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  Red Tide


  Dive charter captain Mitch Jackson is ready to divorce her cheating ex and take a chance on romance with friend and business partner Ed Grey. She's tired of her love life being on hold. Truth be told, she's always carried a torch for Ed, but worried that their age difference made Ed think of her as the kid he knew.


  Ed has silently loved Mitch for years. Her impending divorce will finally give him a chance to voice his true emotions. Unfortunately, life is never that simple. When they stumble upon a sunken drug vessel, a desperate criminal who's closer to them than they realize wants to send Mitch to a permanent watery grave.


  Now, Mitch and Ed are on the run from a wily serial killer intent on stopping Mitch from testifying. Will their love survive a murderer's vengeance, or will he spill their blood on another Red Tide?


  Note: This book contains excessive violence.


  Genre: Contemporary, Romantic Suspense
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  Prologue


  


  Friday, September 8th


  


  The hunt was on.


  He strolled down Seventh Avenue, studying the crowds ambling along around him. Recently refurbished streetlights brightened the main thoroughfare. Varieties of music from punk rock to sexy salsa echoed off the brick facades. Ybor City, a predominately Cuban historic district on the outskirts of downtown Tampa, was at its best in the evenings.


  It felt like a typical late-summer Florida nightsultry, muggy, hot. Earlier that afternoon it rained, a quick shower that teased with its brief ferocity, but only enough to leave residents with the sensation of breathing through damp cotton.


  Pausing in the shadows of an entryway, he dug another boiled peanut out of the nearly full bag he carried. He evaluated the crowd around him, and with his eyes searched, sorted, selected, discardedon the prowl in an electric jungle.


  He almost made up his mind to end his hunt when he spotted a young woman leaving the club across the street. She stood in the doorway, a nearby neon beer sign casting red shadows across her harried face. Nervously, she glanced first up and down the street, then at her watch. She brushed delicately at her nose several times before digging a cigarette and lighter out of her worn purse. After lighting the cigarette, she took a deep drag, holding the smoke in for a long moment before letting it out.


  Looks like someone’s running a little late with her fix.


  She wore a short black leather mini, a low-cut red sleeveless sweater, and matching spiked-heel pumps. A string of white beads hung between her breasts, and a pair of oversized gold hoops dangled from her ears. Her blonde hair framed a tired face that, under makeup applied a little too heavy, wore the cagey, haunted look that undercover cops never successfully duplicated.


  The prostitute finished her first cigarette and lit another.


  The hunter studied her for several minutes from his side of the narrow street. A few minutes later, she angrily threw the butt to the ground, stomping it out before heading east down the sidewalk.


  He crossed Seventh and followed her, catching up with her at the next corner where she stopped to scan the street again. He stood close enough to smell the cloud of beer oozing from her. Now he could tell from her dark roots that her blonde hair was as fake as her red lacquered nails, both in need of a touch-up.


  Stepping up next to her, he offered the bag of peanuts. “Lose someone?”


  She jumped, momentarily alarmed, then relaxed as he smiled. “Well, sort of.”


  “Peanuts?”


  She shook her head.


  “Do you…need a ride?” He held her eyes with his, boring deep inside her, the hunter in him searching for the right buttons to push. He wanted her. She’d be perfect.


  The prostitute considered him for a moment. “What exactly do you have in mind?”


  He shrugged as she finally reached out and took a peanut. “I don’t know. What would you suggest?”


  She seemed to warm up to him a little. He watched her eyes as she appraised him. “Well, I’m a little…late taking my medication. My ride was supposed to bring it.”


  He knew he didn’t quite have her trust. She still thought he might be a cop. He flashed her a smile. “I just happened to be coming out of that club over there”he pointed“when I saw you. I thought I’d take a chance. Frankly, I thought you might be a cop. I just got divorced, and I’ve never done this before. It’d be my damn luck to pick the wrong person.”


  That was one of his favorite lines, and almost always worked. Especially when he lowered his gaze to the pavement while still watching her from the corner of his eye.


  She smiled and her shoulders dropped a little as she relaxed.


  He knew he almost had her. He sensed her sizing him up and knew what she sawslightly curly blond hair and boyish blue eyes, charming smile, a teddy bear image. It was a look he’d perfected, a camouflage that served him well.


  “Want some company?” she asked.


  “Depends on what you want. I’ve got some good stuff back in my car I’ll share with you, but what else?”


  She smiled. “How about I treat you right? An hour for a hundred. If you share with me.”


  “Sounds like a deal to me.” The hunter led his prey back to the parking lot. Her eyes widened when he pulled out his keychain and disarmed the alarm on the red Porsche.


  “Ver-ry nice.” He opened the door for her. Inside, she caressed the leather upholstery.


  The car barely shifted under his weight as he slid behind the wheel. Reaching across her, he opened the glove box. Inside lay a small packet of white powder. He offered it to her, along with a crisp hundred dollar bill from his wallet.


  Her eyes widened again. “Hey, that’s great.” She quickly set to work. It only took her a moment to cut lines on her compact mirror and snort them through the rolled-up bill. He watched her lean back, a blissful smile on her face.


  “Oh, that’s delicious,” she finally said. She returned everything to her purse, along with the coke she had left over, and turned back to him. “By the way, my name’s Denise.” She held her hand out and, to her obvious surprise, he kissed it.


  She eyed him, appraising him. “What should I call you, sweetie?”


  He smiled again. “John. Just call me John.”


  Her laugh bore the shrill edge of a high. “Okay, ‘John.’”


  He drove them south, past the port, then east down Causeway Boulevard, to a vacant lot. He parked near the water, where they were concealed from the highway and passing cars by a screen of mangrove trees.


  “That was good stuff, hon,” Denise purred.


  “Only the best.” He reached up and stroked her chin. Then he moved his hand around to the back of her neck and weaved his fingers in her hair. “Now, let’s get down to a little business.” He pulled her toward him and guided her down to his lap.


  Denise stroked him through his pants. “I think I like doing business with you.” She unzipped his fly, and he groaned when she took him into her mouth.


  He enjoyed himself for a few minutes, then glanced at his watch. He tapped her on the top of the head and she sat up. He got out of the car and went around to her side, opening the door and taking her hand to help her. Leading her around to the front of the car, he pushed her down on the hood and hiked her skirt up around her hips, not surprised to find she wasn’t wearing any panties.


  Using his hand, he played with her pussy, making sure he’d gotten her genuinely hot and wet as he stroked her clit. In a few minutes, she begged him to make her come. That only served to increase his need.


  He paused to hand her a condom and she eagerly ripped the foil package open and slipped it on him. He slid into her and smothered her moans with his mouth while her hips bucked under him. It only took a few thrusts for his release to start. He reached up with his free hand to caress her neck. Then he squeezed, using his body to pin her against the hood and moving his other hand up to her neck.


  Her eyes flew open as she struggled against him, realizing she’d made the mistake of her life.


  His climax seemed to last forever as her struggles grew weaker and weaker. He was still coming when she died. When he finally finished, he kissed her cheek and whispered, “Nothing but the best.”


  Chapter One


  


  Saturday, September 9th


  


  Mitch Jackson glanced down and behind her at the glassy surface of the Gulf. The greenish water beckoned her from its opaque depths while the nearby diesel slick destroyed any illusion of a normal dive. She looked at Ed, glanced briefly at Jack and Ron standing on the other side of the boat, then back to Ed.


  “Clear?” she mumbled around the regulator mouthpiece.


  He nodded. “Clear.”


  She rolled backward off the gunwale, her right hand holding her mask and regulator against her face, her left clutching her gauge console.


  In the water, Mitch automatically righted herself and bobbed to the surface. She reached for her spear gun and metal fish stringer, then kicked against the mild current to the anchor line. The Gulf felt lukewarm. She was glad she’d elected not to wear a wet suit over her bikini, only a large, baggy sweatshirt and a pair of tights to protect her legs. The usually not-so-good visibility was poor, only about ten feet, with the bottom nowhere in sight.


  She dumped some air, cleared her ears, and kicked for the bottom, using the anchor rope to help her down. At twenty feet she paused to equalize her mask and ears and tighten her weight belt strap. The metal stringer she carried brushed against her leg, and she slipped it over her left arm before quickly cocking the band on her spear gun. Clearing her ears again, she continued her descent, searching for the source of the diesel slick.


  


  * * * *


  


  The day had started earlier that morning like any other. Mitch Jackson, she was Michelle only to her now-deceased mother, never realized where the events of the day would lead as she prepared for their trip. She enjoyed the slightly damp predawn chill that would disappear shortly after the sun rose. The cool morning air tempered the humidity and made it tolerable. She shoveled ice into a huge cooler loaded on a dock cart, right outside the marina’s bait shop. While she worked she listened to the gentle thumps of boats rocking in their nearby slips and the soft chiming of their rigging.


  Next to the small marina flowed Muddy Creek. Mitch heard the hearty grumbles of bullfrogs sounding off in the saw grass stands that lined both banks. She relished this time of day because there were few people around. Pete, her white-and-brindle mixed-breed pointer, looked on with an intensity that only dogs and small children seemed to possess.


  She finished up the last of their preparations for a weekend Middle Grounds trip. A pleasure trip, not a charter. Jack Torrence and Ron Smith, a couple of friends, would arrive any minute.


  Ed Grey, her lifelong friend and business partner now that her father was dead, stuck his head out of the bait shop door. “How many boxes of sardines and squid do we need?”


  “Um, get four of each. We’ll keep them frozen. Get some live shrimp, too.” He nodded and disappeared inside.


  A few minutes later, Ed returned with the frozen bait and dumped it into the cart. “If you’ll go get the shrimp, I’ll take this to the boat and unload it.”


  Mitch looked down at her dog. “Does that sound fair to you, Pete?”


  The dog softly woofed at the sound of his name.


  She looked at Ed. “You’ve got a deal.” She held the door open for Pete and went to the back of the shop, to the bait tanks, to retrieve their bucket of shrimp. Bob Keith said good morning, patted Pete on the head, and went back to stocking his shelves. Mitch breathed a sigh of relief.


  Last thing I need this morning is to get tied up talking to him.


  Mitch picked up her shrimp and returned to their boat, the Sun Run. Ed already had most of the ice unloaded.


  “Did you stock the galley?” he asked.


  Mitch dumped the shrimp into the live well. “I went to the store last night. We’re fueled up and ready to go as soon as Ron and Jack get here.” She put her hands in the pockets of her shorts and realized she’d left her cell phone in the dive shop. “I’ll be right back.”


  Their dive shop sat on the other side of the parking lot, opposite Bob Keith’s store. Dan, who ran the shop in their absence, would arrive in an hour. After finding her cell she locked the door behind her.


  Mitch returned to the Sun Run. By now, it was almost six o’clock in the morning. Ron and Jack would arrive any minute. She fired off the engines, first port, then starboard. Both diesels grumbled to life on the first crank and she let them idle so they could warm up.


  As if on cue, Ron’s truck swung into the shell lot and pulled in beside her old Bronco. As usual, Jack looked wide awake and ready to go, his merry eyes shining. Ron, on the other hand, looked like he’d rather be in bed.


  Jack carried his bags down the dock to the boat. “I hope you have plenty of coolers on board, Mitch. I’m feeling lucky today.”


  Ed laughed. “Are you willing to make a wager on that, Jack?”


  The four stared at each other for a moment before breaking up with laughter.


  “Hey,” Jack replied, “I said I felt lucky, not stupid.”


  Mitch helped Ron stow his gear. “You look like you’re still asleep.”


  He glared at his friend. “I am. There’s only one thing I hate about going fishing with you.”


  She chuckled. “What’s that?”


  “Getting up when it’s still friggin’ dark out. Why the hell can’t we get up at a reasonable hour?”


  “This is reasonable, Ron.” She smiled. “You can nap on the way out.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Mitch and Ed had established their pattern many years earlier. She took her position behind the wheel, with Pete sitting at her feet.


  “Ready, Ed?” she called.


  He cast off the bow line and made ready to release the stern line. “Ready.” He released the stern line.


  Mitch shifted into forward and the cruiser smoothly slid out of the slip. The twin diesels weren’t fast, but they were reliable and easy on fuel. They sounded good this morning, smoothly throbbing under the deck beneath their feet. Dawn painted the sky behind them in fiery pastels while she guided the boat out of the marina and into the channel. Minutes later, they glided past the saw grass flats comprising a good deal of this portion of the Florida coastline. Channel markers slid by one after another as they left Aripeka behind them and made their way out into the Gulf.


  The water looked like satiny glass, something only seen early in the morning before the sea breezes rippled it, or on certain afternoons when the Gulf was calm to begin with and the wind bowed its head to the scorching sun. As they moved farther out toward the head marker, Mitch left the cockpit and took her coffee up to the flybridge. She did her best thinking up there, with the salty breeze to help organize her thoughts and clear the cobwebs from her mind.


  They passed several shrimpers heading east, back into Hudson. Mitch knew that as the sun rose, smaller pleasure boats would start flying past the Sun Run as if the cruiser stood still.


  Jack stuck his head into the flybridge. “How long till we get there?”


  She consulted her watch. “About four hours.”


  Jack laughed. “Ron’s not going to like that.”


  “Ron’s just going to have to be patient. We’ll be out all weekend. A few hours won’t kill him. If he behaves himself, maybe we’ll bring him up some lobsters when we hit the Middle Grounds.”


  Jack’s eyes lit up. “That’s right, I forgot. Lobster season opened last month, didn’t it?”


  “Yeah, and I’ve got a couple of good spots out there. You know that picture of me Dad liked?”


  “You mean with the lobster nearly as big as you are?”


  “That one. I pulled it out from under a ledge in the Middle Grounds.”


  “I heard you had a little help from Ed with that.” Jack enjoyed teasing her.


  She smiled. “Yeah, well I was only twelve, Jack. Give me a break.”


  


  * * * *


  


  They reached the head marker. Mitch eased back on the throttle long enough to allow her brand-new handheld GPS unit to cycle on the location’s coordinates. She’d checked the marine reports and found out they’d be traveling through a fish kill area caused by red tide, but it shouldn’t be an issue for them once they reached the Middle Grounds.


  She left the flybridge and returned to the cockpit. Jack, always curious about electronics, tagged along.


  “What is that thing?”


  “My new GPS. Got it last week on sale.”


  “What’s wrong with your old one?”


  “Nothing.” Ed read her coordinates out of a notebook, and she punched them into the old unit, and then the new one.


  “It’s a shiny new toy,” she joked. “And it’s a handheld. My other one is a dash mount.”


  Ed set the autopilot and closed the notebook. “I’m done.”


  Mitch put down the GPS. “You want to cook or steer the boat?”


  “I made breakfast last time,” Ed said.


  She smiled. “Any chance of me talking you into switching?”


  He smiled back, shaking his head. “Not a snowball’s.”


  “All right. Off to the slave pit. Come on, Pete.” Pete, who knew the routine, followed her, wagging his tail in anticipation. By the time she finished cooking breakfast, the sun was up with its usual vengeance and had quickly turned the cool morning into a typical tropical Florida scorcher. With the seas calm, she opened up all the cabin’s windows to catch what little breeze she could and keep the interior cool. Then she took up a position in the upper cabin, in the cockpit, to eat breakfast.


  Lost in her own thoughts, she didn’t pay much attention to the men’s conversation. Ed’s voice finally pulled her out of her reverie.


  “Earth to Mitch.”


  She turned, momentarily startled as Ed waved his hand in front of her face. “What? Oh, I’m sorry. I wasn’t paying attention.”


  He laughed. “No kidding. Do you want me to drive?”


  She shook her head. “No, that’s okay, I’ll handle it.”


  He motioned at the bow. “Then you’d better. We’re heading right for that shrimper.”


  Mitch stood and went to the wheel. The other vessel was still a quarter of a mile ahead of them when she disconnected the autopilot and took the helm. By the time she finished her breakfast, they were safely past the shrimper, and she reconnected the autopilot. Ed took over the watch again while Mitch cleaned up the remnants of breakfast. Once she finished the dishes she went aft to rig leaders.


