she said, shaking it off.

      "What was Winter’s connection to Darren?”

      "I'm not really sure."

      She knew.

      "What was Winter’s connection to KC?”

      That hung there for a moment, and Gwen swallowed hard.

      "Was KC supplying her with party favors, or was there something more involved?"

      With Gwen’s silence and pale color, I figured I was over the target.

      "You know. Winter liked to work hard, play hard."

      "There's no doubt in my mind Winter was murdered,” I said. “I’m not sure about Jensen. Maybe he OD’d, or maybe he was given tainted drugs. I don't know if Brixton is related to this whole thing, but where there's smoke, there's fire. If you know something, you need to start talking."

      She hesitated another moment and bit her bottom lip.
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      "I don't know what to do," Gwen said, frazzled.

      "You can start by telling the truth," I said.

      "I mean, you guys aren't local." Her eyes gazed deep into mine, sizing me up. "I guess I can trust you."

      "You can trust us," JD assured.

      "But you’re working with Bosco."

      "We're not working with Bosco. We're working with Dakota."

      "As far as I know, she's not involved,” Gwen said.

      "Involved in what?" I had a pretty good idea where this was going, but I needed her to spell it out.

      Her face tightened, and she took a deep breath, then exhaled. In a hushed tone, she said, “Okay. Here's the deal. Winter had an arrangement with Bosco. It started out innocent enough. Winter was tired of getting harassed and her parties broken up by Sheriff Perkins. She got behind Bosco and pushed his campaign. Next thing you know, he’s in office. Things changed. But then they got out of hand. KC had a connection. He could get good stuff. A lot of it."

      "And Bosco turned a blind eye," I said.

      "More than a blind eye. He helped coordinate everything. Hell, he's got Conway flying it into Alpine Park. KC distributes the product, and if anybody else tries to sell on their turf, Bosco shuts them down. Everybody's happy. People get their supply of drugs, and they don't have to worry about getting busted. Bosco takes his cut, which is a hell of a lot more than his salary."

      "And Winter got a cut for helping him get into office," I said.

      Gwen nodded. "Everything was going great until Bosco decided he didn't need to pay Winter anymore."

      "And she threatened to go public."

      Gwen nodded again.

      "And what's your involvement in this?"

      She raised her hands innocently. "I don’t have any involvement. I knew what was going on, and I kept my mouth shut. In exchange, Winter promised to take care of me. Said I never had to worry about a thing, and when she was gone, she’d leave the place to me.“

      "But that didn't happen."

      Gwen’s face tightened. "No, it didn't. Winter told me she couldn’t have kids. I don’t know if that’s true, but I believed it at the time."

      I took everything she said with a grain of salt. Gwen had a considerable motive for murder, but she wasn't high on my list of suspects at the moment.

      "And what about Brix?”

      “Brix got his supply from KC. It was a no-brainer to move a little product on the mountain."

      I exchanged a glance with JD.

      "I wonder if that trouble he got into yesterday had anything to do with this," JD said. "Maybe he threatened to expose the operation if the charges weren’t dropped."

      "That could explain why he doesn't have a pulse at the moment.”

      “Who’s Conway?” I asked.

      “Private pilot who flies search and rescue for the county.”

      "Tell me about Darren McCoy."

      "He's KC’s enforcer. If KC needs something done, Darren does it."

      "I think that's our killer," JD said.

      There was no doubt in my mind.

      “If they find out I've been talking to you, they’ll kill me," Gwen said in a panic, her face pale, her eyes darting about.

      "Is Deputy Skye involved?"

      "I don't know. I don't think so, but I can't be sure."

      "You know how much product they're bringing in?"

      "A lot? They're not just supplying Alpine Park. People come in from neighboring counties."

      "You know where they keep the stuff?" I asked.

      "I'm sure KC’s got a kilo on him."

      “Sounds like they’re moving a lot more than a kilo.”

      Gwen hesitated. "There's a cabin by Alpine Lake. There's a meadow not far from there where it's easy to get a helicopter in and out of."

      "I think we need to have a look around," JD said.

      "Be careful. You get caught out there…"

      "Don't worry about us," JD assured.

      My eyes narrowed at Gwen. "Is that everything?"

      "I think so."

      "You're not leaving anything out?"

      "No. I told you everything I know."

      "Is anybody else in on this operation?"

      "As far as I know, that's everybody."

      "I think we should keep this conversation between us," I said.

      "Believe me, I'm not saying a word to anybody." Her nervous eyes glanced through the large windows to the foyer. "Oh, shit!”

      Someone had just entered the lodge.
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      Gwen forced a smile and waved at Sheriff Dean. He stood in the foyer.

      We left the office and joined him as he stepped farther into the lodge.

      Gwen followed. “What can I do for you, sheriff?”

      “Just need a few words with these gentlemen.”

      She left us with the sheriff and scurried into the kitchen.

      “You stumble across any new information?”

      “Not really,” I said, playing it casual. It was time to find out how good my poker face was.

      "Dakota said that Jeremy wasn't exactly forthcoming. She also told me that facial recognition wouldn't open Brixton’s cell phone, but you might have another way to get in?"

      "A brute force attack could take a long time. Best bet is to try to guess his passcode."

      "Right now, the district attorney doesn't feel like we have a case against Roy Schaffer. Not unless Tatum changes her story again. I'm inclined to believe you may be right. There's something more going on."

      His eyes stared into mine.

      Bosco sighed. "It's become clear you boys don't like sitting on the sidelines, so I want you to keep me in the loop. Come up with anything, you come to me. This ain't the Wild West anymore, and I don't want you doing things you are not authorized to do."

      "If we learn anything new, we’ll take it straight to you,” I assured.

      Not a snowball’s chance in hell.

      He looked at me for a long moment, unblinking.

      I didn't break eye contact with him or flinch.

      The tension broke. “Well, I was just in the neighborhood. Thought I'd stop by for a face-to-face."

      He excused himself and walked down the foyer to the front door. He shouted to Gwen. "I'll see you later."

      She rushed out of the kitchen. "Goodbye, sheriff."

      He stepped outside and pulled the door shut.

      JD and I exchanged a glance. We waited for the sheriff to start his vehicle and pull away. Tires crunched against the snow.

      "That was weird," Gwen said.

      "I'm sure he suspects you might spill the beans. And it sounds like he's worried about the contents of Brixton's phone. Does he know you know?”

      Gwen shrugged. “I’ve never discussed it with him, but I’m sure he figured Winter told me. I just play dumb.”

      “Keep it that way.”

      “We need to find out if Dakota is in on this,” JD said. “If she is, we’ve got problems.”

      I was growing kinda fond of Dakota Skye. I hoped she wasn’t involved.

      “We could go to Ember,” I said. “Blow the lid off this whole thing.”

      "With what evidence? We've got an illegally acquired video of Darren McCoy talking to Winter at the top of Double Jeopardy. That's it."

      I asked Gwen where the cabin was located. She pulled up a map of the area on her phone and gave me directions. "What are you going to do?"

      "Give a look around,” I said. “See if we can verify any of this."

      Gwen's face tightened. "You think I'm lying?"

      "I didn't say that. But I need proof.”

      "I think your best bet of finding it is at the cabin. I'm sure Hans can take you. He knows where it is."

      "The fewer people that know about this, the better."

      She hesitated a moment, then dug into her pocket. Her keys jingled. “Take my car. Just bring it back in one piece. You know how to drive in the snow, don't you?"

      I nodded.

      "It's a bit of a hike to the cabin. Dress warm. In this weather, it's not going to be fun." She paused. "What are you going to do if you find something?"

      "I'm not quite sure."

      There was a moment of silence.

      "Be careful," she said.

      “You got any flashlights?"

      Gwen nodded.