  


  * * * *


  


  Ed watched Mitch from the shade of the wheelhouse while she worked. She was an attractive woman. She’d pulled her long, sun-bleached auburn hair back in a ponytail through the back of a well-worn baseball cap shielding her face from the blazing sun. She had an enviable tan that accentuated her body quite nicely. All five feet eight inches of her were fit and firm, one of the benefits of her years of diving. Her long fingers rapidly tied the leaders, mute testament to her years of training under her father’s watchful eyes.


  Mitch was Ray and Susan Jackson’s only child, but she turned out to be daddy’s girl. He taught her everything he knew about boats and fishing. Susan didn’t like the fact that Michelle was a tomboy, and retaliated by teaching her more “feminine” pursuits. Mitch learned how to crochet and cook, but always followed in her father’s footsteps.


  Almost as if reading his thoughts, Mitch looked up and flashed him a smile. Ed waved back and she returned to her work, leaving him with his thoughts. He turned back to the horizon and let his mind drift again. He’d known her ever since she was ten and he was a teenager. Throughout the years, and his own marriage and divorce, he’d developed feelings for Mitch deeper than friendship.


  He wanted to tell her how he felt, the emotions that had built inside him, that he thought he not only loved her, but was in love with her. His nerves deserted him every time. He didn’t think he could stand it if she didn’t feel the same way.


  He found it easier to suffer in silence.


  Pete, apparently realizing he wasn’t getting any more handouts from his mom, went up to Ed and sat at his feet, wagging his tail with what seemed to be high doggy hopes. Ed laughed and gave him the last bite of his egg sandwich, patting him on the head.


  “You know I’m a sucker, don’t you, boy?”


  Ed wasn’t sure if Pete’s soft woof was the dog’s way of agreeing or not, but it made him chuckle and earned the dog a scratch on the head.


  


  * * * *


  


  Mitch didn’t expect any problems that weekend, but the first one cropped up less than ten miles from their destination. Over the years, she had developed an experienced boater’s ear, one that told her in a heartbeat, even before a gauge could register it, when there was a problem with her vessel. Although the instruments in front of her on the flybridge dash showed nothing amiss, Mitch knew one of the engines sounded wrong. She climbed down the ladder just as Ed emerged from the cabin.


  “You hear that?” he asked. She nodded, and together they opened the engine compartment hatch. The quiet thrum became a roar with the insulating cover out of the way. Flashlight in hand, Mitch wiggled into the cramped area to examine the port engine. It just didn’t sound right, like one of the cylinders had a miss. The backup temp gauges agreed with the one on the console, so the engine wasn’t overheating.


  She looked up at Ed. “When was the last time we replaced the injectors?” she asked.


  He thought about it for a minute. “It’s been a while. Several years, at least. I think it’s due.”


  She extricated herself from the cramped compartment. “I think so, too. It’s not bad, just a little miss every once in a while, but I think we need to go ahead, do ’em all, and get it over with.”


  He nodded. “My thoughts exactly.” They replaced the cover while Ron and Jack looked on.


  “What does that mean?” Jack asked.


  “It means a lot of damn work on Monday morning,” Ed said. “I wonder what else’ll happen this weekend?”


  She looked at him over her shoulder. “Bite your tongue, hopefully nothing.” As she expected, while they’d passed through a red tide area, the water around them now was clean and beautiful. Some floating patches of turtle grass here and there, but no dead fish. “I’m looking forward to a nice, relaxing weekend.”


  Chapter Two


  


  They had beautiful weather. Gentle two-foot rollers and a slight breeze out of the west. Mitch eased back on the throttle approximately a half mile from the numbers and turned the bottom recorder on. She watched as the dash-mounted GPS finally zeroed out, indicating their arrival.


  Ed stood ready with a marker buoy. When a spike appeared on the bottom recorder, she yelled, “Jug it.”


  He tossed the jug overboard and went forward. She slipped the engines into neutral and waited until the buoy’s lead weight reached bottom and all the line unwound. When she saw which way the current ran, she nosed the cruiser forward until the spike reappeared on the recorder. The jug floated right alongside it.


  “Drop it, Ed.”


  Ed tossed the anchor over the rail and fed rope out. Mitch shifted into neutral and waited for his signal to back up. He gave it a tug and securely set and tied off the anchor. She shut the engines down and stretched, enjoying the sudden silence.


  “All right, boys. Start reeling them in.”


  Ron glanced at her. “You’re not wetting a hook?”


  “No, not right now. I’m going to go relax up front for a little while. I might go down later today with a spear gun.” She went forward and lounged against the cockpit window, pulled her baseball cap down over her eyes, and listened to the conversation behind her. Ed laughed at a raunchy joke Ron told, while Jack talked about his brother’s fishing trip two weeks prior. Pete curled up next to her. She absently scratched his ears.


  “Hey, Mitch?”


  She didn’t realize she’d dozed off until Ed’s voice called to her from the stern. She felt Pete sit up.


  “Yo.” She turned to look at them through the windshield and saw Ed suiting up.


  “Wanna go down?”


  Mitch shook her head. “I’d rather wait. If I go now, it’ll max me out for the day. If I dive, I’ll spearfish. If I spearfish, I’ll push my limits which means no diving the deeper spots we’ve got planned for later.”


  Ed turned on his air and checked his pressure gauge. “Okay. I’ll be back up in a while.”


  “Don’t forget to turn your computer on.”


  He smiled and pressed the button. “Thanks, hon.” His dive computer, a model so horrendously simple and reliable that they both owned one, was easy to use but had to be activated on the surface. It was easy to forget.


  Five minutes later, he rolled into the water and headed for the bottom. Mitch knew he’d still try to sneak a dive in later on, no matter what his computer said. Jack disappeared into the cabin, probably sneaking a snack. Mitch couldn’t believe he ate as much as he did and never seemed to gain weight. Just a couple inches taller than her, he was solid, but in good shape.


  She stood and walked aft, sitting on the gunwale to watch Ed’s bubbles.


  Ron’s answer to drinking beer early in the day was a bottle of nonalcoholic O’Doul’s. “I’m a redneck wannabe,” he joked. He pulled one out of the cooler and offered it to her. She declined. He closed the cooler and opened the bottle, draining a third in one long swallow. “Why didn’t you go down?” Ron asked her.


  “Because we’ll be heading deeper later on, and if I go now, I’ll max my limits.”


  “What about the buddy system?”


  “Since when did you two become dive students?”


  Ron obviously enjoyed ribbing her. “So you’re saying you don’t practice what you teach?”


  “I’m saying that Ed’s been diving for over twenty years and doesn’t need me to keep an eye on him. God, what, is it pick on the girl day and someone forgot to tell me?”


  Ron laughed. “No, hon. I’m just yanking your chain.” There weren’t many men she’d tolerate calling her hon, and three of them were on the boat that weekend.


  “Well, don’t yank it too hard. You don’t want to piss off a potential client.”


  “What do you mean?”


  She scanned the water for Ed’s bubbles. She located him about fifty yards off their starboard stern. She automatically tracked him while talking to Ron.


  “I want to file.”


  “Against your husband?”


  “No, against Bill Clinton. Who do you think?”


  “Touchy, aren’t we?”


  She took her eyes off Ed’s bubbles long enough to glare at him.


  “Just kidding, Mitch. Seriously? You’re finally going to do it?”


  She nodded.


  “How long have you been married to him?”


  “Five years back in July,” Jack called out from the galley. “And he’s a fucking asshole, if you ask me. Hey, where’d you stash the bread?”


  “Same place it always is, genius,” she hollered back. “Second cabinet on the right.”


  “Ah, got it! Thanks!”


  “If you don’t mind me asking,” Ron said, “what was the whole story behind that?”


  She didn’t enjoy telling it, but time had dulled the pain.


  A little.


  “You know, it was four months after I walked in on him screwing that tramp before I could talk to him without wanting to scratch his eyes out. Another three before I could talk to him without fighting the urge to call him a ‘bastard’ or an ‘asshole.’”


  “So why didn’t you do this sooner?”


  She sighed. “I don’t know. I guess sheer stubbornness. I didn’t want to admit he won. I didn’t even sleep with him after I found him with that slut. I moved all my stuff into the guest room. I lived off and on in the house for almost a year. Then Dad died, and I moved back in full-time with Mom to take care of her. Then she died, and I didn’t want to move back. I’ve been gone three and a half years now.” She leaned back and closed her eyes. “I guess it’s just that it still stings that he had me so completely fooled.”


  “I didn’t realize how much you loved him.”


  She shook her head. “No, it’s not that. I mean, yes, I did love John in the beginning. Or at least, I thought I did. Maybe he just swept me off my feet and I ignored the things I saw in him that I didn’t like. He can be so charming, but it’s just a face he puts on in the morning, like his socks and his underwear, he’s not…” She paused, at a loss for words.


  “Not like Ed?” Ron helpfully suggested.


  “Exactly.” She fell silent again.


  “I’ve been wondering how long it would take you to finally get it over with. You need to move on with your life, hon. It’s an unpleasant thing to go through, but once it’s done, John’s out of your life for good. Besides that, you’ve got other things to do.”


  “I know. I’ve got the shop and the boat to worry about. The last thing I need on my mind is John.”


  “That’s not what I meant.”


  She turned to him. “What are you talking about?”


  “You know damn well what he’s talking about,” Jack called out from the galley.


  “Shut up,” Ron said. “I’ve got this.” He chuckled, his voice low. “I think you know damn well what I’m talking about. You just haven’t seen it yet.” He motioned over his shoulder with the bottle, in the direction of Ed’s bubbles. “Him, Ed. He’s right in front of your nose, dear, and frankly, I’m surprised the two of you aren’t hitched.”


  She felt stunned that Ron’s words struck so close to home, defining thoughts she’d had but refused to act on out of fear of losing Ed completely. “Ed’s my friend.”


  “And a damn good one at that. The two of you are closer than most married people. You certainly get along better than a good portion of them, and the chemistry between the two of you is unmistakable to anyone who sees you together.”


  “I’ve never thought of him in that way,” she lied.


  “Oh, don’t give me that line of crap. I’ve watched you watching him, the look on your face. And I’ve watched him watching you. Whether or not you admit it, you’ve got it bad for him.” He finished his drink. “Face it. The two of you are meant to be.”


  She didn’t have an answer for that.


  “I’m your friend, and I’ll help you any way I can,” he said. “Come to the office Monday morning and we’ll draw up the papers. Take my advice, talk to Ed, go to him and tell him what you’re feeling.


  “Ron, I don’t know what I’m feeling right now,” she protested.


  He smiled. “You will, hon. You will.”


  “Promise me you won’t say anything to Ed about this. About me filing. I’ll tell him when I’m ready.” She looked at the cabin. “You either, genius,” she yelled.


  “Mouth’s sealed,” Jack called back.


  “I don’t understand why,” Ron said, “but I won’t tell him.”


  Mitch noticed Ed surfacing in the distance to check his position. He gave them the okay sign and resubmerged. Jack reappeared, sandwich in hand, and Mitch tried to keep up her end of a conversation while her thoughts turned to what Ron said. His words had struck a little too close for comfort.


  Even before her father’s death she’d been close to Ed. It was only natural, since Ed and Ray Jackson had been not only business partners, but close friends. She’d grown up knowing Ed. And of course she’d had the natural puppy love crush on him when she was younger. But he couldn’t feel anything romantic for her.


  Could he?


  Ed finally returned to the boat and handed up a stringer full of fishgrouper, hogfish, and several large snappers.


  “Wow!” Mitch checked their sizes before dumping them into a cooler. “Those are nice. You did good.”


  Ed passed his gear to Jack and climbed into the boat. “This is a good spot.” He looked at Ron and Jack. “How many did you put in the cooler?” He grinned.


  Jack laughed. “I’m afraid we did more talking than fishing.”


  Mitch started to break Ed’s equipment down when she noticed his computer. She cleared her throat and held the console up to him. “Did you see this?”


  Mr. Innocent. “Yes?”


  “Did you pay attention to it?”


  “No.” He’d overshot his maximum time by ten minutes, draining his tank to less than a hundred pounds of air.


  She shook her head. “I’m going to be real pissed if I have to call the Coast Guard out here one day to fly your sorry ass up to Shands.” Her playful tone of voice tempered her words.


  He laughed. “Mitch, you worry too much. I had a grouper shake a shaft and go under a ledge, or I would have been here on time. Forgive me?” He put on a puppy dog face.


  “Sure, yeah, whatever.” Mitch knew the truth. Ed was a cautious diver. Years of experience had shown him what he could and couldn’t safely do. When teaching a class, he was a by-the-book diver. Out of class, however, was another thing entirely.


  


  * * * *


  


  The sea breeze died around noon and the mild two-footers smoothed out into glassy rollers that barely nudged the boat. Mitch went to the cockpit to escape the heat of the sun and play with her new GPS. She was about to turn up the FM radio when a burst of static and a hail came from the VHF.


  “Emmerand, Emmerand, this is Jay-Que on one-six, are you out there? Over.” She adjusted the volume down.


  That boat sounded familiar, but she couldn’t place it.


  Sounds like someone’s a little overdue.


  She compared the two GPS units to see how accurate they were.


  “What’s it say?”


  Startled, she turned to find Ed looking over her shoulder at the two machines. He rested his hands on her shoulders and she made no move to shake off their comforting feel.


  “You know how these GPSs are. Sometimes the government frigs with the satellite signals when the military’s using them. It’s pretty close, but not the exact same number.”


  Mitch checked the depth. Fifty feet.


  “Want to go down?” Ed asked her.


  She shrugged. “Not particularly. Not right now.”


  They left it at that and returned to the stern. Jack and Ron still drowned frozen squid with their fishing poles. The spot was productive, and instead of wasting time moving to another one, and risk not catching anything, they decided to stay a little longer. The sea breeze teased them by visiting again for a few minutes, rippling the rollers and taking the edge off the sun’s harsh heat, but it dissipated almost as soon as it started.


  Two hours later, the tide turned and the fish stopped biting. Mitch and Ed conferred and decided to move. Mitch took her place behind the helm, and before she started the engines the VHF crackled to life again.


  “Emmerand, Emmerand, this is Jay-Que on channel one-six, over.”


  She recalled the earlier hail for the same vessel. She swore she’d heard of the boat before.


  “Hey. Ready to go?” Ed stood on the pulpit, waiting for her to start the engines so he could pull anchor. Five minutes later, the anchor was up and stowed, the jug retrieved, and they headed to a spot just five miles away.


  


  * * * *


  


  Since the next spot was so close, Mitch idled to it. They were the only boat around, so she took her eyes off the horizon to study the bottom recorder. The depth had dropped to sixty feet and the bottom looked about as interesting as a blank piece of paper.


  “Hey, Mitch,” Ron called to her. “Come here a minute.”


  She looked up to find the men on the bow, staring at something off the starboard side. She shifted the engines into neutral and joined them. They made room for her at the railing and she immediately spied the object of their attention. A rainbow-colored oil sheen approximately ten feet wide coated the surface. In the calm water, it was easy to see it followed the current, drifting from the northwest, the direction they were heading.


  Ed turned to her. “Want to see what it is?”


  Mitch nodded. “Keep me heading in the right direction.”


  She returned to the cockpit and, with Ed’s help, they tracked the slick back to its source. She shifted the engines into neutral and let the Sun Run drift over it. They all moved to the stern and hung over the gunwale to get a better look. Small bubbles occasionally broke the surface, bringing with them the faint but unmistakable odor of diesel fuel.


  Mitch and Ed straightened. “Let’s go ahead and anchor,” he said.


  She returned to the cockpit and repositioned them while Ed threw the hook. He gave her the signal to reverse the engines. She did, and a moment later she heard a flurry of exclamations from the men on the bow. She cut the engines and rushed forward to join them.


  “What happened?”


  Ron turned to her. “When the anchor caught, whatever it is down there must have shifted. A whole bunch of bubbles and more fuel came up.”


  “I’ll go down and check it out.” Ed turned to go aft when Mitch put a restraining hand on his arm.


  “No, you won’t. You’ve still got a couple of hours of surface time until you can dive.”


  “It’ll be dark by then.”


  “Ed, please don’t do this. I’ll go down.”


  “You don’t know what’s down there.”


  “Ed, I can dive by myself, you know.”


  “I know, but you don’t know what’s down there.”