      She disappeared into the kitchen and returned with two small tactical flashlights.

      JD and I grabbed heavy jackets, then headed to the garage. Gwen had a Gentian Blue Porsche Macan SUV.

      I climbed behind the wheel and cranked up the engine. It was a sporty vehicle with paddle shifters and adaptive suspension. 18-way adjustable seats and a large transparent sunroof.

      I dropped it into gear and rolled out of the garage, easing my way down the mountain.

      "You buy her story?" JD asked.

      "It's all we've got to go on at the moment."

      We drove across town, heading toward Alpine Lake. Daylight was fading fast, and the town was gearing up for the evening. Despite being cut off, the town was going about business as normal. Food and supplies weren't an issue yet. But it was in the back of everyone's mind.

      We cruised down Pioneer Street, rolling past parked cars covered with snow. Pedestrians trekked down pillowy sidewalks.

      The city had cold weather down to a science. They knew how to keep the roadways clear and the town functioning, despite the heavy snowfall.

      We passed through the intersection of Pioneer and Canyon. An Alpine County patrol vehicle turned from Canyon and pulled in line behind us. My eyes scanned the rearview mirror, but I couldn't tell if it was Bosco or Deputy Skye.

      The light ahead turned yellow, then red.

      I hit the brakes.

      Just about the time I came to a stop, red and blues flickered in my rearview.

      I put the vehicle in park and exchanged a wary glance with JD. In the side mirror, I saw the door open, and blonde hair fluttered as Dakota climbed out. She marched cautiously toward the vehicle, one hand palming the grip of her pistol.

      I rolled down my window, uncertain how the next few moments would play out.
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      I flashed a smile. "Evening, officer."

      Dakota breathed a relaxed breath, and so did I.

      Her brow knitted. “What are you doing in Gwen’s car? I couldn’t see through the tinted windows, but I could tell it wasn't Gwen. I thought it might be stolen. And you’ve got a taillight out. I'm a little on edge with everything that's been happening lately."

      "Join the club."

      "What are you two doing?"

      I exchanged a guilty glance with JD. "We were just out, taking in the town. We thought we might grab something to eat."

      "I'm pulling double duty tonight since there are no relief players coming in. You want to grab dinner? I'm buying."

      "Sure," I said.

      Dakota’s eyes narrowed at me. "That doesn't sound too enthusiastic."

      "I'm just worried about you. JD and I have healthy appetites."

      "Just don’t order the caviar or the Dom Perignon, and it will be fine."

      "Well, that’s a deal breaker,” I said.

      She rolled her eyes. "Follow me. I know a great little place."

      She returned to her vehicle and climbed in. I followed when she pulled around.

      "You think this is a good idea?" JD asked.

      "It will give us an opportunity to feel her out."

      "I know you’d like to feel her out. Just don't let her ass cloud your judgment."

      I feigned offense. "I'm clearheaded."

      JD was one to talk.

      Dakota led us to the Cedar Shack. It was across town from the ski slopes and up the hill on a windy road. It wasn't as touristy as some of the other restaurants closer to the lifts.

      We pulled to the valet, and the attendant rushed to handle the cars. We stepped inside, and the hostess greeted us. There was a little bit of a wait, but the badge had some pull. We got seated right away.

      It was a quaint little restaurant with cedar plank walls and a sweeping view of Coyote Creek, the city of Alpine Park, and the slopes. The subtle murmur of conversation drifted about, and light piano music filtered through the speakers. It was an upscale restaurant, and the menu items weren't cheap.

      We had a prime table right by the window that overlooked the valley.

      A cute waitress stopped by the table, introduced herself, and took our drink order.

      "I'm on duty, but feel free to indulge," Dakota said.

      I looked at JD. We planned on trekking through the snow to the cabin after this. I figured it was a good idea to be clearheaded.

      "I’ll stick with bottled water for now," I said.

      Dakota arched a curious eyebrow. "I figured you guys for the hard stuff."

      "I'm the designated driver in a borrowed car on winter roads."

      "Self-restraint. Interesting."

      JD abstained as well.

      The waitress told us about the specials, and I ordered the roasted corn soup to start. For an entrée, I went with the ribeye with porcini mushrooms and sautéed potatoes. Jack ordered the lamb rack, and Dakota opted for the king salmon.

      Dakota said, “About that offer you made earlier… I may have to take you up on it.”

      I lifted a curious brow.

      "Every hotel room in this city is booked. I looked at that cot at the station. It doesn't look too appealing."

      The conspiracy theorist in me wondered if Bosco put her up to it so she could keep tabs on us.

      "You're a trusting soul," I said.

      "I'm only half serious. Besides, I get the impression that you two are big teddy bears inside."

      "Well, I am cute and cuddly," JD said.

      She laughed.

      "Bosco paid us a visit earlier," I said.

      Dakota looked surprised. "He stopped by the lodge?"

      I nodded.

      "What for?"

      I told her the general details of his visit. "How well do you know Bosco?"

      "He's been sheriff for almost a year now. He takes a different approach than Sheriff Perkins.”

      "A more lenient approach?"

      "In regard to certain things."

      She knew what I was getting at.

      "Things like KC.”

      "You know as well as I do if KC gets put behind bars, someone will take his place. Sometimes it's a case of the devil you know versus the devil you don't."

      "I'm wondering how well you know the devil."

      Her eyes narrowed at me. "What do you mean?"

      "How much do you know about KC’s operation?"

      She shrugged. "I know that he keeps the adventurous types on the mountain supplied with party favors. Look, it goes with the turf around here. But with Jensen's death, that poses some serious issues. If KC sold him the stuff, he's responsible for Jensen’s death. Even worse, if it's tainted, we need to get it off the street before more people die."

      She seemed genuine.

      "You know who his supplier is?"

      "I don't. But to be honest, I haven't really looked into it." Her curious blue eyes stared into mine. “Where are you going with this?”
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      I glanced around the restaurant, then took a leap of faith. I whispered in Dakota’s ear.

      “What!?” she shrieked.

      I gave a matter-of-fact shrug.

      In a hushed voice, she said, “That’s a bold allegation. Do you have anything to back it up?”

      “Nothing tangible, yet.” I paused. “You work closely with the guy. Have you noticed anything odd?”

      She stammered, "I don't know. I'm finding this all a little hard to believe. I worked with the guy for three years as a deputy under Sheriff Perkins."

      "Never saw anything?”

      “No. But you know how it is. There are plenty of opportunities.” She paused. “I don't know what to think. As far-fetched as it sounds, the way this week has been going, it might not be so crazy."

      "My informant tells me they’re storing merchandise at the cabin by Alpine Lake."

      "You've been in town less than a week, and you have a confidential informant?”

      I gave a guilty shrug.

      "Who's feeding you this information?"

      "I can’t reveal my sources."

      She gave me a long, hard look. "Okay, Deputy Wild. After dinner, we’ll take a look at the cabin. See if your informant is full of it.”

      Dakota’s mind raced as she processed the information. She was distant all through dinner, trying to put the pieces together.

      The Cedar Shack did not disappoint. The meal was tasty.

      Dakota picked up the tab, left a nice tip, and we hurried out of the restaurant.

      "We'll follow you," I said as the valet pulled her patrol car into position.

      We climbed into the Porsche Macan and followed the deputy across town, up another winding mountain road. Headlights illuminated the snowy path, and white specs fluttered down. The evergreens were heavy with the stuff.

      We trailed behind Dakota for a while, then she pulled off the road into a parking area by the historic trail. In the summer, hikers would make the trek up to the crystal clear lake that was deep and cold. In the winter, with conditions like this, the trail didn’t see much use. The recent snow had covered any footprints left by drug traffickers.

      We waded through waist-deep snow, making the mile journey uphill. My heart pumped. Despite the frigid temperatures, a thin mist of sweat formed under my layers of clothing from the exertion.