  “For chrissake, Ed, we do recovery for a living. Don’t go all father figure on me now.”


  They locked eyes for a minute before he finally sighed in resignation. “I’ll set up your gear.”


  “Thank you. I guess I’d better call the Coasties first. See if they have a report of a wreck at this location.”


  She had no idea how prophetic those words would be.


  


  * * * *


  


  When they left Aripeka, their course heading was approximately three hundred degrees, placing them closer to the Yankeetown station than Clearwater/St. Pete. Mitch hailed them on the VHF.


  “Coast Guard station Yankeetown, Coast Guard station Yankeetown, this is the Sun Run hailing on channel one-six, over.”


  A brief pause prefaced their reply. “Vessel hailing Coast Guard station Yankeetown, this is Coast Guard station Yankeetown on channel one-six. Captain, please switch and answer channel twenty-two, alpha; channel twenty-two, alpha, over.”


  She acknowledged the male voice, changed channels, then hailed again.


  “Vessel Sun Run, this is Coast Guard station Yankeetown. How may we help you today, Captain?”


  She explained who they were, the situation with the fuel slick, then read off the lat/long coordinates. He repeated them back to her and told her to stand by. About three minutes passed.


  “Vessel Sun Run, this is Coast Guard station Yankeetown, over.”


  “Yankeetown, this is the Sun Run, over.”


  “Roger, Captain. Ah, it would seem we have no reports of any vessels going down at those coordinates. We have a report of a wreck about five miles east of your location. Do you have a confirmed fix on your position, over?”


  Mitch glanced first at the dash-mounted, then the handheld GPS. They were now reading identical numbers. “Roger, Yankeetown. I’m running two GPSs, and they both say the same thing, over.”


  “Affirmative, Captain. Did you say you are a commercial vessel, over?”


  “Yes, sir. We’re sending a diver down right now to check it out. Do you want a report, over?”


  “Yes, ma’am. If you find the source of that slick we may need to alert a cleanup crew to proceed to your location. This is Coast Guard station Yankeetown, clear channel twenty-two alpha, monitoring channel one-six, out.”


  Mitch cleared the channel and reset the radio to sixteen. She turned to Ed. “Well, I guess we’re committed now.”


  He smiled. “I guess you are.”


  She playfully punched him in the arm.


  


  * * * *


  


  Ed watched her preparations. It only took ten minutes for her to suit up, which was both good and bad. It allowed him less time to watch her in her bikini before she covered up with the oversized sweatshirt she dove in during the warm summer months. She loaded her powerhead and screwed it onto the holder on the end of her speargun, an action Ed noted.


  “Are we a little nervous?” His playful tone of voice belied the worry on his face.


  She shrugged. “Be prepared, that’s what you taught me.”


  Jack and Ron watched from the other side of the stern. They were staying out of the way until they could drop their hooks back in the water.


  “What exactly does that thing do anyway?” Jack asked, indicating the powerhead.


  Mitch had pulled her mask down over her face, so Ed answered for her. “It’s like a bang-stick. It just screws onto the end of the shaft. The safety’s on right now. To fire it, she screws the base down and jams it against whatever she’s shooting at. It takes a .223 shell. Easy to get, not too expensive, and packs a good enough wallop. We both use the same shell so we don’t have to scrounge around for the right size rounds.”


  She looked up, ready to go. “Let’s do it.”


  Ed reached around her and checked one final time to make sure her air was on. He patted her on the shoulder and, softly, so Jack and Ron couldn’t hear, he said, “Be careful, okay? Take a look, make sure our anchor’s not hung up on whatever it is, and get your butt back up here. Promise?”


  She let her eyes linger on his a moment longer than she probably should have, finally breaking the contact and nodding. “Okay.”


  Chapter Three


  


  “Hey, let’s try here. We haven’t been here yet.” Twelve-year-old Bobby Jenkins was out early on that Saturday morning hunting aluminum cans with his best friend, Jimmy Suarez. With plastic garbage bags tied to their bikes, each one carried a sharp stick to grab the cans out of places they either couldn’t reach or didn’t want to put their hands. After crushing and recycling the cans they found, they split the money.


  “How much you think we’re gonna have for Disney?” Jimmy asked.


  Bobby shook his head. “I dunno.” Jimmy had managed to talk both sets of parents into matching the money they made.


  They pulled into the vacant parcel of land and worked their way in. “We hit the lotto!” Jimmy squealed as they picked through the various debris littering the ground.


  As they made their way toward the water, Jimmy spotted the large box. “Hey, let’s check that out.”


  “What if some bum’s living in it?” Bobby asked.


  “Aw, look at this place. If some bum were in it, do you think there’d be any cans? He’d have ’em cashed in a heartbeat. Besides, it’s too far from town to just walk, and a bus don’t run by here.” Smaller than Bobby, but more spunky and adventurous, Jimmy was the leader.


  Bobby stuck his nose in the air. “You smell that?”


  They paused and looked at each other, then back at the box.


  The boys readied their sticks as they cautiously approached the box, listening for any signs of life as they walked around it and peered inside. They both screamed and ran for their bikes, their interest in cans suddenly forgotten as they pedaled toward the 7-Eleven they had passed about two miles back.


  Inside the box, flies buzzed around the dead woman’s face, lighting on her lips and crawling in and out of her open mouth.


  


  * * * *


  


  Major Kenny Schoenborn of the Hillsborough County Sheriff’s Office didn’t look forward to the task ahead. His churning stomach reminded him of the breakfast burrito he ate at seven that morning, two hours earlier.


  He pulled off Causeway and parked near the Medical Examiner’s van. From the air-conditioned comfort of his car, he studied the crime scene.


  He finally left the cool sanctuary of the car and walked over to the checkpoint.


  “Good morning, Major Schoenborn.” The deputy, whose name tag read, “Reese,” handed him a clipboard with the check-in sheet and a pen.


  Kenny signed in and returned the clipboard. “Anyone give you trouble about signing in?”


  Reese shook his head. “No, sir. Not a one.”


  “Good.” Kenny walked over to the table the crime scene technicians were using as their base of operations under a picnic tent. The moist, rocky sand crunched with each step he took. A narrow stand of mangrove trees blocked his view of Tampa Bay. Through them, he heard the engines of a tug pushing a barge to the nearby docks. Diesel and gas fumes from the highway behind him mixed with the smell of damp salt air from the bay.


  A second line of yellow police tape surrounded the actual crime scene. Inside, two technicians photographed and measured the victim. Detective George Peters looked up from a group of techs and waved his friend over.


  “Morning, Kenny.”


  “Whatcha got, George?”


  “Denise Stanley, white female, twenty-five. Killed sometime late last night or early this morning. Three priors for solicitation with intent. Looks like Romeo’s at work again.” Someone in the HCSO had dubbed the UNSUBunknown subjectRomeo, a fact they’d managed to keep from the press so far.


  “She would make number three,” Kenny said.


  “At least,” George agreed.


  “Evidence?”


  “We lucked out. It rained yesterday afternoon. The first deputy on the scene immediately set up a secure perimeter. We have some tire tracks and a footprint. The lab guys are trying to get a decent cast, but you know how it is with this hard-packed stuff,” George motioned at the ground, then a grim smile touched his lips. “Oh, and another thing.”


  “Yes?”


  “Boiled peanut shells.”


  “Aw, shit.” Kenny rubbed a large hand across his forehead. That clinched it. Their boy was apparently fond of boiled peanuts, and shells were found near both of the other victims as well as in their stomach contents. “She’s like the others?” George’s grim face was all the confirmation Kenny needed.


  “No robbery, but she did have sex. No sign of struggle. Killed either during or immediately after sex.” George looked over at the group of technicians. “She had the baggie of coke and a fairly new hundred dollar bill in her purse like the others, too.”


  Kenny listened to the rest of George’s update. “I need you to get some stuff organized for me,” he said, then motioned George to follow him back to his car.


  “I want a meeting this afternoon. You, me, crime lab guys, ME, shrink.”


  George took notes while he listened.


  “And call the Feds. See what you can do about getting me a ViCAP profile this afternoon.”


  “Right.”


  Kenny closed his eyes, trying to remember if anything had slipped his mind. “Three o’clock, main conference room. Oh, and see if you can get any more details from FDLE on those other killings.”


  “Okay, Kenny.”


  They said their good-byes and George rejoined the group inside the restricted area.


  Kenny climbed back into his car and started it, cranking the air up to maximum. He’d been with the Hillsborough County Sheriff’s Office for five years. Before that, he spent fifteen years in south Florida, the last seven with the Dade/Metro homicide department in Miami. While there, he completed the FBI training course for law enforcement at Quantico. He’d also been the officer in charge of the Tamiami Trail Strangler case, which was brought to a successful prosecution. Kenny left south Florida to get away from the rising crime. Unfortunately, Tampa was slowly but surely beginning to catch up with its southern sister.


  The pit of his stomach felt like a lead ice cube, and he sat there for a moment before driving away. He didn’t want this. This was his fourth serial killer, the second such investigation he’d overseen.


  He drove to the station and went up to his office, closing the door behind him. Stretching out on the cheap vinyl sofa, he let his eyes wander. On the walls hung several awards for meritorious duty, thank-you letters, a letter from the former governor. There were a few pictures of him with some of his buddies from Metro/Dade, pictures of Taco, his German Shepherd, him on various trips.


  He closed his eyes and let his mind wander.


  


  * * * *


  


  “Okay, gentlemen. And lady,” he added for the benefit of Karen Stoffer, who he knew didn’t give a damn about political correctness anyway. “What do we know about this guy?”


  Karen spoke up. “Some beige or tan carpet fibers on her shoes, results still pending, possibly a Porsche. The UNSUB’s shoe prints are Bally, indicating money. Tire tracks are Pirelli, expensive, could fit a sports car, possibly a Porsche as well, also indicating money.”


  “Good. Is he giving them the dope?”


  George consulted his notes. “The lab results on the first two showed they could be from the same source. We’ll have to wait for test results on the new bag.”


  “So is he a doper? Or is that his hook, to get them to let their guard down?”


  “We haven’t been able to get a lead on the bills yet. He’s probably getting them from secondary sources, maybe businesses. We’re working that angle now,” George said.


  The psychiatrist, Alex Bates, spoke up. “He’s methodical, careful, leaves little in the way of physical evidence. This indicates he plans his moves. He isn’t overcome by bloodlust. He probably appears to be a normal person.”


  “He likes boiled peanuts,” George added.


  Kenny nodded. “Yes, found shells by Denise Stanley, and the last two victims had them in their stomachs, as well as shells at the location. Autopsy will probably show Stanley ate some, too.” He thought for a moment. “What would that tend to indicate?”


  “We’re looking for Jimmy Carter?” George joked.


  The comic relief was welcomed. Even Kenny cracked a smile.


  “Funny, George.” Kenny chuckled. “But seriously, folks, what would it indicate?”


  He received confused looks from around the table, so he continued. “Possibly a native Southerner? If so, that may say something for his demeanor. If he is a native Southerner, possibly from this area? We know he’s methodical, so picking his dump sites might go along with that, which might indicate a local familiarity with the region.”


  Karen added, “He’s obviously not a slob. The Ballys, the care he took to leave no evidence on her.”


  “Well, that’s not entirely accurate,” he said. “Peanut shells, the baggie of coke, the hundred, tracks.” He paused. “Are we seeing any patterns to this yet?”


  “Checked lunar, zodiac, numbers, nothing, nothing, nothing. Random dump patterns, different types of places,” Karen recited from her notes.


  “Dump sites?” Kenny asked, already knowing the answer, but wanting the entire group to participate in the brainstorming session.


  “Deserted, but easily accessible. They were places he probably scouted out ahead of time. They aren’t easily seen from the road.”


  He paced up and down the room, slowly circling the table, occasionally making notes on the whiteboard as he passed. Intense in his concentration, he tapped the marker against the palm of his left hand while he walked. “What do we know about the victims?”


  Another detective spoke up. “All prostitutes, all users, no particular physical resemblance.”


  Kenny paused to write on the board, then continued around the table. “Now, the million-dollar question is why is this SOB doing it?”


  “Fun?” someone offered.


  Alex Bates spoke up again. “Too methodical, but it is for pleasure. He doesn’t maul them. Forensics show he seems to kill them during sex. This leads me to conclude that it’s sexual gratification he’s after.”


  Kenny looked at him. “So our boy literally gets off on killing them?”


  “Correct. I mean, he might be turning this into a sort of game. That’s why he doesn’t care about the peanut shells and prints on the baggies and bills. We’ve only gotten partials off them. But he always takes the condoms. He’s smart enough to know DNA evidence would send him to Ole Sparky.”


  “They don’t use Sparky anymore,” someone quipped. “They get a needle in their arm now.”


  “I know,” someone else added. “What a shame.”


  “Wonderful,” Kenny said sarcastically, but added it to his ever-growing list. “Physical traits?”


  Dr. Paul Drucker, the ME, went next. “Well, like Alex said, there’s no semen, apparently he’s still using a condom. We did find a few pubic hairs that indicate a dark blond, meaning white male.”


  “Typical.” Kenny wrote on the board. “Besides, it fits the victim profile.”


  Drucker continued. “He kills them at the dump sites. No physical evidence to support him transporting them post mortem.”


  “Okay,” Kenny wrote again. “He’s intelligent and methodical. Not a hothead. He bides his time. Am I right, Alex?”


  The psychiatrist nodded in agreement. “I’d say so.”


  “And he’s probably in pretty good physical shape?”


  Drucker checked his notes again. “He totally overpowered his victims. No ligature marks on the hands or feet. Strangulation in all three cases, bare hands by the looks of the bruises, and he’s got big hands. The victims weren’t marked up, no extraneous sadism or brutality.” He looked up. “Aside from the killing itself, of course.”


  Kenny added to his list. “Okay, George. What about those other cases FDLE came up with?”


  George thumbed through a few pages of notes until he found what he was looking for. “You’re not going to like this. The ones in Palm Beach and Tally are definitely our guy. However, they came up with two other probables. One in Miami, and one on the Tamiami Trail in Naples. We’re still waiting for a response from the ViCAP inquiry.”


  Kenny capped the marker and tossed it on the table. “I want autopsy, lab reports, and the ViCAP profile as soon as they come in. That’s all for now.” The rest of the group gathered their papers and filed out.


  Finally alone, Kenny slumped in his chair and swiveled around to stare at the board and the notes he’d jotted down.


  “Who are you?” he muttered.


  Chapter Four


  


  He backed his car out of the garage that sunny Saturday afternoon and examined it, studying it with a practiced eye. Just a tiny scratch on the hood. A little rubbing compound would easily take care of that. The car’s interior looked spotless. With the exception of a few splotches of road grime, the exterior was the same.


  This was part of his post-hunt ritual. He pulled the floor mats out and put them to the side, then went over every inch of the interior with his giant Craftsman shop vac. When he’d cleaned it to his satisfaction, he took a spray bottle of cleaner and several soft, white rags, and went over all the surfaces that could pick up fingerprints. This done, he put the vacuum away and uncoiled the hose to wash the car, starting with the floor mats.


  Cleaning the car was a precise ritual. It required painstaking attention to detail, but he had done it so many times that he had his method down pat, allowing his mind to drift.


  It was one of the few occasions he really allowed himself to delve into the past.


  During his reminiscing, he washed every inch of the car’s surface, including the mag wheels and sidewalls. He took a chamois and removed the water spots before buffing out the small scratch. Then he polished the entire car. The process took several hours, but when finished, the car looked showroom-new. Smiling at his work, he drove the car back into his tidy garage, closing the door behind him.


  No, the police would have to build quite a case against him. With the first two or three victims, he’d been young and stupid and didn’t wear a condom. As crime investigation became more sophisticated, he decided it was the prudent thing to do.


  He walked through his spotless house, into the den, and turned his computer on. It wasn’t his hobby he was concerned about the police discovering, but the web at his fingertips. He had a shipment due into Hernando Beach, but the boat had been out of contact for over twenty-four hours. Just one of many, he checked on the progress of the others, via a mainframe on Grand Cayman, where all the information was routed for him.