      "This is not my idea of a vacation," JD said. "Whose idea was this, anyway?"

      "I sure hope you're wrong about this," Dakota said. “‘Cause if you’re right, it ain’t gonna be pretty.”

      We marched through the snow, past the tall evergreens that shrouded the cloudy sky. There was no light from the moon. It was pitch black apart from our flashlight beams that sliced the air.

      This was a far cry from convertible weather.

      We finally reached the old log cabin that had been built in 1882. It had been painstakingly restored and was now a historical marker. It was closed to the public during the winter, making it an ideal location to store illicit narcotics transported by helicopter to the meadow not far away.

      We stepped onto the porch, and Dakota grabbed the door handle. It was locked. The county maintained the building, and Dakota had a key.

      She pushed it into the slot, but it didn't open the door.

      Her face twisted with confusion. "The lock must have been changed."

      "I wonder why," JD muttered in a sardonic tone.

      Jack pulled out his wallet and grabbed his lock picking kit, which consisted of a rake and a tension wrench. Most pin and tumbler locks were relatively easy to pick, and JD excelled at it. He knelt down, inserted the rake, and fiddled with it until it twisted open.

      It took a total of 30 seconds.

      "Open Sesame,” he said, pushing the door wide.

      We cautiously stepped into the dim cabin, the flashlight beams sweeping the hazy air. The wood floors creaked as we stepped inside.

      The beam of my light swept across the stone fireplace. There was a hanging cast-iron pot for boiling water. A picnic bench-style table hewn from logs sat near a cast-iron stove with an exhaust port that ran up through the ceiling. There were a few antique chairs scattered about. Artifacts from the mining days hung on the walls—a pickax, a hammer, a hatchet, and a few bear traps.

      There was an old bed with a steamer trunk at the foot. An intricate piece of craftsmanship with a curved top, brass fittings, and leather side handles.

      I moved across the room to the chest and tried to lift the lid.
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      The steamer trunk was locked.

      It didn’t take Jack long to bypass it.

      We lifted the lid, but the trunk was empty.

      JD and I exchanged a frown.

      I glanced around the small cabin and moved to the furnace. I pulled open the cast-iron door. There was nothing inside but the remnants of ash.

      Dakota gave us a skeptical look. "I think you boys have been duped. You dragged me all the way out here for nothing."

      "It's the journey that counts," JD said in a dry, sardonic tone.

      She gave him a look.

      I gave another look around the cabin and stepped on a creaky board that shifted under my foot. It caught my attention.

      I nodded to JD, and he helped me move the bench-style table out of the way.

      I knelt down on the floor, and pulled up the loose floorboard, then removed the one next to it as well.

      We hit pay dirt.

      Underneath the floorboards, there were dozens of kilos of what appeared to be cocaine, packed tightly in plastic, taped shut. I pulled one out and set it on the plank.

      Dakota lifted a surprised brow.

      I used a pocketknife to cut through the plastic and dig into the brick of cocaine.

      "Sorry to drag you out here for nothing," I snarked, exposing the powdery substance.

      "This is a problem,” she said.

      "You think?"

      Dakota looked flustered. Her whole world had been flipped upside down.

      Flashlights flickering on the trail to the cabin caught my eye. My heartbeat elevated. I killed my flashlight, but I was sure we’d already been spotted. Anybody coming up the trail would have seen our parked vehicles. “Looks like we’ve got company.”

      JD and I were unarmed.

      This was not a good position to be in.

      The flashlights on the trail went dark. It was black as pitch outside.

      “Your vehicle has a tracker on it, doesn’t it?” I said to Dakota.

      “Shit,” she grumbled in a whisper as we all crouched low.

      “We don’t know how many people are out there, and I’m not too keen on getting pinned down in here,” JD whispered.

      “You got a backup?” I asked Dakota.

      She nodded, pulled a subcompact from a jacket pocket, and handed it to me.

      That told me she probably wasn’t on Team Bosco.

      I press-checked the weapon.

      A canister of tear gas broke through the window and clattered against the floor. Glass shattered, and shards rained down. A bang followed, and a cloud of noxious gas erupted.

      Soon, the devil would infest our mucus membranes.

      It was one way to clear a room.
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      “Come out, and no one gets hurt,” Bosco shouted.

      I stayed low, kept my eyes shut, and didn’t breathe as I crawled to the door.

      JD grabbed a chair and smashed the window, trying to ventilate the cabin. Glass shattered, and shards tumbled down. A gust of cool air blew into the small room, swirling the toxic smoke.

      Dakota coughed and wheezed, taking a position on the other side of the door frame.

      I readied my pistol, then gave her a nod.

      She nodded back, gripping her pistol.

      I twisted the door handle and pulled it open. Another rush of cold fresh air drifted into the cabin, and I sucked in a breath.

      Two shots blasted through the air, snapping through the open door and pelting the wall.

      "Goddammit, Darren!" Bosco growled.

      "Sorry!”

      "Come out, and nobody gets hurt, I swear," Bosco shouted.

      "What the hell is going on?" Dakota replied.

      "I told you to keep your distance from those boys. Come out, and we can talk about this. I'm sure we can work something out."

      Another canister of tear gas rocketed through the front door. It smacked the far wall, then bounced onto the floorboards and popped. Smoke billowed from the spawn of Satan.

      I angled my pistol around the door frame, scanning the area. More gunshots erupted, peppering the cabin. Wood splintered on the door frame as I ducked for cover inside. The cacophony of gunfire echoed across the mountain.

      They had no intention of letting us go. If we stepped outside, we were dead.

      "You’re not going to get away with this, Bosco!" Dakota shouted, her eyes turning into puffy slits, her nose running. She continued to cough and wheeze.

      "It didn't have to be like this,” Bosco shouted.

      JD hovered by the window, just out of sight, sucking in breaths of fresh air.

      He grabbed a rug from the floor and threw it over the sill, covering the shards of broken glass.

      I crept from the door to the window, then nodded at Dakota. She angled her pistol through the open door and squeezed off a few rounds at the bastards.

      I used the distraction to angle my pistol outside the window. I took aim at KC, hiding behind a tree not far from the cabin. His attention was focused on the front door. I lined him up in my sights and squeezed the trigger.

      Muzzle flash flickered from the barrel.

      The pistol hammered against my palm.

      Gunpowder wafted through the frozen air.

      Crimson craters erupted on KC’s shoulder and side, twisting him around.

      I hopped out of the window onto the veranda that spanned the porch and the west side of the cabin. I darted to the back of the cabin and took cover on the north side of the structure.

      KC writhed and groaned in agony, staining the snow with blood.

      I hugged the wall, moving along the back of the cabin to the east side. I crouched low in the snow.

      My heart thumped, rustling the zipper on my jacket. My pulse thudded in my ears.

      I swung my barrel around the corner and angled it down the slope.

      More gunshots erupted, and bullets snapped through the frosty air, pelting the corner of the cabin.

      I ducked for cover.

      The muzzle flash had given away Darren's position.

      I hesitated a moment, then angled my pistol around and squeezed two shots.

      One of them clipped his shoulder, spinning him around. His pistol flew from his hand, and he screamed in agony.

      I advanced down the east side of the cabin and held up at the front corner.

      "Fuck, this hurts!" Darren groaned.

      "You're running out of soldiers!" Dakota shouted.

      Sheriff Dean was in trouble.

      He'd have to kill us, dispose of the bodies, and make up some kind of story. But I was determined not to let that happen.

      I angled my pistol around the front of the cabin but didn't see Bosco anywhere.

      There was no calling for backup. It was hard to say who else may have been working with the sheriff. And I didn't have a bar of cell reception out here. We were on the other side of the mountain, far from the ski slopes. No one would have heard the gunshots.