  Before the computer, his “business” was large, but it was difficult to keep track of everything. With computers, his organization grew by leaps and bounds, allowing him to easily keep track of all his holdings. He even went to the trouble of having an elaborate redundant backup system installed, one designed to his specifications. Easy to use and virtually foolproof, but with state-of-the-art encryption, and he could access it from anywhere. He kept none of this data on the one at the office. That was far too risky. He had a network program which allowed him access to his home computer from anywhere. He also incorporated a keystroke-capture program in case he ever suspected someone of tampering with the machines. Just in case, he had a nuclear option, a software script that would wipe and rewrite his home hard drive to prevent detection from law enforcement.


  He sat back and sighed. Something was wrong with the shipment, and he hoped it wasn’t what he suspected. His regular captain was in the hospital with a severe gall bladder attack, so he’d been forced to let the mate take the cruiser up the coast alone. Unfortunately, the mate had little experience navigating the shallow, rocky Intracoastal Waterway along the Gulf. At his last check-in, he reported that near Sanibel Island, he drifted off course out of a channel and hit bottom, damaging the props. The boat would have to be hauled and inspected for damage not only to the props, but the shafts as well.


  Oh well. A boat is a hole in the water you throw money into.


  He realized he hadn’t made his journal entry yet. He opened up the word processor program. He liked to keep track of his hobby.


  He never revisited any of the sites. That would be stupid, and it wasn’t something that interested him, anyway. He found pleasure in the hunt, followed by the kill itself, the moment, the final act. Once completed, it became a thing of the past, holding no meaning for him. He didn’t even follow the police investigations other than what he read in the paper.


  Except for his journal.


  With his journal entry completed, he saved it and ran a system backup before shutting the computer down. He got out of his chair and stretched. He was supposed to meet Jenna in a couple of hours and had to get cleaned up.


  Chapter Five


  


  The boat rocked slightly in the calm water as Mitch splashed in. Ed handed her speargun and stringer over the side. The men watched her descend and swim for the anchor line. Ed glanced at his two friends. “Might as well go ahead and drown some bait. She may be down there a while.”


  Jack reached for his pole. “So, Ed. When are you and Mitch going to become an item?”


  Ed, concentrating on Mitch’s bubbles, didn’t hear Jack’s comment. “What was that?”


  Ron laughed. “You and Mitch. She’s a beautiful woman, she’s intelligent, and she’s right in front of your nose.”


  Ed turned to the two lawyers. “You left out that she’s also married.”


  Mindful of his promise, Ron shook his head. “Details, details. She’s only married according to the State of Florida. How long’s it been since she’s lived with John? Three years?”


  “Three and a half,” Ed corrected.


  “Then there you go.” Jack’s bearded face lit with glee. “Hey, you have to be thinking about it if you’re keeping track.”


  Ed glanced away long enough to get a fix on Mitch’s bubbles, then turned back to his friends. “If she was interested in me, she’d tell me. I’m not going to spoil a good friendship.”


  Jack scratched his head. “Ed, let me tell you something. If you don’t make the first move, you’re going to waste a lot of time.”


  “I don’t need a lecture on my love life.”


  “What love life?” the other two men quipped.


  Ed frowned at them. “I sometimes think the two of you have made getting Mitch and me married your sacred mission. Why don’t the two of you try to put some fish in the cooler? You know damn well you’ll never live it down if she comes up with more fish on her stringer than you catch.”


  “C’mon, Jack,” Ron said. “He’s right about Mitch. She’ll never let you live it down after the way you shot off your mouth this morning.”


  Jack agreed.


  They opened a cooler and removed the partially dissolved chum block in its nylon mesh bag. Ron hung it over the gunwale and tied it off to a cleat while Jack made a show of waving his hand in front of his face.


  “Boy, that thing stinks.” he said.


  Ron laughed. “Hey, if you’re a grouper, it’s Chanel Number Five. Now let’s catch some fish.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Mitch’s promise to Ed rang in her ears when, at forty feet, a dark form took shape beneath her. It came into focus as she continued to descend. She released her grip on the anchor rope and kicked to the bottom. A nice fishing yacht, white with blue trim, and about forty feet long, she guessed, although it was hard to tell with the limited visibility.


  Mitch dodged a jellyfish and hovered over the stern. The yacht rested on her bottom, listing to starboard. Painted on the transom in navy blue script was the yacht’s name and home portthe Emmerand out of Coral Gables.


  Well, that answers that question. No wonder they didn’t answer those hails. She’s a long way from home. I wonder if they came around the Keys or through the Okeechobee Waterway?


  Mitch moved closer. She removed her right glove and ran her fingers along the gelcoat. She felt no telltale slime, meaning the yacht hadn’t been on the bottom more than a day or two. It was a nice boat and wouldn’t go unreported as missing for long. That brought another question to mind.


  Where’s the crew?


  Mitch replaced her glove and slowly circled the yacht with growing unease. The wreck’s anchor rope stretched from the windlass on the bow pulpit off into the murky distance.


  They were anchored when they sank.


  She saw no immediate signs of fire or hull damage, and there had been no storms severe enough to sink a vessel this size in weeks.


  What sank her?


  She returned to the stern, dropping closer to the bottom. A large teak dive platform hung from the transom, supported by two chains. It bobbed up and down slightly in the weak current. Mitch rested one fin-tip on the bottom to steady herself and lifted the platform, allowing her a closer look at the props. Both looked damaged, one missing nearly half a blade.


  Damn, they hit hard!


  That answered her question. A hit that serious likely bent the prop shafts. While the boat ran, the bent shafts would vibrate and wallow out the packing around them. Once anchored, the packing would leak. A malfunctioning automatic bilge pump float switch would send the vessel to the bottom. Especially if it happened at night, while everyone on board slept.


  Mitch let go of the platform and swam over the stern. A thin, intermittent stream of diesel fuel and bubbles escaped through the fuel tank vent near the cockpit. A vessel of this size could easily hold four hundred gallons of fuel or more. The Coast Guard would have to be notified.


  Something brushed against her leg and she jumped, annoyed to find a remora cleaner fish trying to suction itself to her. She smacked it on top of its misshapen head, only to have it circle and try again on her other leg.


  All right, fish. You’re pissing me off. Remoras were notorious for bothering divers. The fish often rode attached to sharks, turtles, large rays, and whales, but were frequently found near reefs.


  It swam off. Mitch watched to see if it would return. A movement off to her far right caught her eye. Startled, she brought her spear gun around and spun the powerhead down as a large shark materialized.


  Her heart jumped. At first, Mitch thought it was a bull shark until she recognized the familiar whiskers of a better-natured nurse shark, approximately eight feet long. Mitch backed into the cockpit when she noticed the milky cataracts in its eyes. Nurse sharks usually didn’t bother divers unless antagonized. The older, blind ones could be annoying, however, especially if startled.


  The shark looked like it was going to turn toward her, but didn’t. Instead, it cruised away and the Gulf swallowed it as it swam out of visual range. She let out a sigh of relief and turned to examine the cabin.


  It was about three o’clock and the sun no longer shone directly overhead. Dark shadows filled the wreck’s interior. She fished around in her BC for her flashlight. The batteries were a little weak, but it made a difference as she played the narrow beam around the wheel house.


  A closed hatch led below to the main cabin. She remembered to reset the safety on the powerhead before moving into the cramped passageway. The wooden door was swollen from being submerged, but she braced her leg against the top of the hatchway and got enough leverage to pull it open.


  An inky hole faced her, the darkness a gaping maw below her. Mitch paused to clear some accumulated water from her mask and, with her speargun before her, she aimed her light ahead and carefully moved into the main salon.


  The cabin resembled a NASA space film. Objects hovered, suspended in midair, and gently swaying in the current her presence created. Mitch penetrated further and trained her light on something in the far corner. Tiny fish darted in and out through the open hatch behind her, dodging out of her way while she investigated.


  A pale, ghostly shape slowly waved back and forth in the beam of her light. She approached. Startled, she pulled back when she realized what it was.


  


  * * * *


  


  “Oh, hell. What are you doing?” Ed muttered as her bubbles all but ceased. Small ones broke the surface in the same spot, but with no discernible pattern.


  “What’s wrong?” Jack called.


  “She just went inside.”


  “Inside what?” Ron asked.


  Ed looked at them. “There’s got to be a boat down there. We can’t see her bubbles anymore because she’s gone inside.” He turned back to the patch of water thirty yards off their starboard bow. “Come on, Mitch, hurry up,” he said.


  


  * * * *


  


  The man was dead. His pale hand, now just another inanimate object subject to the forces of current, drifted in a slow parody of a wave.


  Well, he’s not fish food yet, and he’s not floating. He hasn’t been dead more than a day.


  Being a professional search and recovery diver imparted her with grisly facts the average person wasn’t usually aware of. It wasn’t the first body she’d recovered, but at least it wasn’t in a nasty mining pit or a mucky sinkhole.


  Mitch glanced at her dive computer and pressure gauge. She still had half a tank of air, and plenty of time left to avoid a decompression stop on her way to the surface. The cabin felt eerie with only the dead man for company. He was a large man, and would be difficult for her to manage by herself. She finally decided to leave him and head for the surface. There were two more doors in the main cabin, both closed, one leading forward and another aft. She decided against looking around and risking entanglement.


  The Coast Guard will have to search anyway. And I don’t particularly want a body on my boat.


  She carefully turned, doing her best not to kick the corpse in the head with her fins, and exited.


  The swollen hatch would not close. Mitch braced herself and pushed, but it was too swollen to fit back into the jamb. When she turned to leave the wreck she jumped, a brief scream causing an explosion of bubbles from her regulator.


  The nurse shark was back, a giant beige hulk slowly zigzagging back and forth around the wreck. Mitch reset the powerhead.


  I don’t want to shoot you, fella.


  Not only was it a waste, but the blood would attract other sharks to the area. Near the bow, a small school of barracuda had gathered, about ten in all, the largest no more than two feet in length. They hovered, motionless, like a group of black and silver torpedoes, with only their toothy mouths moving, working to pump water across their gills.


  An involuntary shudder went through her. She wasn’t afraid of sharks. Cautious, definitely. Nervous, slightly. Afraid, no. Barracudas, on the other hand, gave her the willies. It wasn’t the mouth full of jagged teeth that unnerved her, because they rarely attacked divers. They just went after fish that’d been shot or strung. It was the way they seemed to materialize out of nowhere, and in the blink of an eye, disappear again. In all the years she’d been diving, Mitch had lost countless fish to barracudas. Some even taken right off her shaft, before she had a chance to retrieve them. Barracudas were the hit-and-run artists of the sea. Ed referred to it as “fish-jacking.”


  Mitch took a deep breath and focused on her anchor line. Ed had dropped anchor right over the Emmerand. When they backed up to set it, it caught on the railing and shifted the wreck slightly, causing the earlier explosion of bubbles.


  The nurse shark dissolved into the distance again. Mitch slowly kicked to her anchor line and freed it, resetting it in the sand and burying the flukes so they wouldn’t drift. With the calm sea, there was little danger of it breaking loose. She began her ascent, constantly turning, keeping a wary eye on the bottom.


  She had to stop around twenty feet to clear her ears again. Mitch couldn’t help it, but the theme song to Jaws played in her mind.


  


  * * * *


  


  “Here she comes.” Ed returned to the stern while Jack and Ron reeled in their hooks. They watched Mitch’s bubbles grow larger and more concentrated until she finally broke the surface in front of the bow. She looked around and gave them the okay sign. Then she bent forward in the water to activate the safety on the powerhead and uncock the speargun band. Only then did she swim over and hand it up to Ed, butt first.


  She fully inflated her BC and spit out her regulator. “We need to call the Coast Guard back. There’s a body down there.” She tossed her weight belt in over the gunwale. Ed had to quickly sidestep to avoid it. Her fins followed her weight belt. She didn’t waste time unsuiting in the water, but scrambled up the ladder, still wearing her BC and tank.


  “Hold on. Calm down, hon. A body?” Ed offered her a steadying hand as she sat on the stern and unfastened the straps on her BC.


  “A man. The boat’s about forty feet long, a fishing yacht. Maybe a Bertram. Her name’s the Emmerand, out of Coral Gables. Now I know why they didn’t answer.”


  “What are you talking about?” Ron asked.


  Mitch turned to him. “Earlier today, I heard someone hail the Emmerand, and they never received a reply.”


  Ed helped her shrug out of her BC jacket. “Anyone else on board?”


  “I don’t know. I didn’t look.” She finished describing the scene below while stripping off the rest of her gear. Mitch peeled off her tights, but left her sweatshirt on. It clung to her body like a second skin, accentuating all her curves. Ed was glad when she handed him her gear. It gave him something to hide his growing erection behind.


  She went into the cockpit to call the Coast Guard. They took the new information and told her to wait there until a vessel arrived to investigate. By the time she finished, Ed was suiting up to go down. She was still wearing the sweatshirt, and Ed forced himself to look away and concentrate on his preparations.


  “What are you doing?” she asked.


  “I’m going down after that body.”


  “Why?”


  He looked up at her, forcing his gaze to meet hers after an unscheduled pit stop at her chest. “You couldn’t close the hatch, remember?”


  Mitch winced. “That’s right.”


  He looked grim. “If we don’t bring him up, he’ll be barracuda or shark bait. Besides, the Coast Guard ought to know if there’s any other bodies down there. It’s no biggie. I’ll be right back.”


  “Why don’t I go back down, then? I’ll take an airbag to lift him.”


  He shook his head. “I already checked your computer. You’re at your limits. I’ve been up long enough I can do a short dive. Besides, you said he was a big guy. It’s better if I go.” Ed closed the subject to discussion despite her protests.


  She waited until he rolled off the gunwale, then handed his speargun down to him. They watched him disappear beneath the water and followed his progress by his bubbles.


  Ron turned to Mitch. “Gee, if I knew we were going to have this much fun, I would’ve brought a video camera.”


  “Ron, this kind of fun I don’t need.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Ed quickly descended, wary, looking for the nurse shark Mitch warned him about. Luckily it was enough to take his mind off of the memory of Mitch’s body accentuated under her wet sweatshirt. The barracuda were still gathered around the bow, only now there were about twenty of them. He turned his dive light on and entered the main cabin and found it exactly as Mitch had described.


  The man’s face looked pale and bloated, his sightless eyes open and milky in death. Ed fought the urge to vomit when a small squirrel fish swam in and out between the corpse’s gaping jaws.


  Ed turned to face the forward cabin door. It would be a narrow fit, but he decided to try. It pulled open easily, surprising him. He slowly passed through, turning slightly to squeeze in without removing his gear.


  The interior of the boat looked luxurious, the walls covered with a lush seafoam-colored upholstery. There were numerous brass fittings, shiny still even in their new watery surroundings, and plenty of oiled teak trimmed out the numerous shelves and furniture.


  A couple of weeks down here will take care of that.


  A small door swung open and shut to his right. He pushed it open, revealing the cabin’s head. The toilet seat floated up and down in the sudden current he created by opening the door. Nothing of interest caught his eye. He penetrated the dim cabin further, his halogen dive light brightly illuminating the second door before him. He reached forward and grabbed the knob.


  


  * * * *


  


  “Hey, you keep chewing those things, you’ll be right down to your knuckles,” Ron joked, motioning at the fingernail Mitch was vigorously gnawing.


  She looked down at her hand. “God, I haven’t done that in years.”


  “He’s fine.”


  “I know he is. But this whole business is just plain weird. I mean, it was unnerving to find that guy. I wasn’t expecting it. I was planning on having a relaxing weekend and getting away from shit like this.”


  As a sideline to the dive shop, they contracted out commercial search and recovery work. Most of it involved equipment recovery in phosphate pits for local mining companies, but they did quite a bit of work for the local sheriffs’ departments. This involved everything from recovering cars submerged for one reason or another, to recovering divers who drowned in local sinks and caves.


  Their most memorable and unpleasant job was a small Piper Cub that crashed in Hernando County, out in the cypress wilderness near the mouth of the Chassahowitzka River one night. Airboat-mounted sheriff’s deputies, Marine Patrol officers, and wildlife officials stood guard in a perimeter around the devastated plane and shot alligators while Mitch and Ed and their team of divers raced to collect as many body parts as possible.


  “I know, hon.” He patted her on the shoulder.


  They both turned at the sound of line stripping off a reel.


  “I got it!” Jack crowed. He jerked the pole out of its holder. After a five-minute struggle, he reeled in a nice twenty-pound red grouper.


  Mitch grabbed the gaff and leaned over the gunwale to help Jack land the fish. When she did, she spied a chum bag floating in the current, tied to the cleat.


  “Oh, no. How long has this been out?”


  At first, the men didn’t know what she was talking about. Once the grouper was safely on board, they looked over the gunwale.


  Jack spoke up. “Oh, we put it in while you were down. We were fishing until you came up. Why? What’s wrong?”


  She quickly reeled it up and dropped it in the bait cooler. “That’s why that shark and those ’cuda started hanging around all of a sudden. Thank God Ed took the powerhead with him.”


  Concern flooded Ron’s face. “Oh, no. I’m sorry, Mitch. I never even thought about that. Oh, shit.”


  “How bad could it get?” Jack asked.


  She slumped into one of the deck chairs. “Well, there’s hammerheads and tigers up this way, and they can get pretty aggressive when they want to.”


  Ron and Jack looked at each other. Ron was the first to speak. “I’m sure that if there’s any problem, he’ll come right back up.”


  Chapter Six


  


  Inside the closet, Ed found a concealed panel that shifted out of place when the boat sank. Normally, it would have fit flush into the floor and blended right in. Now, it hovered above the closet’s floor, revealing its hidden cargo.


  Small bricks, about a foot long and eight inches wide, tightly wrapped in black plastic, packed the space.


  It looks like they were carrying some pretty illegal cargo.


  He left the bricks in place and carefully backed out of the cramped area. As he turned to exit, a dark shape glided past the cabin’s small window.


  I certainly hope you’re a nurse shark, buddy.


  Back in the main salon, the corpse had drifted into a different position. Ed reached out and nudged the body out of the way with the butt of his speargun. Playing his light over the interior, he decided to investigate the aft cabin as well. The door was jammed, but a hard shove opened it. He peered inside.


  As he suspected, it was the larger aft cabin, also equipped with a head. He didn’t bother opening the closet. When satisfied that the dead man was alone on board, Ed returned to the main cabin.


  He tested the main hatch. It definitely would not close.


  Well, buddy. He studied the corpse. How are we going to do this?


  Ed finally decided to tow the man by the back of his shirt collar. He turned his light off and released the safety on both the powerhead and the speargun. No telling how the barracuda would react to the body, but Ed wasn’t keen on explaining to the dead man’s family how he became dinner for some hungry fish.


  A dark shape swam over the stern as Ed reached the main hatch. He froze, recognizing the telltale stripes of an eight-foot tiger shark.


  Oh, dear God, please not now.


  Ed shrank inside the cockpit, clutching the corpse’s collar. Heart pounding in his chest, he forced himself to concentrate on his breathing, to keep the bubbles flowing past his ears smooth and regular. Another dark shape materialized. His heart sank at the unmistakable sight of a hammerhead. It was a large one, about fourteen feet. The shark silently cruised past him, its eerie eyes studying him from the ends of its oddly shaped head.


  Oh, shit. Just what I need.


  The hammerhead also disappeared. With dawning horror, Ed realized what must have happened.


  The damn chum bag.


  Ed thought long and hard. Did Ron and Jack hang it back out when Mitch was down? If they had, it was probably still out unless Mitch saw it.


  Ed glanced at his gauges. He still had half a tank of air left, but his dive computer said he had to surface in four minutes or make a safety stop.


  He didn’t think the sharks would care much about that.


  


  * * * *


  


  Mitch anxiously watched Ed’s bubbles on the surface. They finally changed, indicating he was out of the wreck, but he wasn’t moving. A school of baitfish off to their starboard side caught her eye. She pointed it out to Ron and Jack. The three of them watched, fascinated, while the school churned the glassy surface of the water.


  Their fascination quickly turned to horror as a large, beige shape came up underneath the school and rolled at the surface. It exploded in a frenzy of movement, then sank back into the Gulf after giving them the unmistakable view of its dorsal fin.


  Mitch barely managed a whisper. “Oh, shit.”


  “A tiger?” Ron asked.


  She nodded.


  He patted her shoulder. “What can we do?”


  “Wait.” She looked up at her friend. “And pray.”


  Jack shook his head and stared at the ripples still blooming where the shark hit.


  


  * * * *


  


  Ed couldn’t tell if it was the same tiger or not. But when it finally disappeared into the distance, he decided to make a run for it. He kicked for the anchor rope, corpse in tow, and looked around. Even the barracudas had vanished.


  Ed forced himself to stick to the ascent rule of a foot per second, freezing at thirty feet when the tiger shark materialized below him. The tiger slowly undulated back and forth, arching its back, its moves growing increasingly erratic as it ascended. From all his years of diving, Ed knew a lot about shark behavior. What this shark did worried the hell out of him.


  It was preparing to attack.


  


  * * * *


  


  “What the hell?” Mitch exclaimed.


  Ron and Jack quickly joined her. “What’s wrong? Ron asked.


  “He was coming up, then he stopped about midway. What the hell?”


  A splash near the stern, followed by Pete’s excited barking, drew their attention. They rushed aft just in time to see another dark shape cruise by the boat before sinking into the depths of the Gulf.


  “Holy crap!” Jack exclaimed. “Was that what I think it was?”


  Mitch’s grim face was all the confirmation he needed, but she said, “Hammerhead.”


  She locked Pete in the main cabin. It was definitely not the time for the dog to suddenly decide to take a swim.


  


  * * * *


  


  Ed brought the speargun up in front of him and kicked for the surface. The tiger made several close passes, then changed course and aimed right for him. Ed tightened his already white-knuckle grip on the spear gun and prepared for the concussion from the powerhead. The tiger veered away at the last absolute second as something rammed Ed from behind.


  The impact took him square between his shoulders, driving his tank and BC hard into his back. He was jerked back and forth several times and heard the shark’s teeth grating on the aluminum scuba tank before it finally let him go. The blow was enough to make Ed bite through the teeth-grips on the regulator’s mouthpiece. Ed barely managed to hold on to his speargun and the corpse. He turned to catch a glimpse of his attacker circling around behind him.


  The hammerhead.


  Unlike the typical “bump and bite” profile that rare shark attacks on divers followed, this one was coming back for seconds, attracted by the corpse, no doubt.


  Ed turned to face the shark. At the last second he dodged, spinning around and stabbing the hammerhead with his speargun. The powerhead made contact just behind its head. The concussion jolted Ed while the shark erupted in a flurry of erratic movement. Blood, turned green by a trick of the light at depth, blossomed from the dying shark. Ed watched as it sank toward the bottom, still writhing in its death agonies.


  The barracudas magically reappeared and their razor-sharp teeth set to work on the huge shark. Ed stared for a moment, watching the feast, until the thought of the tiger shark still lurking somewhere broke the spell and started him kicking for the surface again.


  


  * * * *


  


  “There he is!” They rushed to get Ed and the corpse out of the water.


  They unceremoniously hoisted the dead man onto the dive platform. Then Ron and Jack extended hands to Ed and pulled him out of the water, gear and all. The black scuba tank had several deep scratches in the paint, and one of the straps that held the BC in place was bit in two, sliced as neatly as a razor by the shark’s teeth.


  “Ed? Are you okay?” Mitch anxiously looked him over.


  “That was a big goddamn shark!” He shrugged out of his BC, collapsing in a deck chair. His face looked pale and his hands shook from the adrenaline rush.


  “What happened?” Ron asked.


  Ed shook his head and pulled his mask off. “Bastard took a run at me. A huge hammerhead, about fourteen feet long. There was a damn tiger down there, he was coming right at me. The fuckin’ hammerhead blindsided me from behind. You see what he did to the tank. Had to powerhead him.” He dropped the mask onto the deck and ran his hands through his wet hair. “Son of a bitch!”


  Mitch wanted to hug him. “I’m just glad you’re okay. We saw the sharks. We were worried something might happen.”


  He looked up at her. His laughter had a slight hysterical edge to it. “Well, something sure as hell happened, all right.”


  Jack examined the severed strap. It was the bottom one, approximately twelve inches below the valve where the first stage regulator attached to the tank. “Just be glad that big boy’s aim was off. A few inches higher, and you would have been sucking water instead of air. He would have chewed through your hoses.”


  Ed shook his head. “I’ve never, never had anything like that happen before. I couldn’t believe it. I thought I was going to have to powerhead that damn tiger, then all of a sudden, wham! The hammerhead hit me from behind! I saw him earlier, but when he disappeared, I just figured he was gone. Damn!”


  Ron and Jack sheepishly looked at each other. Ron spoke up. “Um, well, that might have partly been our fault.”


  Jack finished the explanation. “We sort of had the chum bag out when we were fishing.”


  “I was afraid of that. Hey, if you can’t laugh you’re gonna cry, and I really don’t feel like crying right now. I needed a little excitement in my life.” He winked at Mitch. “Right?”


  “I don’t think this is exactly what I would have had in mind, but it’ll do.”


  “Well, sit down, it gets better,” he warned.


  He launched into his tale of finding the bricks, and when he finished, Mitch groaned.


  “Oh, no.”


  “Oh, yes. Call the Coast Guard back, find out how long until their boat gets here, then get a number we can call them on the cell phone and tell them about this. I don’t want to broadcast this over the VHF.”


  Mitch contacted the Coast Guard. When she returned to the stern, the men were staring at the body, trying to decide what to do.


  “Too bad we can’t use him for chum,” Jack quipped. Ron hushed him with a nudge to the ribs.


  The body, out of the water, emitted a rancid, putrefying odor. Everyone was more than glad when, an hour before dark, the Coast Guard cutter arrived. Two crewmen gingerly felt around the man’s pockets for a wallet. They found one, filled mostly with hundreds and fifties, and a few smaller bills. There were also three separate driver’s licenses, two for Florida under different namesJuan Gomez of Cutler Ridge, and Julio Dominquez of Homesteadand a Caymanian driver’s license under the name of Roberto Henrique. They put the items in an evidence bag and set them aside.


  Mitch and Ed endured an hour of questioning. In that time, the Coast Guard divers brought up a total of eighty kilos of cocaine from inside the boat.


  Two hours later, the captain of the cutter finally released them. Rather than cut the weekend short, the four of them decided to make the best of the time they had left. They pulled anchor and motored away from the wreck. Mitch cooked some fish for dinner, and the conversation naturally turned to the day’s events.


  Jack shook his head in disbelief. “I’ve got to hand it to you, Ed. If that’d been me, I would’ve crapped my pants. I can’t believe you didn’t let go of that dead guy.”


  Ed took a swallow of his beer. “I couldn’t believe it either. To tell you the truth, when I first brought him out, I was more worried about a barracuda taking a bite out of him than the sharks. I never imagined something like that happening.”


  Mitch, sitting next to Ed, reached over and patted his hand. “The important thing is that you’re all right.”


  Their eyes locked. For a brief moment, Mitch felt the overwhelming urge to lean in and kiss him. She let go of his hand and stood up to clear the table. “Dessert, anyone?”


  


  * * * *


  


  Later that evening, Ron flipped Jack for the aft berth. He lost and headed up to the cockpit.


  “See you all in the morning.”


  Mitch finally called it a day. She took a quick shower and retired to the forward cabin, Pete at her heels. Ed checked the anchor, set the drift alarm, turned on the anchor lights, then stretched out in the salon.


  Mitch and Pete curled up in the bow’s V-berth cabin. She left the door open. With her light out and her door open, she watched Ed stretched out in one of the chairs, reading the instruction book for the new GPS, his legs propped up on the sofa bed. He was handsome in a subdued sort of way, with his dark blond hair and beard peppered with grey, his lithe body tanned from his hours on the water, and light freckles dotting the backs of his shoulders. Built long and lanky, from his legs to his piano-player fingers, he moved like a cat, fluid and smooth, every action natural. And then he had those killer sky blue eyes, friendly, engaging, not cold like John’s. Old memories came back to her from childhood about staring at his eyes and loving them. His slight Florida cracker accent sounded warm and friendly.


  As Mitch drifted off to sleep, the feeling that she had heard of the Emmerand before this weekend nagged her again. She shrugged it off, attributing it to the fact that she had an overactive imagination, and finally put it out of her thoughts.


  Ed’s voice reached through her presleep fog. “Good night, Mitch.”


  She smiled. “Good night, Ed.”


  “Good night, John-boy,” Ron hollered from his makeshift bunk in the cockpit.


  


  * * * *


  


  Ed couldn’t keep his mind on the instruction manual and realized he’d been trying to read the same damn page for nearly five minutes. Despite the events of the day, all his mind focused on was how Mitch looked after returning to the boat, the clinging sweatshirt emphasizing every agonizingly beautiful inch of her body. Not that he hadn’t ever noticed her body before, but it’d never had such an acute effect upon his own. Taken in context with what Ron and Jack had said earlier, it was almost a form of self-torture.


  She was beautiful, but she’d never shown any interest in him other than friendship. Now, with the blinders removed so to speak, he couldn’t think about anything but Mitch. What if she met someone else and he lost his chance to be with her because he was too chickenshit to do anything about it?


  He finally tossed the manual aside and risked a glance toward the front cabin. She’d left the door open, and he saw her long legs disappear into the darkness. She’d worn a baggy T-shirt over a pair of loose cotton shorts to bed. That outfit was almost as torturous to him as the wet sweatshirt had been.


  He finally bunked down and shut the lights off, but despite the hectic day, it was several frustrating hours before he finally slept.


  Chapter Seven


  


  Mitch woke first the next morning. She passed Ed in the salon. His right arm was thrown around a spare pillow. For a brief moment, she wondered how it’d feel to have him holding her like that. With Pete padding along behind her, she went outside and stretched, enjoying the fresh salt air. The sky still looked grey, the sun not quite high enough yet to pierce through the morning haze.


  She helped Pete over the stern and waited while he did his doggy business on the dive platform. When he finished, she hoisted him back inside the boat and used a bucket to rinse off the platform. Finally able to get her morning started, she returned to the cabin.


  A cup of coffee later, she started breakfast. The smell of eggs and bacon aroused the men, and Mitch kicked everyone out on deck so she could finish cooking.


  Breakfast conversation naturally gravitated to the prior day’s events.


  “Ed, I still can’t believe you didn’t lose it when that hammerhead nailed you,” Jack said. “Extremely impressive.”


  “I impressed the hell out of myself, let me tell you.”


  Mitch sat back and ate, paying little attention to the men. Her thoughts returned to the Emmerand. Something still nagged her, the thought that she’d heard of the yacht before. Or perhaps seen it.


  “You still with us, Mitch?”


  She looked up at the men. “What?”


  “I said, are you still with us?” Ed repeated.


  She smiled. “Sorry. I just keep thinking back to the Emmerand. I still say I’ve seen it somewhere before.”


  “Probably just because you heard it on the radio,” Ron suggested.


  She shook her head. “No, it’s more than that, I think. It’s driving me crazy that I can’t come up with it.”


  


  * * * *


  


  That thought stayed with her for the rest of the return trip. They reached Aripeka shortly after noon. As they approached their slip, something resembling a small army swarmed the dock. Mitch groaned when she spotted two news vans in the parking lot.


  “Wonderful. We’ve got a box full of fish to clean, and the freakin’ media turns out.”


  Ed stood next to her as she guided the boat in. “Just keep it simple and they’ll go away.”


  She looked up at him.


  His gaze returned to the dock. “I hope.”


  Mitch picked a black-and-grey uniform out of the crowd. Relieved, she noted it was their friend, Rick Singer, from the Florida Marine Patrol. Maybe he could help get rid of this circus. She also noticed Bob Keith strutting around, getting full mileage out of his fifteen minutes of fame, knowing that once Mitch and Ed arrived, he would be ignored.


  Rick stepped forward and helped them tie up. Ron and Jack prepared to clean fish. The two lawyers did a successful job of looking inconspicuous, and the reporters ignored them for the most part.


  The reporters bombarded Mitch and Ed with questions the second they stepped out onto the dock. Pete ran past them to the parking lot to keep a date with his favorite tree and mark a few tires. Mitch helplessly looked at Rick, who lounged smiling against a post.