      I figured Bosco may have retreated down the trail, planning to ambush us on the way out.

      I kept my head on a swivel, scanning the trees.

      Darren still groaned in agony, clutching his shoulder. "Bosco! Bosco!"

      There was no response.

      "Looks like you’re shit out of luck,” I shouted through the trees.

      "Fuck you!"

      "Which one of you killed Brixton?"

      “That pussy couldn't take a punch,” Darren shouted.

      There was a lot of product in the cabin, and I didn't figure Bosco wanted to lose it. He’d likely got it on consignment, and he'd have to give the cartel their cut, one way or another.

      After a few minutes, Darren's groaning stopped.

      "How are you doing over there?" I shouted across the snow.

      There was no response.

      I figured I'd hit the brachial artery in his shoulder, and he’d bled out. But I wasn't taking any chances.

      I darted from the corner of the cabin to a nearby tree, taking cover.

      My movement drew rifle fire. Bosco had pulled back and sniped a few shots.

      I held up for a moment, then advanced again.

      More bullets cracked through the air.

      I kept my weapon aimed at Darren as I approached. I knelt down beside him, taking cover behind a thick tree trunk.

      Darren was gone, and his pale face had a blank look.

      I grabbed his pistol and found an extra magazine in a pocket.

      Bosco fired two more shots at me, pelting the tree that shielded my position.

      I stuffed the extra pistol in the small of my back. I hesitated a moment, then sprinted downhill, away from the cabin.

      More bullets pierced the night air, crackling leaves and smacking trees.
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      I slid down the berm, out of Bosco’s line of sight. Safe from sniper fire, I continued down to the creek, then headed along the bank.

      Bosco would expect me to flank him and come up from the south. I moved fast, keeping as silent as possible until I was sure I had gone well past Bosco’s location to the west.

      The occasional exchange of gunfire between the sheriff and the cabin let me know exactly where he was.

      I climbed uphill, circled around behind him, and came at him from the northwest. Bosco was perched behind a tree with an AR-15 aimed at the cabin.

      I crept up on the bastard, taking cautious steps through the snow, as he kept looking for me toward the south. With my gun aimed at his back, I moved as close as I dared, then shouted, “Drop it!”

      Bosco lowered the weapon and shook his head.

      "You're a little better than I gave you credit for. I didn't think you two would be this much of a pain in the ass."

      "Toss the weapon aside!”

      After a moment, he complied. The AR-15 sank into the snow a few feet away.

      "Keep your hands where I can see them.”

      A voice behind me said, "I think you're the one who needs to drop it.”

      My jaw tightened.

      I tossed the pistol aside. "You must be Conway.”

      “You catch on quick."

      "Too quick," Bosco said as he stood up and turned around. He grabbed his AR from the snow and brushed it off. He gloated, “You think I’d come out here without backup?”

      “You’re smarter than you look,” I said.

      He didn’t like that.

      I still had Darren's pistol in the small of my back, under my jacket. Conway was a civilian pilot and not schooled in the need to fully pat down a suspect.

      "What now?" I asked.

      "We find your friends, and we finish this thing," Bosco said.

      Conway knelt down to grab my pistol from the snow. When he did, I kicked him.

      He tumbled to the ground, and I drew my pistol, moving sideways. A moving target was always harder to hit.

      I took aim at Bosco as he shouldered the AR-15. My finger squeezed the trigger twice.

      Two shots blasted from my barrel and smacked Bosco in the chest before he could get a shot off.

      The impact knocked him to the ground, and a few random shots from the AR clattered as his finger grasped the trigger.

      I swung the barrel toward Conway as he took aim.

      He snapped off two rounds.

      The bullets cracked past my ear and hit a nearby tree.

      Bark shattered.

      I fired another two shots, pelting him in the sternum as he squeezed off another round.

      Blood erupted from his chest and stained the snow.

      I took cover as he bled out.

      Bosco groaned in agony, wearing a bulletproof vest.

      I advanced toward him with caution, keeping my pistol aimed at him. "Face down. Now!”

      Bosco acted like he was going to comply, then grabbed for his sidearm.

      I had no choice but to put a hole in his head. His brain splattered the white snow, and the sound of my pistol echoed through the forest for a long time.

      Bosco's lifeless body fell back into the powder.

      I moved to Conway and felt for a pulse.

      He was gone.

      I left the bodies and trudged through the snow back to the cabin.

      "It's me," I shouted through the darkness as I approached.

      JD and Dakota emerged from behind trees. They had exited the cabin during the commotion. They still looked puffy and irritated. With eyes that narrow, I figured neither one of them would have been too accurate. My eyes had a little sting on them as well.

      “KC’s dead,” Dakota said.

      "So are Bosco and Conway,” I replied.

      She looked surprised to hear about Conway.

      "Looks like this town needs a new sheriff," I said.

      Dakota scoffed. "Don't look at me."

      "You might be the only one left."

      We marched through the snow, moving down the trail to the road. Dakota called Earl, and it wasn’t long before the area swarmed with emergency responders.

      Dakota snapped photos of the dead when we returned to the scene. Earl examined the remains.

      The drugs were removed from the cabin. There were several dozen kilos of cocaine, heroin, methamphetamine, and bags of pills, along with enough fentanyl to kill the entire town.

      Back at the station, we made a statement, and Dakota filled out reports.

      When all was said and done, I asked the deputy, “Still need a place to stay?"
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      I was tired and cold. A hot shower with Dakota Skye was just what the doctor ordered. Nothing like a brush with death to make you live for the moment. And that we did.

      Steam filled the shower, and water beaded on her smooth skin. With all those layers off, Deputy Skye had quite a nice figure. My hands explored every supple curve, every peak and valley. Our lips collided, and our tongues danced. I pinned her against the tile, and moans of ecstasy echoed.

      This wasn't a bad way to unwind after a long day.

      After we’d worn ourselves out, we toweled off, crawled into bed, and curled up beside each other. She did a good job keeping me warm throughout the night.

      In the morning, we had a little pre-breakfast workout to build our appetite, then headed down to eat.

      Bosco’s drug ring was all over the news, and Ember had nabbed the story of a lifetime. She reported from the scene of the shootout near the cabin. There was still blood in the snow as the morning sun crested the mountain. It made for good TV.

      Dakota managed to avoid the media. They didn’t know where to find her.

      We hit the slopes and spent the day chasing each other down the mountain. By the time we returned to the lodge, word had gotten out, and camera crews were waiting.

      Dakota addressed the media in front of the lodge as the horde of reporters lobbed questions.

      It was her first time in the spotlight. And everyone wanted to know what was next for her.

      Of course, she gave credit to a joint task force involving “Deputies from the Coconut County Sheriff’s Department.”

      I'm sure there were more than a few people who were unhappy about losing a drug connection. But I had no doubt someone would pop up to take KC’s place, though they probably wouldn't be moving the same volume of product.

      Alpine Pass had been cleared. Dakota didn’t really have an excuse to stay another night at the lodge, but she did anyway.

      The next morning, it was time to say goodbye to Alpine Park.

      "Next time you’re in the neighborhood, look me up," Dakota said.

      "I will."

      I was already thinking of excuses to come back.

      She smiled, gave me a hug, and a last kiss goodbye.

      We loaded our gear into the Navigator and climbed aboard. I slid into the leather seat and buckled up. Dakota waved as we pulled away from the lodge, and Hans drove us down the mountain.

      It was a bittersweet goodbye. Alpine Park certainly had its charm, and there were features that I would miss. I gave a last look at the slopes as we headed away from the resort and took the winding road down to the airport.

      "We've got to do this again," Crash said.

      "Don't worry. I'm sure you boys will have a lot of gigs in unique destinations."

      “I suggest you get on that."

      I laughed. "You got it."

      The weather had cleared, and the sky was deep blue. We arrived at the FBO, and Hans dropped us off on the tarmac. JD gave him a nice tip for his troubles, and we transferred our luggage and climbed aboard. The flight crew greeted us, and we took our seats in the comfy cabin. Cute flight attendants catered to our every need.

      I looked out the window at the snow-capped peaks, thinking about everything that had happened over the last few days.

      It wasn't long before we taxied to the runway and were cleared for takeoff. The engines roared, and the sleek G-750 rocketed down the tarmac. The nose lifted, and a current of air carried us toward the heavens.

      I leaned my seat back and settled in for the flight. We may have busted a drug ring in the mountains, but I still had a cold case to piece together.

      No rest for the weary.
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      As soon as the cabin door was open and the 72° air of Coconut Key filtered in, I knew I was back home. No more snow boots and heavy jackets. No more corrupt sheriffs.

      The same driver that had taken us to the airport picked us up. He loaded our bags into the back of the black Escalade and cruised us back to the marina at Diver Down. We rolled our luggage down the dock, crossed the passerelle, and boarded the Avventura.

      Teagan had taken the little furballs, and the superyacht seemed empty without them.

      We took a minute to unwind, then stopped in Diver Down and chatted with Teagan at the bar.

      Buddy greeted me with a wagging tail and a slobbering tongue. He bounced excitedly. I knelt down and petted the little guy. He’d spent the day with Teagan at the bar.

      We caught her up to speed on our adventure, and she listened with wide eyes and a slack jaw.

      "How was everything around here?" I asked.

      "Fine. Maybe you two should go out of town more often. Trouble seems to follow you."

      I frowned at her. "Are you trying to get rid of us?"

      "Never!" she said with a grin.

      "Should I call Sheriff Daniels and let him know we’re back in town?” I asked JD.

      His face crinkled. "Hell, no! Let's wait another day."

      We ordered a round of whiskey, and Teagan filled our glasses.

      JD lifted his glass. "To white sand beaches, teal water, and teeny bikinis."

      We clinked, and Teagan rolled her eyes.

      "It's good to be home," he said as he took a sip.

      We were just about to order another round when my phone buzzed. It was a nurse at the hospital that had been taking care of Frank Malone. I had asked her to get in touch if his condition worsened. "I don't think he's got too much longer. If there's anything you need to talk to him about, you need to do it now."

      We hustled across town to the hospital, raced through the seafoam green hallways, and found Frank Malone's room.

      He looked even more frail and weak than he did the last time I saw him. His cheeks were sunken and drawn, and his skin pale. A transparent oxygen mask covered his nose and mouth. His gray hair was tasseled, and his eyes were dull with heavy lids.

      The craggy peaks of his heartbeat blipped on the monitor beside the bed. We moved beside the railing.

      Frank's dreary eyes gazed up at us, partly annoyed and partly grateful for a fresh face.

      "How you doing?" I asked.

      "How's it look like I'm doing?” he groaned, followed by a wet, raspy cough.

      "Is there anything else you want to tell me about the day Lily disappeared?"

      "I told you everything I know. If there was something more to the story, I'd tell you. I ain’t getting out of this room. I know that." He coughed again. "If I knew anything that would help put Jody’s mind to rest, I’d tell you."

      "Lily wrote some things in her diary." I didn’t need to go into detail. He knew what I was getting at.

      "Just cause she wrote something down doesn't make it so."

      He almost drowned from another cough.

      "Is there anything else you want to say?"

      "I said it all. Hope you find out what happened. Jody deserves that much."

      He coughed again.

      Frank was scheduled to be transferred to hospice in the morning. But I didn’t think he’d make it that long.

      We left the hospital and returned to Diver Down. We took our seats at the bar and ordered another round of whiskey.

      It was less than an hour later when Paris Delaney appeared on the flatscreen behind the bar. She was in front of the hospital. An ambulance was parked at the curb near the ER. “Frank Malone, a prime suspect in the disappearance of Lily Beth Walsh, has died this evening. Authorities still have no clue about the whereabouts of the girl missing for a decade now. Has any chance of closure for the family died this evening as well?”
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      Morning sun blasted through the cracks in the blinds. I stretched, yawned, and peeled my sleepy eyes open, almost forgetting I was back in Coconut Key. I pulled myself out of bed, showered, dressed, then grilled breakfast.

      JD joined me, and we had breakfast on the sky deck, taking in the amber rays and the teal water. Gulls hung on the draft, looking for scraps.

      I skimmed the news on my iPad. Reeve Hansen had been taken into custody and charged with wire fraud, among other things. His miracle pill was just a placebo. He’d been defrauding investors to the tune of millions.

      My phone buzzed with a call from Mika Willis. Her nervous voice filtered through the speaker in my phone. "Is this Deputy Wild?”

      "It is."

      "I got your message. Sorry it took me so long to call you back. I've been out of town. I just got in yesterday evening. You mentioned you were calling about Lily."

      "I talked to Blaine Baker. He remembered seeing you at the mall that day. The police report says that you were with Lance and Travis all afternoon and into the evening. Did you see Lily that day?"

      She hesitated for a long moment. "Yeah. I saw the news report last night that her stepdad passed away. I feel terrible about this," she broke down into sobs. "That poor man has gotten a bad rap all these years. It's all my fault."

      She sobbed and sniffled on the other end of the line.

      "It's okay. Just tell me what's going on?"

      “I wasn’t with Lance and Travis.” She paused and sobbed.

      “Go on.”

      She sniffled. “I was having lunch on the outdoor patio at Bake. I saw Lily get into the car with them.”

      “Lance and Travis?”

      “Yeah.”

      "Why did you cover for them?”

      “I don’t know. I was a stupid kid. I asked Lance about it at the time. He said that Lily couldn't remember where her dad's car was. Lance said he gave her a ride to the other side of the mall to drop her off. He swore to me that was the last time he saw her. When I confronted him, he asked me not to say anything. He didn’t want to get implicated. He said they were looking for somebody to blame, and he’d gotten into a little trouble with the law a few times before. I had a major crush on him at the time, so I kept my mouth shut. I feel terrible now."

      “And you’re willing to testify to this?"

      "Yeah, I’ll do whatever you need me to do. Whatever it takes to make this right."

      I told her to meet us at the station. She made a sworn affidavit in exchange for immunity. It wasn't enough for a warrant. We needed something a little more.

      Travis was local, and Lance’s parents still lived on the island. I hoped we might get a chance to talk to him when he came into town for the holidays.

      Isabella did some digging and learned that Lance was coming into town on a 10 AM flight the next morning. We met him at the airport as he stepped off the jetway with his wife and two adorable little daughters.

      JD and I flashed our badges.

      Concern tensed his wife's face.

      Lance’s jaw tightened.

      He was a handsome man in his late 20s with short brown hair, blue eyes, pearly teeth, and a square jaw. He stood about 6’1” and had kept himself fit after high school. By the watch on his wrist and his designer luggage, it looked like he’d done well for himself.

      Deplaning passengers flowed past us at the gate. An agent announced the boarding status of an upcoming flight, her voice cracking through speakers.

      "What's this about?" Lance asked.

      "We just have a few questions regarding Lily Walsh."

      "Sure, anything I can do to help. You’re reopening the case?"

      "It was never closed."

      We stepped aside, out of the traffic.

      Lance motioned to his wife, assuring her it would be okay. She stayed with the kids and their carry-on baggage.

      “What do you remember about the day Lily disappeared?" I wanted to disarm him with a soft question.

      He seemed to breathe a little easier. "I don't know. It was a long time ago. I think I saw her in one of the shops. We might have said a few words. That was it."