  Ed spoke up. “Look, I really don’t think we should be talking to you all about this unless the Coast Guard says it’s okay. We’re not trying to dodge you, but we’ve got a lot of work to do and we’re really exhausted. So if you’ll excuse us.”


  Mitch tried to head for her Bronco, but reporters hemmed her in. “Guys, we were out there fishing, we saw an oil slick, we investigated, and found the body. Ed went down and brought him up while we waited for the Coast Guard. I really don’t go in for publicity. I think you ought to be talking to the Coast Guard about this.”


  Rick finally stepped in and helped her out. “Okay, guys, they don’t want to talk. Why don’t you all clear on out of here so they can get some work done?” The reporters reluctantly returned to their vehicles when they realized they weren’t getting a story.


  Rick followed her to the Bronco and helped her retrieve a large cooler from the rear cargo area. “Don’t you get to have all the fun?” He laughed.


  “Not funny,” she said as she hauled the cooler out of the back hatch. “And to make matters worse, people will get the numbers for our spots out there.”


  Rick laughed even harder. “That’s the least of your worries. The local news was pretty boring until your trip. You’re probably good for a week’s worth of mileage, at least. I can see the headlines now. ‘Charter Captain Hits Dope Mother Lode.’”


  They toted the empty cooler back to the boat where Ed tried to fend off one last pesky reporter from the St. Pete paper. Mitch grabbed a fillet knife and helped Jack and Ron, trying to ignore the guy. The reporter finally took a hint when Rick ordered the guy to leave.


  Rick perched on the dock box to watch them clean fish. “Well, at least you didn’t come back empty-handed.”


  Ed nodded, throwing another carcass out into the water where a flock of voracious pelicans waited. “Do you honestly think we would? Hell, I’d stop at the artificial reef on the way back in before I’d come back skunked.” Ed bagged the fillets and labeled them with the type of meat and the date. He put a few aside for Ron and Jack, and the rest he loaded in the cooler to take back to Mitch’s freezer.


  It was after four when they finished cleaning fish and hosing down the boat. Ron and Jack, clearly worn out, said their good-byes and took off. Mitch fixed Cuban sandwiches for Ed and herself. They ate on the stern in companionable silence with Pete curled at their feet. A sea breeze blew up, just enough to cool them down and keep the no-see-ums away, and she listened to the sound of crickets in the nearby saw grass. They finished their sandwiches and did a few odds and ends before Mitch called it quits for the day.


  Ed helped her tote the cooler to the Bronco. “Whew. What a weekend, huh?” He glanced at the cooler. “You going to need help unloading that?”


  She shook her head. “I’ll just back into the carport and unload the bags right into the freezer.”


  He nodded. “All right. Well, I’ll see you in the morning.” He smiled, patting Pete on the head. “We need to get those injectors handled. ’Night.” He got into his truck and headed north on 595. She watched him go and then stared down at Pete.


  “So, what do you think, boy? Is Ron right?” Pete sat up and woofed, wagging his tail. She smiled. “Oh, what do you know. Let’s go home.”


  It didn’t take her long to unload the cooler into the large freezer in the downstairs utility room. Mitch picked up the Sunday paper and carried it upstairs. When the door opened, Margarita, her five-year-old scarlet macaw, started bouncing up and down in her cage, wanting to be let out. Pete kept his distance from the bird when Mitch opened the cage door. Margarita climbed out onto the top of it. When three-year-old Pete was still a puppy, he’d made the mistake of trying to play with the large bird. Pete still wore a small scar on his nose from the bite.


  Before doing anything else, Mitch changed her food and water and cleaned her cage. She always put extra food and water dishes in her cage when going out for a weekend trip, but Dan stopped by to check on her as well.


  That chore finished, Mitch took a well-deserved, long, hot shower before scooping herself some ice cream and collapsing on the sofa in front of the TV. The six o’clock news started. She groaned when she saw Ed and herself on the screen, the lead story. Mitch surfed back and forth between the local affiliates. The phone rang, and she answered it without thinking. “Hello?”


  “Mitch, you watching the news?” To her immense relief, it was Ed.


  “Uh-huh. We’re the lead story.”


  He chuckled. “Well, at least it’s free publicity.”


  “This I can live without.” She ate another spoonful of ice cream while watching the Tampa ABC affiliate.


  “What are you eating?”


  “Ice cream.” She took another bite. “Geez, I look horrible. I’m glad I didn’t do an interview.”


  “Nah, you look fine, hon. Listen, I’m going to call it a day. We’ve got a lot of work to do tomorrow. Do you want to ride with me to St. Pete to get the parts?”


  She thought back to her conversation with Ron on Saturday. “No, I need to run some errands in the morning. I’ll be back around noon or so.”


  “Okay. See you tomorrow.”


  “Good night, Ed.”


  “G’night.” She hung up the phone as the news went into a story about the city of Tampa’s negotiations with the local NFL team to keep them from moving. Mitch stared at the phone for a moment.


  I guess it would be nice to fall asleep in his arms.


  She finished her ice cream and headed for the bedroom.


  Mitch turned on the bedside lamp and stretched out with the paper. Her ritual was comics first, then the Pasco section, then everything else. On page one blared the headline, Dead Prostitute May Be Victim of Serial Killer. The story continued on page seven, and she looked at the names and photos of the other victims.


  I’m glad I don’t live in Tampa anymore.


  Later, as she drifted off to sleep, she thought back to the Emmerand. She was certain she had seen the vessel before and it still annoyed her that she couldn’t place it. It slipped out of her mind when sleep finally caught up with her.


  Chapter Eight


  


  Mitch did not sleep well that night. She awoke unrested. Tangled images of the man’s body beckoning to her from the salon of the Emmerand filled her dreams. When she swam into the cabin, toward him, the outer hatch would shut, leaving her trapped inside to drown with him. Her bedside clock said it was still thirty minutes until daybreak, but she knew her sleep was finished for the morning.


  She let Pete out and made herself a cup of coffee, then turned the day’s activities over in her mind, setting her schedule around the morning’s errand. It was still too early to call Ron’s office to confirm the appointment. His secretary wouldn’t be in until nine, and Ron rarely, if ever, arrived before nine thirty. He manned the satellite office in New Port Richey, while Jack ran their main office in Tampa. When Ron was needed, he made the commute into Tampa for meetings or court appearances, but he preferred staying in Pasco. It allowed him the freedom to be more casual, like showing up for work in Banana Republic shorts, a tropical fish print shirt, and boat shoes without socks.


  Mitch threw on a pair of shorts and a sweatshirt and grabbed Pete’s leash. She didn’t jog religiously, by any means, but she managed to get out a couple of times a week. She found it especially helpful when she had a lot on her mind.


  Downstairs, she whistled for Pete, who charged out of the stand of cattails that covered one corner of the property. She snapped the leash onto his collar and headed south along 595, keeping her pace light and easy while warming up. She turned onto the track that led up to the creek’s headspring. It was quiet and cool, the world enveloped in a slight damp, grey haze. The whip-poor-wills still sang, although their songs were winding down. Passing Bob Keith’s house, Mitch caught a whiff of night-blooming jasmine, and the dewy grass he’d mowed the evening before.


  The dirt road muffled the sound of her footfalls. When she picked up the pace, Pete kept an easy lope beside her. Mitch tried to clear the weekend’s events from her mind while she dug into the rhythm of her strides, pushing herself harder, feeling the strain in her muscles. Nearing the spring, she returned to a light trot to catch her breath before turning around. She walked the last quarter mile back to the house, and when she returned it was almost eight o’clock and the day had turned hot and muggy. She fed Pete and grabbed a shower before climbing into the Bronco and heading for New Port Richey.


  Southbound traffic on US 19 was a little heavy. It was almost nine thirty when she pulled up in front of Ron’s downtown office a couple of blocks south of Main Street. Before she stepped out of her Bronco, he pulled up next to her, complete in shorts, Guy Harvey T-shirt, Top-Sider deck shoes, and Ray-Ban sunglasses.


  “Is that what all the powerhouse lawyers are wearing these days?” she asked.


  He laughed and, briefcase in hand, held the front door for her. “No, it’s what all the comfortable ones wear. If I don’t need to be in a monkey suit, I don’t wear one.” Janice, his secretary, was sorting out faxes sent in over the weekend. She was like a second mother to him. He bent over and kissed her on the cheek as she handed him a sheaf of pink phone message slips.


  “Good morning, beautiful,” he greeted her.


  Janice smiled. “I heard you had an interesting weekend. How are you doing, Mitch?”


  Mitch shrugged. “I’ve been better. I certainly wish the weekend had been a little more boring, though.”


  Ron snorted. “A little?”


  “Okay, a lot more boring.”


  He led her into his office and fixed both of them a cup of coffee. Once they were seated, he grabbed a yellow legal pad and took notes. “Okay, how do you want to do this?” he asked.


  “As painlessly as possible. I don’t want alimony or anything. He can have the Tampa house. I just want the WaveRunners and the stuff I’ve still got there. The Porsche is his, he can keep it.”


  “This should be fairly easy to draw up. Do you think he’s going to give you a hard time about it?”


  “I don’t know. I hope not. We haven’t been together in a over three years. I’m not out to soak him or anything. I don’t see any reason why he should object.”


  Ron nodded. “We’ll cite irreconcilable differences. Florida’s a no-fault state, thank God. As long as he doesn’t contest anything, it should go right through with no problems. Give me a list of joint assets and what you want and what you want to let him have.” They talked for the next hour, Ron taking down all the information he needed for the filing. Once finished, they chatted for a few minutes.


  “Have you talked to Ed yet?” he asked.


  She stared. “About what?”


  He snorted. “About this. I think he’d love to know that you’re getting rid of John for good. That, and about the other thing we discussed.”


  “Ron, look.” She thought for a moment to pick her words carefully. “Ed and I are friends. I’ve known him most of my life, and yes, I do love him, but I don’t want to risk that friendship. We work well together, and I really don’t have any other family now that Mom and Dad are gone. I’m fine with the way things are.”


  Ron leaned back in his chair and clasped his hands behind his head. “Yes, but wouldn’t you like to see them go farther?”


  She sighed. “I don’t think Ed wants that. I don’t want to put him in an uncomfortable position of having to turn me down. Frankly, I’d be mortified if that happened.”


  “Mitch, you’re not listening to me. Ed is crazy about you. Any fool with half a brain can see that. I watched him this weekend, and the way he looks at you and acts around you, he’s got it bad for you.”


  “If he wants to take things a step closer, he will. I’m not going to put him on the spot, Ron.” She glanced at her watch. “I’ve got to get going. He’ll be back from St. Pete in a little while with the injectors, and I want to help him put them in.” She stood and handed Ron the coffee mug. “How soon will this happen, and how much do I owe you?”


  He walked her out to the Bronco. “Pro bono. Give me a week to get them drawn up and back to you for a signature. I’ll let you do the filing yourself, and you can pay the clerk’s fees.”


  She hugged him. “You sure? You don’t have to do that.”


  He smiled. “Yes, I’m sure. I’m just glad to see you untying the knot with that creep.”


  Mitch headed back up US 19, stopping at the Publix in Bayonet Point to pick up something for lunch. She went to the house, changed her clothes and got Pete, then headed over to the boat. Ed already had the engine cover up and was organizing the tools. He smiled when she stepped onto the stern. “Whatcha got in the bag, dear?” he asked.


  “Fried chicken for lunch.” She set the bag on the counter in the galley where Pete couldn’t reach it and helped Ed replace the injectors. They took a break about two hours later to eat, relaxing in the stern.


  “Where’d you go this morning?” he asked her.


  “I went to go see Ron.”


  “About what?”


  No reason not to tell him.“I want to get the filing done and be finished with John. There’s no reason in the world to stay married to the man. I’ve been putting it off because I dread the contact with him, but it won’t get done if I don’t do it.” She studied his face and wished she could read his mind. Her stomach twisted. She knew he hated John, but would he take the opportunity to speak up and tell her what she wanted to hear? Would he make her day, or break her heart, with his reaction?


  


  * * * *


  


  An earthquake couldn’t have rocked Ed’s world any harder than that news. He successfully resisted the urge to pull her into his arms and plant a deep kiss on her lips. “I’m glad to see you get that done. It’s not good for you to be connected to him. Are you going to ask for anything?”


  Mitch shook her head, her auburn ponytail bobbing. “Only what’s rightfully mine. Mainly the WaveRunners, stuff I’ve still got in the house, things like that. No alimony or anything, and he can do whatever he wants with the house. I don’t want it.”


  He silently nodded, his mind racing. He felt radical changes approaching. Problem was, they weren’t close enough for him to tell if they were good or bad. With her divorced, his last, logical argument as to why he couldn’t approach her vaporized.


  Oh, quit thinking like that. You’re nineteen years older than her. What would she want with you?


  The summer heat felt hypnotic, and they had to force themselves back to work. Even the shade of the boat slip’s roof proved no help. Mitch eventually went home to get an electric fan for some relief. It was late afternoon before they finally finished everything they had to do, and they wearily closed the engine hatch and put the tools away. They were just cleaning up when Rick’s grey-and-black FMP Bronco pulled into the parking lot and stopped next to Ed’s truck. He ambled up to the slip.


  He laughed. “Boy, looks like the two of you’ve been having fun today.”


  Ed swabbed at a smudge of diesel oil on Mitch’s cheek. “Fuck you, Rick. Some of us have to do our own maintenance, you know.” Ed and Rick exchanged snide remarks ever since the FMP officer sheared a lower unit off one of the Johnsons on the back of his Boston Whaler a couple of years earlier while chasing a suspect. Ed and Mitch towed him back in, and Ed didn’t let him forget it.


  Rick sat on the dock box. “My, my, touchy today, are we?” He smiled. “Just thought I’d let you know, they found out that guy’s real name. Julio Barres, from Miami. Had rap sheets long as your arm in all the aliases, but never anything as big-time as this. They’re still not sure that maybe someone else was on the boat with him before it sank, but they don’t know and aren’t going to worry about it unless a body turns up. They haven’t tracked down the owner yet.” Rick had spent a few years in the DEA before changing tracks, but he still had a few friends in low places, so to speak.


  “Did the Coast Guard figure out why the Emmerand sank?” Mitch asked as she scrubbed the grime off her hands in the wash sink.


  “It looks like somewhere along the line she hit something pretty hard and bashed the props which bent the shafts”


  “Which made the packing come loose,” Mitch finished. “That’s what I figured.”


  “Bingo. That’s the only explanation they can come up with, so they’re going with it.”


  Ed perched on the gunwale. “He wasn’t the owner?”


  Rick shook his head. “No, the real owner is a Caymanian trust called Tropical Holdings. Being in the Caymans, it’s most likely a front to launder money. Problem is, it’s damn near impossible to get through the legal red tape to find out if there are any flesh-and-blood people actually traceable to the boat. Many times, it’s a web of trust after trust after offshore corporation, that’s owned by another trust. When you finally figure out where the chain begins, the people are usually fictitious or dead.”


  “Let me guess,” Ed interrupted, “with a trust handling the affairs of the estate.”


  “Exactly.”


  Mitch piped up. “So with the Caymanian driver’s license, it’s logical to assume that if he wasn’t a trustee, he at least had access to its different holdings.”


  He nodded. “That might be true. And for all we know, that could include condos, more boats, companies here and abroad, etc., etc.”


  Ed laughed. “Do you think this guy was really smart enough to pull all of that off?”


  “The official story is yes. Realistically, they don’t want to touch this. It’s not like there’s a clear-cut South American connection they can go after. There’s nothing to follow up on this guy. When DEA went to his apartment in Miami, it was cleaned out. Nothing left but the furniture. Someone doesn’t want this guy traced back to them in a big way, but there’s nothing to go on right now.” He chuckled. “Are the press still hounding you?”


  Mitch shrugged. “I don’t know. They haven’t come out here today, and I haven’t checked the machine yet for messages. I hope they stay away.”


  Rick glanced at his watch and stood up. “Oops, I’ve gotta run. I told the wife I’d take her to Outback for dinner tonight. See you later.” They watched him return to his Bronco and pull out of the shell parking lot in a cloud of white dust.


  Mitch sighed. “Speaking of dinner, why don’t we call it a day?”