      “I’ve got a witness that saw Lily get into your car that afternoon."

      His face twisted. "Well, your witness is lying. Mika Willis was with us that afternoon. She can verify that. Deputies talked to her at the time."

      "Well, she changed her story."

      "What!?"

      "She says she wasn't with you. That you asked her to cover for you."

      "That's ridiculous. Why would she say that?"

      "You tell me?"

      "She's just mad because things didn't work out between us. I have a wonderful wife and a beautiful family. She’s clearly jealous.”

      "So, you two dated?"

      "I wouldn't say dated. We hooked up here and there over the years."

      His wife still eyed us with concern.

      "So you're telling me Lily didn't get into your car? And you and Lance didn't leave the mall with her that day?"

      "That's what I'm telling you. I mean, you can't possibly believe what she’s saying?”

      "If I can't believe what she’s saying now, then I can't believe what she said then."

      His face wrinkled. “Are you detaining me? Am I being arrested?"

      "Not yet."

      "Then we’re done here."

      He stormed away and rejoined his wife. She had loads of questions for him. He hustled his family away, and we watched them go.

      I said, “I think we need to find Travis and see what he has to say."
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      Travis hadn’t done nearly as well as Lance after graduation. He’d been popped on a possession charge, had two DUIs on his record, and had been in and out of rehab a few times. He lived in a garage apartment at his parents’ house in Whispering Heights.

      We paid a visit to the upscale neighborhood and rang the bell at the main house. It was a nice neighborhood. Not Platinum Dunes nice, but not cheap. Nothing on the island was.

      "Who is it?" a woman shouted through the door.

      "Coconut County. We’d like to have a few words with Travis."

      "What's this about?"

      "Just a few routine questions. We’re working on a cold case. He might be able to help us."

      She pulled open the door with cautious eyes.

      "Mrs. Brock?" I asked.

      She nodded.

      I made introductions.

      She was in her mid-50s with dark hair that tickled her shoulders, narrow brown eyes, and attractive features. She may have had a few Botox injections in her forehead and a little lip filler, but she wasn't overdone.

      "Have you checked the garage apartment?"

      "Not yet, ma'am."

      She pointed to a maroon four-door at the curb with a few dents, scrapes, and scratches. “That’s his car. Well, it’s in my name. But he drives it. I’m sure he’s sleeping off last night. He’s not in some kind of trouble, is he?”

      I got the impression she was used to bailing Travis out.

      I smiled. "Like I said, just a few questions."

      "Is this about the Lily Walsh thing?"

      I nodded.

      That did nothing to relieve her anxiety.

      I thanked her, and we walked across the lawn and up the driveway to the garage. We climbed the steps to the second-floor apartment and banged on the door.

      There was no response.

      I kept knocking.

      Finally, Travis shouted through the door, "What do you want?"

      “Coconut County. We’re hoping you might be able to help us.”

      “Fuck off!”

      JD and I exchanged a look.

      "I know you were with Lily Walsh the day she disappeared,” I said. “You want to tell me about it?”

      "Fuck off! I'm not saying shit to you. Lance called. He said you harassed him at the airport."

      "You know, innocent people tend to help the police."

      He kept silent.

      "Don't you want to help us find Lily?" I asked.

      He didn’t respond to that, either.

      We waited another minute, but he clammed up.

      The wooden steps creaked and groaned as we stepped from the landing and plummeted down to the driveway.

      JD grinned. "I think we've rattled some cages. It's time to ramp up the pressure."

      "I have a plan."

      I called Isabella and asked for another favor. She was able to ID the phone that pinged the tower from Travis's garage apartment. I asked her to keep tabs on the device and get as much background information on him as possible. I couldn't use anything she gave me to build a case, but it could point us in the right direction.

      There was no doubt in my mind Lance and Travis had some involvement in Lily’s disappearance. Travis was the more vulnerable of the two. If anybody would crack, it would be him. I figured that’s where we should focus our efforts.

      We climbed into the Porsche and headed back to the marina at Diver Down to grab lunch. Jack’s daughter, Scarlett, was flying in this afternoon to spend the holidays in Coconut Key.

      We picked Scarlett up from the airport in the Wild Fury van. The paparazzi had gotten wind of her arrival and swarmed the FBO. Cameras flashed as she stepped off the plane, wearing sunglasses, the wind rustling her blonde hair. She looked like a true movie star.

      We kept the horde of cameras at bay, collected her baggage, and escorted her through the FBO to the parking lot. We piled into the van and took off, chased by paparazzi.

      Jack drove like a bat out of hell, weaving through the city, trying to evade the unwanted entourage.

      We managed to lose them and make it back to the marina. But by the time we had grabbed her bags and started down the dock, a few enterprising cameramen had figured out where we were.

      Cars screeched into the parking lot, and eager cameramen hustled to catch up with us. They got paid for each photo and video clip they could provide to the tabloids. Following Scarlett around had become a cottage industry since her recent stardom with the Ultra Mega franchise.

      We crossed the passerelle to the superyacht, and the camera guys stayed on the dock filming the mundane affair. We slipped into the salon, and Buddy rushed to greet Scarlett. Teagan had reluctantly returned the furballs. Scarlett knelt down and loved on the little Jack Russell.

      Fluffy wagged her tail, perched on the settee, looking indifferent.

      "It's a madhouse," Scarlett said. "We're about to start the press tour to promote the film, and they can't get enough."

      "You feel comfortable staying here?" JD asked. "Or would you rather be in a hotel?"

      "This is fine. I'm not going to let these people dictate my life choices. They'll get bored eventually and leave. I may go out and talk to them after a while, give them what they want."

      "Are you hungry?" JD asked.

      "I ate on the plane. I'm good right now. But how about the Five Fathoms for dinner?”

      “Wherever you want to go," JD said.

      Scarlett settled into a guest stateroom below deck.

      In the evening, we were getting ready for dinner when Isabella called to tell me Travis was on the move. She tracked his phone to Dunsel. It was a local bar, far from the tourist trap of Oyster Avenue. It was the kind of place regulars went to enjoy a good strong drink, listen to music, play pool, throw darts, and occasionally get lucky.

      "That seems to be a regular hang out for him,” Isabella said. “According to credit card receipts, he's there just about every day.”

      “Good to know.”

      I thanked her, ended the call, then dialed Denise. “Hey, I’ve got a proposition for you."

      “Ooh, that sounds intriguing."

      "How does a little undercover operation sound?”

      "Now you're speaking my language."
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      I figured we had a little time to kill. A few hours at Dunsel and Travis would be sufficiently lubricated. With enough alcohol, and the right provocation, maybe he would start talking about things he shouldn't.

      Scarlett talked to the paparazzi on the dock, gave interviews, then posed for pictures. It was enough for them to leave her alone for the rest of the night. We headed up to the five-star restaurant, got seated quickly in a secluded booth, and enjoyed a nice meal. She told us all about the latest goings-on in Hollywood. After we filled our bellies and indulged in sugary delights, we returned to the Avventura.

      Denise joined us, looking breathtaking. My heart stopped when I saw her.

      “How do I look?”

      “Sinful.”

      She smirked. “Think he’ll open up to me?”

      “He’ll tell you whatever you want to know. Are you sure he won’t recognize you?”

      “Positive,” Denise said. “He was older. No way he’ll remember me from high school. I don’t remember him. Plus, I’ve changed since then.”

      “I’m sure you were just as cute.”

      Denise smirked.

      After she caught up with Scarlett, we rigged her up with a spy cam smaller than a button. Through an app on my phone, I was able to get a direct feed of the high-definition, wide-angle video.

      Denise wore a tight black leather miniskirt that barely covered the promised land. Her sumptuous thighs, toned calves, and dangerous curves could elicit a confession from just about anyone. Tall stilettos accented her alluring legs, and she wore a tight halter top with a deep V cut.