  Ed grinned. “I’ve got a couple of steaks I put out to defrost this morning. I’ll bring ’em over and fire up the grill.”


  She smiled in return. “That would be great.” They finished cleaning up and secured the boat. Ed left for home in his truck. He lived on the north side of Aripeka, out on the west side of the road in a tall, sturdy stilt house overlooking a vast expanse of saw grass flats that gave way to the Gulf. She lived on the south side of Aripeka, but on the creek, on a point that faced the cypress wetlands to the east.


  The Hernando-Pasco county line split the small community right down the center of the island, but Mitch’s house lay on the north side of that line, in Hernando County, even though her neighbors kitty-corner across the road lived in Pasco. The tiny bridges and shallow depths didn’t allow her to bring the Sun Run back to the house, but she had a jon boat with a twenty-five-horse Evinrude that she used if she wanted to go upstream to the spring or just offshore to cast for trout or snook by the channel.


  She opened the door of the Bronco and Pete jumped in and immediately sat on his towel. She drove the short distance home, planning the side dishes to go with the steaks. As she rounded the final curve in her road, she spotted a great blue heron perched on the peak of the roof. He was a regular, and she had named him Jeeves because of his formal, stiff-legged walk.


  The Aripeka house was forty years old, a tall three-story wooden stilt structure that had withstood quite a lot. Surprisingly, it was one of only a few stilt houses in the area. Most of the stilt houses in the community were newer, and she never understood the rationale that had made original Aripekans build on ground level. The FEMA flood plan now mandated raised structures, but there wasn’t that much buildable land left in the area due to the vast amount of surrounding wetlands. Most of the houses in the area had sustained damage during the No-Name storm in March of ’93, but the majority of residents repaired rather than rebuilt due to lack of adequate flood insurance. The Jacksons had just finished repairs to their own utility room, as a matter of fact, when Ray died.


  Mitch shut off the engine and listened to the crickets in the saw grass. She loved Aripeka and its quiet pace, its population consisting mainly of fishermen, retirees, and a few artists scattered here and there. In its heyday, Babe Ruth had supposedly frequented the fish camp that used to be on the island, but she had no idea how much truth there was to that story. She felt a longing for the water when she went to live in Tampa with John. It was a relief to come back home when she left him.


  She made a mental note to remind herself to ask Ed where to get the waterproofing for the sides of the house. The cypress siding had started to lose its luster and fade from rich golden brown to a dull grey from the sun. Mitch whistled for Pete to follow her upstairs and she locked him in the house.


  She went back downstairs, to the bait tank on her dock. When Jeeves saw her, he flew down from his vantage point and strutted down the dock behind her. Mitch scooped several pinfish out of the tank and tossed them, one at a time, to the bird, who expertly speared them with his long beak and gulped them down, immediately ready for the next one.


  Mitch knew it wasn’t the best thing to do, but the bird had been hanging around for years, and she considered him a part of the family. It was better he get natural meals from her rather than the ground turkey or other meat products from well-intentioned people who didn’t know how harmful they could be for the wild birds.


  Once he’d swallowed eight of the fish, she hung the net back and started for the house. “That’s all, Jeeves. I’ve got stuff to do.”


  He carefully eyed her, then decided he wasn’t going to get any more and returned to the roof to preen himself. She watched him a moment longer before going inside to take a shower.


  Mitch heard Pete’s excited barking as she pulled on a pair of shorts and a T-shirt. A moment later, Ed’s truck pulled into the driveway. She was still towel-drying her hair when she opened the door and let Pete charge out to meet him. Leaving the door open for them, she went back to hang the towel up on the shower curtain rod. She quickly ran a comb through her damp hair and went to greet Ed. He juggled three grocery bags while trying not to trip over Pete while climbing the stairs. She met him halfway up and took a bag from him, shooing Pete up the stairs into the house.


  “He sure is happy to see me.” Ed laughed.


  


  * * * *


  


  She smiled back at him, and he felt his throat go dry from the feelings that suddenly surged inside him again.


  She laughed, bringing him back to reality. “What’s wrong, Ed? Cat got your tongue?”


  He shook his head and smiled. “No, just thinking about how much I’m going to enjoy relaxing tonight.”


  God, I’m a bad liar.


  He followed her up the stairs and into the house.


  “What is all this stuff anyway?” she asked, unpacking the bags.


  “Oh, just felt like a few extras,” he said, helping her. Among the spoils were a four-pack of peach wine coolersMitch’s favorite flavorand a couple of ripe avocados.


  She opened wine coolers for them and made a bowl of guacamole. They sat on the porch in the evening air and munched on chips while waiting for the grill to heat up enough to cook the steaks. A slight breeze sprang up from the north, just enough to drive away the bugs. Pete curled up at their feet and drifted off into contented sleep as bullfrogs joined the crickets in a chorus by the cattails.


  Ed got up to throw the steaks on the fire and she went inside to make the salad and heat up the vegetables. They were eating inside at the counter when the phone rang twenty minutes later.


  “Mitch, what the hell have you and Ed gotten yourselves into?” The voice on the other end laughed.


  She recognized the caller immediately. “Matt! Oh, geez, I was going to call you and totally forgot.” She motioned for Ed to pick up the cordless and join in.


  “Yeah, right, sure you were,” Sami joked on the extension from the other end. “We’re up here in the middle of nowhere, and we’re always the last to know.”


  Mitch and Ed had been friends with Matt and Samantha Barry for a couple of years. The Barrys lived in a house in the middle of the Croom section of the Withlacoochee State forest, just east of Brooksville. Sami’s first husband, Steven Corey, had been a writer.


  Through a long and mysterious series of mostly unexplained events, he went insane and drowned in an old mining pit near the house while trying to kill Sami. Mitch and Ed headed the team that searched for and retrieved his body. Well after the events of that day, the Barrys contacted them about going out on a fishing trip, and a friendship ensued.


  Mitch and Ed spent some time bringing Matt and Sami up to speed with the events of the past weekend and the information Rick gave them. When they finished their tale, Matt let out a low whistle. “Boy, sounds like you two really stumbled onto something.”


  Mitch swallowed a mouthful of steak. “You aren’t kidding. I hope I never have to go through anything like this again.”


  “Hey, we’ve got a charter going out on Wednesday. Want to come?” Ed invited.


  “Do you have room?” Matt asked.


  Mitch insisted. “Of course we do. Be at the dock at seven.”


  Sami groaned. “There goes my beauty sleep.”


  Mitch and Ed said their good-byes and continued their dinner. After the dishes were done, they settled on the couch to watch TV and before she knew it, Mitch found herself drifting off to sleep on Ed’s shoulder.


  He smiled as he watched her. He gently touched her still-damp hair and inhaled the floral scent of the shampoo she used. Again he felt the desire stirring within him. He carefully extricated himself, trying not to wake her. He stood over her for a moment, watching her sleep, wanting to reach out and touch her cheek and kiss her lips. As his mind turned in this direction, he knew he had to leave. He reluctantly locked the door behind him and thought “what if” all the way back to his house.


  Chapter Nine


  


  He sat in the parking lot and watched the people going in and out of the bar. While in the mood for the hunt, he did not have an uncontrollable need for it.


  Yet.


  The weekend’s events disturbed him. The loss of the Emmerand was distressing, but he could absorb the cost and replace the shipment that now sat in a guarded federal warehouse. What disturbed him was who discovered the vessel. His agitation over that had brought the need back, but it wasn’t yet so urgent he couldn’t control it.


  He was parked outside the same nightclub where he’d met Jenna. She was now safely asleep in her condo, exhausted after an evening of vigorous sex. Jenna was as eager a lover as he’d ever had, but the two orgasms she’d brought him to still weren’t enough to fulfill his urges.


  Not this urge, at least.


  While he sat and waited, searching for an appropriate prospect, he thought about the night two weeks prior when he first met Jenna. Time blurred and doubled for a brief moment when a red Miata drove up, but the illusion dissolved when a man and a woman climbed out and went inside. He would be with Jenna tonight except friends had asked her to go out with them.


  The night he met Jenna had also been hot, like this one. The Orlando nightclub teemed with people when a woman drove up in a red Mazda Miata. Her long blonde hair flowed loose over her shoulders, and she wore a pair of white linen pants with a turquoise silk blouse. He saw from the way she carried herself that she wasn’t here to meet someone in particular, and she didn’t appear to be a prostitute, but something about her stirred him.


  He locked his car and followed her inside after paying the cover charge. If he managed to persuade her to go with him, he knew he would spare her. Sometimes, it just happened like that. He didn’t kill every woman he picked up while hunting, just a select few. Sometimes the knowledge that he had the power of life and death over them was enough to quiet his hunger.


  He stopped at the end of the bar, ordered a drink, and scanned the room for her. He found her standing at the opposite end of the bar and waiting for a drink. Like a good hunter he watched and waited, studying his quarry. Eventually she selected a seat at the bar. He picked one, too, where he could see both her and the TV.


  He sensed she wanted to start up a conversation with someone, but was hesitant about doing so. She wore a slight air of vulnerability, something not noticeable to the untrained eye. He knew, if approached the right way, she would be his tonight. Like the zebra on the savanna, she was wary of the lion that prowled in the distance. The slightest hint of something amiss, the slightest misstep on his part, and she would turn and flee, slipping through his fingers like so much vapor.


  He studied her out of the corner of his eye, not wanting her to notice his interest in her yet. The turquoise of her short-sleeved blouse set off her green eyes, and her hair looked natural, not dyed. She had delicate features and her eyes, while beautiful, almost looked sad.


  He watched her hands and noticed how she rubbed her left thumb along the base of her ring finger. She wore no rings on that hand, but apparently had in the recent past. She wore modest diamond studs in her ears and a string of pearls around her neck. Her clothes were of nice quality, and the purse on the bar next to her was fairly expensive.


  He finally glanced at her, sending her a polite, noncommittal smile as he sipped his drink. If he didn’t appear too forward, let her come to him, he could gain her trust. He turned his attention to the TV at her end of the bar and watched her out of the corner of his eye.


  Indecision flashed across her face as she struggled with whether or not she wanted to talk to him. He waited for a commercial to interrupt the baseball game before he looked at her again, openly this time. She smiled at him, and he returned it. She glanced up at the TV and he followed her gaze, wondering if she would look at him again. She started to look his way when the commercial ended and he turned his attention back to the game. She was gaining more courage now. He felt her eyes on him. He let his gaze drift back to her. She offered up a small grin that he returned. He waited for another commercial break to look at her again. She smiled and nodded at the empty barstool next to her. That’s when he stood and made his way over to her.


  She smiled as he walked up. “Hi. Would you like to sit down?”


  He returned her smile. “Sure, thanks. Are you a Marlins fan?” he asked as the game came back on.


  She shook her head. “I’m afraid I don’t know too much about baseball.”


  “You want to know something?”


  “What?”


  He leaned close to her and whispered in a conspiratorial voice, “Neither do I.” This set them both off into gales of laughter.


  She held out her hand to him. “My name’s Jenna.” She didn’t volunteer her last name, and he didn’t risk asking it at that point.


  He took her hand in his and kissed it, but not so intimately that he scared her off. “John.” They moved to a table in the corner and talked for a little longer. Jenna opened up to him, and he studied her while she talked. John knew he would have her before the night was out. Her voice was starting to take on the slight edge of too much to drink, but she wasn’t drunk yet. He also knew she would live to see morning’s light. The desire had buried itself deep in the recesses of his dark soul. Tonight would be for fun, not need.


  As Jenna talked, her long, delicate fingers absently played with a coaster in the center of the table. He leaned forward as if listening to her and extended his own hands so they almost, but not quite, touched hers. The more she talked the more she opened up, and he finally extended his left index finger to caress her hand.


  Indecision flashed across her face. “Would you like to go somewhere else to talk?” she asked. “This place is kind of loud and obnoxious.”


  His eyes captured hers. “That would be wonderful. Any suggestions?”


  “Well, there’s a Bennigan’s just down the street. It’s still early enough that they’ll be open.”


  He nodded. “Would you like me to drive?”


  Jenna stood up and he saw her trying to decide if she was steady on her feet or not. If he had her trust, she would take him up on his offer. She looked at him, brushing a strand of hair away from her face. “I’d like that, John. Thank you.”


  They walked out to John’s car. He watched Jenna’s eyes as she appraised the car and knew his standing just went up a few notches in her mind.


  “Is this yours?” she asked.


  He opened the door for her. “Lock, stock, and barrel. My Christmas present to myself.” He grinned.


  She laughed as she slid into the cream-colored leather passenger seat. “How did you fit it in the stocking?”


  Genuine laughter overcame John as he held the door for her. She was funny. Maybe this won’t be a one-nighter after all.


  It was a five-minute drive to the restaurant. They got a secluded corner booth, and once the waitress took their drink order, they resumed their conversation. John took her hand in his and gazed into her eyes once more.


  “So, why did you get divorced?” he ventured.


  Jenna’s eyes saddened. “It just didn’t work out. He’s a workaholic, and I didn’t like coming second to his business all the time.”


  “What does he do?”


  “He’s a lawyer.” She spat out the words like bitter medicine. “Needless to say, he came out great in the divorce.” She pulled herself out of her musings. “What about you? I don’t see a ring on your hand.”


  John believed he honestly liked her smile. “I’m married, but we’ve been separated for several years.” He knew it was a gambit to make that confession to her, but he also knew it would either win her over or drive her away. He was willing to take the risk.


  Jenna’s eyes narrowed. “Why haven’t you divorced yet?”


  He shrugged. “It was my fault, I’ll admit it. I started to have an affair and she found out. I figure that when she’s ready to put the screws to me, she will,” he added with a wry grin.


  Her face broke out in a smile. “You were a bad boy, huh?” She was borderline drunk.


  He nodded. “Yes, I was. I haven’t had the need to be divorced, so I never bothered to.” He took another risk. “Never found someone worth going through it for.” He studied her eyes closely. As he expected, they widened a little as another smile caressed her lips.


  “Still looking for someone?” she asked.


  He nodded again as he took a sip of his drink. “Yep.”


  They ordered dinner and sat and talked until closing time. Outside in the parking lot, as he opened the car door for her again, he said, “Will you be able to drive home all right?”


  She leaned against the open door and smiled. “How about you drive me home?”


  Bingo.


  He let his hand cover hers across the top of the door. “Where do you live?”


  She turned her green gaze on him. “I was thinking maybe you could drive me to your place.” She waited for his reaction.


  He smiled. “How do you know you can trust me? You just met me.”


  Jenna threw her head back and laughed, the breeze catching her hair and blowing it out behind her. Her eyes twinkled. “So, what, you’re saying you’re another Ted Bundy or something?”


  He chuckled. “Oh, I haven’t killed anyone in two, three days at least.”


  This sent her off into gales of hysterical laughter. When she could speak again, she rested her arm next to his on the top of the door. Her voice sounded husky as she muttered, “Oh, something just tells me I can trust you.”


  He caressed her cheek and watched her close her eyes and lean into his hand. John knew she was vulnerable, starved for affection and attention, and at least a little bit drunk.


  The perfect combination.


  “Then let’s go,” he replied. He got into the car and drove east on International Drive.


  “So, your office is in Tampa?” she asked.


  He nodded, his eyes on the road, trying not to miss the turnoff to the condo. “I also have a house there, but I prefer it over here. The drive isn’t too bad. When I have to be in early, I stay over there.”


  She glanced out the window at the passing scenery. When she spoke, her voice had taken on a serious, cautious tone. “You want to know something? I’ve never done anything like this before.” She drifted into silence.


  John chose his words carefully. “What’s that?”


  She shrugged. “Meet a stranger in a bar and then go home with him.”


  “If you aren’t comfortable, I can take you home or back to your car.”


  “Oh, no,” she interrupted. “That’s not what I meant. It’s just that I feel… I don’t know, liberated now.” Jenna laughed, a harsh, bitter sound so unlike her previous ones. “I guess going through the wringer’ll do that to you. When you walk through fire, you either come out tempered and stronger or charbroiled, and I got stronger.”


  He had to smile at that. It was the truth.