      She could elevate pulses.

      The tiny spy cam had a magnetic backing. A metal plate placed on the other side of her fabric top would keep it in position.

      I placed the cam on both halter straps by her collarbone. At first glance, they would look like an ornamental button or a design element that belonged on the top. Besides, staring at the redhead's ample endowments, pushed tightly together, would be enough of a distraction to hide a pink elephant. Even I had a hard time focusing as I placed the devices.

      We took the Devastator and followed Denise in her banana yellow SUV to Dunsel. The Plumb Crazy Purple Barracuda wasn't exactly the most invisible car on the island, but Travis wouldn't be looking for it.

      We hung out in the parking lot, slinking low, ready to act in case something went wrong.

      Denise strutted into the bar, drawing all eyes. The gorgeous redhead had a magnetic quality.

      I launched the app on my phone and watched the shaky footage. The little cameras had built-in stabilizers, but they jiggled and jostled with each buoyant step Denise took.

      The bar had an average crowd. Pool balls clacked as a couple guys knocked balls around the felt of the quarter table. Classic rock jammed from the jukebox. People had conversations in cozy booths.

      Denise slinked up to the bar next to Travis. She squeezed the girls together as she leaned on the counter, and without fail, it drew the perp’s eyes.

      "I'll take a whiskey. Rocks."

      The bartender grabbed a bottle from the well and spun it around, poured a drink, and slid it across the counter.

      "You want to start a tab?"

      “Cash,” Denise said. She smacked a few bills on the counter.

      The bar had been decorated for the season. Christmas lights hung near the ceiling, blinking and changing color. The windows had been frosted with fake snow and cutouts of snowmen, reindeer, and the jolly fellow lined the glass.

      As I suspected, Travis had put down a few drinks by now. He wasn't sloppy drunk yet, but well on his way.

      "What's with the long face?" Denise asked him. "'Tis the season to be jolly."

      "I don't feel so jolly."

      "Another round for Mr. Grinch," Denise told the bartender.

      He was happy to oblige. He poured a glass of whiskey, the smooth amber liquid crackling the ice cubes in the glass. He slid it across the counter, and Travis nodded appreciatively.

      "I'm not sleeping with you just because you bought me a drink," Travis said. He was smooth.

      Denise laughed. "I don't need to buy a guy a drink for that."

      "No, I can't imagine you have any problem in that department," Travis said, his eyes drawn to her enticing cleavage. "In fact, I can't imagine why you’re in a place like this alone."

      "Can't a girl walk into a bar and have a drink by herself?"

      "Well, you're not really by yourself anymore, are you?"

      "I guess not." She lifted her glass, and the two toasted.

      "I don't think I've seen you in here before," Travis said.

      "This isn't one of my regular haunts. But I wanted a quiet place to get a good drink. A place where I wouldn't get bothered. You can't go into a bar on Oyster Avenue and not get pawed on."

      "If you weren’t looking for attention, I'm not sure why you dressed that way."

      "So, I'm asking for it?"

      He raised his hands innocently. "I'm just saying. You're kind of hard to miss."

      "Well, I'm entitled to be of two minds. Part of me wanted to go out and be able to enjoy a drink by myself without getting pestered. But, if nobody noticed, I might feel disappointed."

      “Well, you don't have to feel disappointed. I noticed." Travis smiled.

      "There you go. See, you can smile."

      "Sometimes it just takes the right person to come along and brighten your day."

      "Everybody expects you to put a cheery smile on for the holidays, but they can be rough,” Denise said. “Not everybody has that picture-perfect life."

      "Tell me about it."

      "This is going to be the first holiday season without my dad. I've been holding it together pretty well, but I'm afraid I'm going to lose it during Christmas dinner." It was a complete fabrication, but it hit a nerve with Travis. An instant bonding point. She'd done her homework on the suspect.

      Travis frowned. "Yeah. This is the third year without my dad. It doesn't get any easier. Sorry."

      Denise gave a sympathetic frown. "I saw the news about that poor girl who went missing. I can imagine what her family's going through. 10 years of not knowing if your loved one is coming home for Christmas."

      Travis’s face tightened. "Yeah, that's gotta suck.”

      "I have a vague memory of hearing about that when I was a kid. What about you?"

      "I don't really want to talk about it."

      "I'm sorry. Did you know her?"

      Travis hesitated a moment.

      "Yeah. She was a few years younger."

      "Do you think she’s still alive?"

      He scoffed. "No."

      "You seem pretty certain about that."

      He shrugged. "I'm just saying. 10 years. No way."

      "Who knows? She could have been trafficked. She might still be out there on the other side of the world, a slave to some rich sicko.”

      "I told you, she's dead,” he snapped.

      “How can you be sure?”

      “I just know. Okay! Why are we talking about this, anyway?"

      Denise shrugged. "Just making conversation."

      "Let's find something else to talk about." He took a gulp of his drink. Ice rattled as he finished.

      Travis nodded to the bartender for another, then looked at Denise.

      His eyes narrowed, and he focused on one of the spy cams. "What the hell is that?
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      "What the hell is what?" Denise asked.

      "That!" Travis said, pointing right at the spy cam.

      "It's a button."

      He grabbed for it, and Denise pulled away.

      "Don't touch me, creep!"

      Travis’s face reddened.

      “Is there a problem?" the bartender asked, his voice booming like thunder.

      "Yeah, this guy just blew it!” Denise marched away, her high heels stabbing the tile.

      She stormed out of the bar and gave us a look in the parking lot before climbing into her SUV.

      By that point in time, I was out of the car, heading toward the bar, just in case things got ugly.

      I returned to the Devastator as Denise drove out of the parking lot. She called me. "Sorry."

      "Not your fault."

      "He knows something, for sure. What's the plan now?"

      “I’ve got another idea."

      I called Deputy Mendoza. He agreed to sit in the parking lot across the street until closing time.

      Follow anybody on the road long enough, and they will make a mistake. They’ll forget to signal when they change lanes. Maybe they’ll weave and touch the dotted line. Maybe a taillight is out.

      It was 2:15 AM when Travis finally left. He didn't make it a block before Mendoza had a reason to pull him over. He failed a field sobriety test, and Mendoza carted him down to the station. Travis was processed, printed, and put into an interrogation room.

      It was old hat for him, so he refused a breathalyzer, but the dash-cam footage from Mendoza's cruiser might be enough to convict. The refusal earned him an automatic license suspension, but that was the least of his worries. This would be his third DUI, and I suspected his blood alcohol level was over .15, which incurred additional penalties.

      It would give us some leverage and an opportunity to interrogate him.

      We stepped into the tiny room and took a seat across the table from Travis. He looked at us with bleary eyes. “You tried to set me up, didn't you?” he slurred. “This is bullshit!”

      "If I were you, I would start talking. You know what happens when two people commit a crime? One of them always flips on the other. We know you and Lance picked up Lily from the mall. You two were the last people to see her alive. Now, I can speculate about what happened, or you can just tell me."

      "I ain't saying nothing to you."

      "You know what I think? I think your friend is a complete sociopath. I think he abducted Lily, did horrible things to her, and killed her. I think you were just along for the ride. I don’t think you’re a bad guy. I just think you made friends with the wrong person. Lance has gone on and lived a successful life. He's rich, he's got a beautiful wife, beautiful kids. He hasn't given Lily a second thought. But you, on the other hand, you're not like him. I think you actually care about people. I think you feel terrible about what happened. You’ve been living with that guilt for 10 years. It's eating you up. That's why you numb yourself every day. That's why you're in and out of rehab. That’s why you can't get your life together."

      “Fuck you."

      I was right over the target.

      "Now you’ve got a chance to start over. You tell me what happened, you give me enough to take down Lance, and I promise you the state’s attorney will give you a favorable deal."

      His face tightened.

      "Come on. You’re a good guy. I know you would never have done something like that if it weren’t for Lance."

      I laid it on thick. I didn’t know what kind of guy he was, but I could tell it weighed heavy on his mind.

      His lip quivered, and his eyes filled. He broke down into sobs. "It was an accident."

      I gave him a little space and let him continue.

      "You gotta believe me. I didn't know what was gonna happen."
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      "She got into the car with us," Travis said. "Lance said he would drive her to meet her stepdad. Then he offered to just take her home. We had some weed, and she wanted to get high. She blew her stepdad off. She didn't like him, anyway. We drove around for a little while, got stoned, then Lance suggested we all go out on his dad's boat. Lily figured she was already in trouble, so why not?"

      "So you took her out on the water," I said.

      Travis nodded.

      "Where'd you go?"

      "We went out to Angelfish Key. We smoked some more pot, drank beer, and they started fooling around."

      "And you just watched?"

      "It was a small boat. I was the odd man out." He paused. “Anyway, Lance wanted to take things a little further than Lily wanted them to go."

      He described the horrible event, making himself out to be an innocent bystander.

      "You didn't participate?"

      "No. I swear."

      He wasn't a good liar.

      "Then what happened?"

      "Lily was crying and sobbing and she said she was gonna go to the cops. Lance freaked out. He had a full-ride scholarship. The allegation alone would cost him everything." Travis burst into tears, sobbing. "I watched him strangle her, man. He just squeezed her throat until she stopped breathing. She kicked and flailed and scratched at him. Then she went limp."

      "What did you do with the body?"

      He hesitated for a moment. "We tied her to an anchor and dumped her overboard."

      "Where?"

      "Not far from Angelfish."

      "Show me."

      In the morning, we boarded a Defender class patrol boat with the sheriff, a diving team, and Travis. He wore an orange jumpsuit and was shackled at the wrists and ankles.

      I cast off the lines, and the sheriff cranked up the engines. The smell of exhaust swirled in the air as we pulled away from the dock. Daniels navigated us out of the marina and brought the boat on plane as we cleared the breakwater. The engines howled, spitting a frothy wake, and the aluminum patrol boat carved through the water as the sun’s amber rays glistened the sea.

      I didn't know what we’d find if anything. 10 years was a long time. The bones could be scattered miles away with the current or covered with sediment.

      We carved through the swells, cruising out to the island that was a popular party destination.

      Travis directed us to the approximate location where they dumped the body on the northeast side of the island. "This is about where we were?"

      "Are you sure?" I asked.

      He glanced at the island as a reference. "I mean, I can't be 100%. It was a long time ago. But somewhere in this area."

      The divers splashed into the water and descended to the depths. Bubbles rose to the surface.

      It wasn't very deep here, which allowed the divers more time at the bottom. They made several sweeps but didn't turn up anything.

      It could take months of searching, and we still might not come up with any remains.

      It was extremely hard to prosecute someone for murder without a body. Even with Travis's testimony, it would be difficult. With his arrest record and history of substance abuse, a skillful defense attorney could cast doubt on his credibility.

      After the search didn't turn up anything, I asked Travis again, "Are you sure this is the spot?”

      He nodded.

      "Does Lance’s dad still own the boat?"

      Travis shrugged. "I don't know."

      I doubted there would be any trace evidence after 10 years, but it might be worth looking for. "Was there any blood during the struggle?"

      "Not during the struggle," Travis said.

      I gave him a curious look.

      "Well, there was a lot after she died."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            49

          

        

      

    

    
      "Lance said that a corpse will float. Something about decomposition gasses,” Travis said. “So he took his pocket knife and stabbed Lily a few times in the stomach."

      Lance was a smart kid. Stupid. But smart.

      "There was a lot of blood. We cleaned it up before we took the boat home. Then we washed it again."

      I called Denise and asked her to look up registration records for the boat as we headed back to Coconut Key.

      "That boat was sold a couple years ago,” she said.

      "Who owns it now?"

      “Keith Kelley. He lives here on the island. It’s docked at Pirates’ Cove."

      I called Keith, and he agreed to meet us at the marina that evening. He was a barrel-chested guy in his mid-30s with thinning hair and a curly brown beard. He wore shorts and a concert T, and had a belly that could hold a lot of pizza and beer.

      “Someone really died on this boat?” he asked, wincing as we approached the 25’ center console named Fish’n Chicks.

      “Hopefully, we can find some proof,” I said.

      "I don't know what you're expecting to find,” he said. "This boat has been hosed down quite a bit since I've had it."

      "Did you notice any bloodstains when you purchased it?"

      "Bloodstains ain't unusual on a fishing boat."

      The forensic team boarded the boat and went over it with a fine-tooth comb. They sprayed Luminol all over the boat, and within moments, it revealed multiple areas of splatter.

      It was hard to determine the source of the blood, but investigators found trace amounts in the seams of the seat cushion and on an orange life preserver that looked like it had been on the boat forever.

      Keith confirmed that the life preserver was on the boat when he bought it.

      With expedited testing, the lab was able to confirm that the trace blood matched the DNA profile of Lily Walsh. Combined with Travis's testimony, it was enough for Judge Echols to sign off on a warrant.

      The day of Christmas Eve, we banged on the door of Lance’s parents’ house. JD shouted, "Coconut County! We have a warrant."

      A tactical team surrounded the house, and Erickson and Faulkner were ready with a battering ram to break down the expensive Stingray Bay door.

      A concerned woman opened the moment later, and I displayed my badge and the warrant, while deputies flooded into the house.

      We arrested Lance in front of his entire family. Christmas music played through speakers. Stockings hung from the fireplace, and the Christmas tree glowed, full of presents underneath.

      Lance’s face twisted with confusion, and his wife looked mortified. The kids cried as the cuffs were slapped around their father’s wrists.

      "You're under arrest for the murder of Lily Walsh,” I said.

      He assured his wife, “Everything's gonna be fine. I'm 100% innocent."

      I read him his rights as I escorted him out of the house amid stunned faces. I stuffed him into the back of a patrol car, and he was taken to the station. He was processed, printed, and put into an interrogation room.

      When JD and I paid him a visit, he wouldn't talk.

      He was stupid but smart.

      "I want to talk to an attorney." That was all he said.

      It was as far as the interrogation went.

      The divers would keep looking for Lily’s remains. It was up to a jury now. We’d done our part. At least Lily’s mom would have some closure.

      We celebrated Christmas Eve with Scarlett and the next day had a feast fit for Kings. Sheriff Daniels, Denise, and Teagan joined us on the boat to drink eggnog, open presents, and revel in the joy of the season. Shredded wrapping paper littered the deck as everyone tore into their presents.

      There were smiles all around and lots of good cheer.

      An anonymous call to the department tipped us off that Isaiah Turner was at his mother’s house for Christmas. It might be our only chance to nab the fugitive.

      We wrapped up, readied a tac team, and headed across the island to take him into custody. It wasn’t exactly how I envisioned spending Christmas Day, but sometimes you gotta do what you gotta do.

      It didn’t go as planned.
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        The adventure continues with Wild Malice!

      

        

      
        Join my newsletter and find out what happens next!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      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

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TYSON WILD

          

        

      

    

    
      Wild Ocean

      Wild Justice

      Wild Rivera

      Wild Tide

      Wild Rain
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      Wild Target
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      Wild Sky

      Wild Storm

      Wild Bay

      Wild Chaos

      Wild Cruise

      Wild Catch

      Wild Encounter

      Wild Blood

      Wild Vice

      Wild Winter

      Wild Malice

      Wild…
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      I'm just a geek who loves to write. Follow me on Facebook.
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