  They pulled into his parking lot ten minutes later, and he offered her his arm as he led the way upstairs. When he opened the door, he quickly scanned the room to see if anything needed his attention. The condo was exactly as he’d last left it weeks earlierimmaculate.


  John ushered her in and offered her a drink. He spent little time at the condo, but he made sure he kept it well-stocked for just such an occasion. Jenna perched on a stool at the counter while he fixed her a weak rum and Coke. He made another for himself and carried both of them, motioning for her to follow him into the living room.


  She slowed as she walked by a tall, glass-fronted bookcase. “My, you’ve got a selection of books, John.” He watched her as she examined the titles. “Stephen King, Faulkner, Hemingway, Dos Passos.” She turned to look at him. “Quite an interesting collection.”


  He offered up a small smile from where he sat at the end of the cream-colored leather couch. “I’ve been told I’m an interesting man.” He made sure he kept all hint of arrogance out of his voice as he said it.


  John followed her gaze around the condo. He preferred light colors, whites, creams. He didn’t go in for knickknacks, but he did have pictures on the walls from past trips. And it was immaculate, not a speck of dust anywhere. When he was gone for long periods of time, he had a cleaning service come in twice weekly to make sure it stayed that way. One of the first things he’d done after purchasing the place was to have a special filter installed in the air conditioner that removed almost all of the dust from the air. Some might have called the place sterile since it didn’t have a homey feel to it, but he preferred it that way.


  Ordered, neat, controlled.


  He handed Jenna her drink after she sat down next to him on the sofa. “So, what do you think?” he asked.


  She nodded. “You have a beautiful place here. Who says bachelors are slobs?” She grinned.


  He laughed again. She really did have a good sense of humor. He was glad the need had disappeared for the night. He wanted to see her again.


  He set his glass on a coaster on the coffee table and let his arm drape across the back of the sofa. His fingers traced gentle shapes on her arm, and she closed her eyes and sighed. “If I tell you something will you promise not to laugh?”


  John let his fingers caress her. “Sure.”


  “You’re the first man I’ve been with since my divorce.” Jenna opened her eyes to gauge his reaction.


  “How long has it been?”


  “Six months. We were married, if you want to call it that, for five years.”


  He smiled. “Then you have a lot of time to make up.”


  That brought a smile to her face. “I guess I do.”


  He leaned over and brushed his lips against her cheek before pulling away to watch her. He held her eyes with his. “What do you want me to do?” he whispered.


  A shiver of pleasure ran through her body. He took the glass from her hand and set it on a coaster next to his drink. He let his free hand rest motionless on her knee.


  “Make love to me.” She leaned forward to kiss him.


  


  * * * *


  


  Dawn was creeping into the central Florida sky when Jenna drifted to sleep in John’s arms. He reached over to the bedside table with his free hand, picked up his cell phone, and called the office to leave a message for his secretary. He told her he wouldn’t be in that day.


  Jenna had been magnificent, a voracious lover once he had her undressed and found her secret passions. He revised his earlier opinion of her. She proved more complex and had more to offer than he first thought. He wouldn’t be bored with her after only one or two trysts, and decided to keep her around indefinitely.


  Or, at least until he had discovered all she had to offer.


  His cell phone rang, pulling him from his reverie. Jenna.


  He turned down the radio and answered. “Hello, sweetheart.”


  “Hey, I’ve had a change of plans, if you’re interested in getting together.”


  He smiled. Well, a fuck would be almost as good as a hunt. “Sure. What’s up?”


  “Kelly just called me. She got in a fender bender.”


  “Oh, no. Is she okay?”


  “Yeah, but needless to say, she doesn’t feel like going out now.”


  He felt his smile widen. “I’m just out grabbing a few things. Why don’t you meet me in an hour at my place.”


  “Oh, good. I’ll see you then.”


  “Looking forward to it, sweetheart.” He ended the call and ran through a list of nearby stores in his mind to stop at. At least I won’t strike out tonight.


  Jenna showed up on time, and it didn’t take long before they were in bed and making love. Shortly before dawn the next morning, she cuddled closer to him, a smile caressing her lips. “I’m glad this is my day off,” she sleepily murmured.


  John patted her on the arm. “Why don’t we grab a little sleep? When you feel up to it, I’ll take you out to breakfast.”


  Jenna sighed. “I’d like that very much.”


  He closed his eyes and sank into murky darkness, his need in hibernation for the moment.


  Chapter Ten


  


  Mitch awoke on the couch around four the next morning. The awkward position she slept in left her neck stiff and sore. On TV, an ad for a psychic hotline blared. Mitch stared at the screen for a moment, disorientated, before she realized where she was. She sat up and groaned. Pete looked up from where he was curled on the floor next to the couch. She remembered snuggling up next to Ed and then…


  He was gone. The sadness she felt surprised her.


  After covering Margarita’s cage, Mitch made her way to the bathroom. She studied her face in the mirror.


  What does Ed see?


  She shook her head and brushed the fuzzy taste out of her mouth before collapsing on her bed. Pete padded in and took up sentry position on the floor next to her. Mitch managed to drift back to sleep despite her sore neck.


  The alarm startled her at six. Mitch swore and blindly swatted at the snooze button, her flailing fingers cutting the alarm off in mid-buzz. She felt around for the off button and rolled over. Outside, the sun lightened the eastern horizon to a grey glow over the tops of the cypress trees. She closed her eyes and thought of Ron’s words about Ed.


  Yes, he’s handsome. Yes, we get along well. But is it worth risking not only our friendship, but our business as well?


  Mitch managed to sleep again, finally waking for good a little before nine, with her head throbbing from oversleeping. She groaned and after uncovering Margarita, headed for the kitchen to start a pot of coffee. She saw the message light blinking on the answering machine on the counter. She hit play.


  Two TV stations, a reporter from the Tribune and one from the Times, and three legitimate customers wanting to charter for the weekend. She wrote down their names and numbers. Then she let Pete out and retrieved her morning paper. Back upstairs, she read the paper over a cup of coffee and bowl of cereal. When the phone rang, she picked it up without thinking.


  “Hello?”


  “Did you sleep well?” It was Ed.


  She sighed. “I have a kink in my neck, and a throbbing headache, but other than that, I’m fine.”


  “Any plans for the day?”


  She swallowed a mouthful of cereal. “Not really. I’m going to try to get in touch with John about the divorce filing. If I can track him down,” she added.


  “I’ll be over at the boat in a couple of hours. I’m going to try to get some chores caught up here.”


  “Okay. Then I’ll see you later.”


  Mitch stared at the phone for a moment after she hung up. Ron’s words still echoed in her mind. She never paid attention to how Ed reacted to her. He was, well, Ed. She wouldn’t deny she wished her nights were a little more fulfilled. She’d even go as far as admitting she was frustrated at times. But once bitten, as the old saying went.


  It still amazed her sometimes that John’s actions bothered her so much. The way she’d found out about him.


  Mitch could still picture the surprise on the woman’s face, a cheap little blonde floozy who worked at the café across the street from John’s old office. Mitch would never forget the calm, detached look on John’s face, though. Not dismay, not shamehell, not even embarrassment that she’d walked in on his infidelities. He didn’t even have the decency to try to explain, much less cover himself.


  “I didn’t think you’d be home this early,” was all he said before she’d slammed the bedroom door shut.


  Mitch remembered walking into the kitchen, struggling to maintain her composure, feeling both anger at John for his actions and vindication that her suspicions were now validated. She walked back to the bedroom and threw the door open. The blonde was just crawling out of bed. Her bed. The woman froze when she saw the fury painted on Mitch’s face.


  John made no attempt to get up. He lay there, not even a sheet covering him, and listened to Mitch with that same calm detachment.


  Mitch’s voice was low and steely, fueled by hatred and disgust. “I don’t care who you are, or how you met him. All I know is that he is still my husband, and if I ever catch you in this house again, I will personally see to it that you don’t have any hair left. You have till the count of three to pick up your clothes and exit under your own power or I will bodily remove you from this house. One”


  “But I’m not dressed!”


  Mitch took a step toward her and she scrambled for her clothes strewn on the floor.


  “Two.”


  The lady started to pull clothing on. Mitch took another step toward her.


  “Katey, I’d leave if I were you. She’ll do it. Get dressed outside.” John looked on in amusement. He still lay in bed, his hands clasped behind his head.


  Katey froze, unsure of what to do now that John wasn’t taking her side. Mitch took another step toward the blonde. Katey grabbed her remaining clothes and her purse and started backing toward the bedroom door, giving Mitch a wide berth.


  “Three.” Mitch took two angry strides toward her. Katey squealed in fright. Before she disappeared through the bedroom door she screamed, “You’re a shit, John! A real shit!”


  He smiled. “And you, my dear, are a cheap slut.” She reddened and ran. A moment later, the front door slammed hard enough to rattle the living room windows.


  Mitch turned her fury on John. Her entire body shook with rage. “Let me tell you something. I will only say this once. If you ever bring another one of your whores into this house, not only will I throw her out without her clothing, I will call the sheriff’s office and have you bodily removed from the premises, and you will be served with divorce papers the next morning. From now on, until you can show me a good reason why, I will be sleeping in the large guest bedroom. Alone. If you want to fuck around, you go do it somewhere else. Do I make myself clear?”


  She had hoped for at least an apology, for him to swear it was a one-time thing and it wouldn’t happen again, a reason to keep the marriage alive. Instead, he simply nodded. “Understood. “


  Mitch recalled standing in the bedroom doorway, staring at him, trying to remember why she fell in love with him. She couldn’t. Despite what she’d told the blonde, any chance for her to stay married to him vanished when she opened the door and found the woman on top of him, his hands on her hips. Mitch suddenly felt a wave of tears threaten as she fought the nausea rising in her throat.


  “Why?” she managed to choke out.


  He shrugged. His equanimity infuriated her even more than his actions. “I got bored. You’ve been a good wife. I can’t say a bad word about you. I just need something else now.”


  Mitch turned and ran from the house, barely remembering to grab her purse. She held back the tears until she was in her Bronco and down the street. For several weeks, she’d suspected something was up. He took more business trips, and acted evasive when she asked him how they went. She found cell phone bills with repeated calls to local numbers at all hours of the day and night.


  She found a condom in his briefcase.


  Mitch had hoped she was wrong, that it was a mistake, but John had started to pull away from her a couple of months after their marriage. Mitch thought he was a wonderful lover, and, at first, he seemed as pleased by her as she was by him.


  She blindly headed to Aripeka, seeking solace and comfort there. By the time she pulled into the marina parking lot, she managed to get herself under control. She remembered the surprise on Ed’s and her father’s faces. When she stepped off the dock and into the stern, her dad closely studied her.


  He put down the reel he’d been working on. “What’s wrong, sweetie?”


  That was all it took to start her sobbing. He put his arms around her and sat her down on the stern, rocking her, trying to comfort her. Ed patted her on the shoulder and kissed her on the top of the head before walking up to the dive shop to leave them alone.


  Mitch finally got herself back under control. When she sat up, her dad offered her a clean rag to blow her nose with. He studied her face. “John?”


  Her gaze dropped to the deck.


  He sighed. “Do you want to talk about it?”


  She shook her head and looked back up at him.


  “Okay, sweetie. If and when you’re ready, you can talk to me. Promise?”


  She nodded.


  “You moving out soon?”


  She nodded again.


  He rubbed her shoulders. “I’m going to ask you this, and you better not lie to me. Did he or has he ever hit you?”


  She vigorously shook her head. “No, Daddy. Nothing like that.”


  He nodded. “That’s good. For him.” He sighed. “Are you going to tell your mother?”


  She thought about it. “She loves John. The only thing it’ll do right now is make her try to talk me into patching things up. I don’t want to do that.”


  “You’re right about that. You know you are always welcome to come back home, whenever you want and for as long as you want.” He put his arms around her and hugged her.


  She rested her head against his shoulder. “I know, Daddy. Thank you. Not right now, but maybe in a few weeks or something. I don’t know what I’m going to do yet.”


  Ed walked back down to the Sun Run and sat next to her. “You okay, hon?”


  She looked up into his blue eyes and saw the genuine love and concern there.


  “Yeah, I’m better, Ed. Thanks.”


  He hugged her, ruffling her hair as he let go, something he used to do when she was a kid. “I’m here for you, too.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Mitch looked out over the saw grass flats behind the house and thought of Ed’s final statement to her that day before she returned to the Tampa house. Unlike John, Ed had been there for her when he promised.


  She put her empty bowl in the sink and spied one of the pictures hanging on the wall at the end of the breakfast bar. Mitch dried her hands and walked over to it, studying it as if she’d never seen it before. It was of her and Ed, taken by her dad a couple of months before he died. She took the frame off the wall and looked at it. She held a fillet knife in her hand because she was getting ready to gut a grouper. Ed had his arm around her, hamming it up, but there was something different now, something she’d never noticed before.


  He wasn’t looking at the camera. He was looking at her, with an unmistakable expression on his face. He had a look of wistful sadness in his eyes. Mitch’s fingers traced the shape of his face as she stared at the picture.


  I’ve been through one marriage. Why would I want to repeat the same mistake?


  Eventually, she replaced the picture and tried to sort out the confused emotions in her heart. On the one hand was the almost irresistible tug to be with Ed, but then there was the caution to protect her heart.


  Pete’s barking on the porch startled her out of her thoughts and she looked out the window. Rick Singer was climbing her stairs. She opened the front door for him and Pete dashed in between his legs.


  “I’m sorry to bother you here, Mitch, but I was over this way and thought I’d stop by. Am I interrupting anything?”


  “No not at all. Come in. Want some coffee?”


  He perched on a barstool at the counter. “Sure. That’d be great.”


  She poured Rick a cup and sat across the counter from him. “What’s up? I know you. This isn’t just a social visit.”


  Rick nodded and sipped his coffee. “Want to hear a little gossip?”


  Mitch smiled. “Sure.”


  “I made a few phone calls to some of my buddies. The talk is that the Emmerand was headed to this area when she sank.”


  “Where? I’ve never seen that boat around here before.”


  He shook his head. “They’re not sure. I don’t have to tell you how close-knit this community is. They can’t get a good inside man positioned to find out about the operation. They don’t know if it was coming here or Hudson or Hernando Beach, or maybe even Bayport. But it was somewhere in Pasco or Hernando.”


  “This isn’t just gossip for my listening pleasure, is it?”


  Rick smiled. “You’ve always been quick. Just keep your eyes open, if you see anything that doesn’t look right, if you hear anything”


  “I’ll do what I can. I can’t go around asking questions, though. You know that. Everyone’d think I was a narc, and there’d go my charter business.”


  “Oh, that’s not what I had in mind. Just keep your ear to the ground.”


  “That I’ll do.” She looked up at the clock. “Listen, I’ve got a few things I need to do today, and you’re not getting any work done, either.”


  He finished his coffee and handed her the mug. “I’ll get out of your hair. Thanks again.” She walked him to his Bronco and returned upstairs to make the call to John.


  Chapter Eleven


  


  Kenny Schoenborn made his way to his office, acknowledging the various greetings issued to him, but not really hearing any of them.


  George watched his friend enter his office and waited a moment to follow him in. “Kenny, are you okay?” The major’s face was lined with exhaustion, making him look ten years older than his actual forty-seven.


  Kenny dropped his briefcase on his desk and wearily collapsed in his chair. He scrubbed his face with his hands, trying to rub away the dreams that plagued him.


  “No, George, I’m not okay. I’m exhausted.” He turned to look out his window at the magnolia tree next to the building.


  “Is it the dreams or is it Romeo?”


  Kenny looked over his shoulder at George. “Both.” He returned his attention to the magnolia tree. “I hate working cases like this anymore. I hate knowing he’s going to kill again.”


  “You don’t know”


  “Like hell we don’t. He’s got the hang of it. He’s got a taste for it now. Thank God all he’s doing is killing them and not carving them up, too.”


  “You want a cup of coffee?” George offered.


  Kenny sighed as he opened his briefcase. “If you don’t mind, that’d be nice, thanks.”


  George went out to the coffee machine and wondered if he should suggest Kenny see the psychologist. George moved up from Miami a year after Kenny, at Kenny’s recommendation. He’d known Kenny Schoenborn for more than fifteen years and was probably his closest friend. Their wives werehad been, he reminded himselfbest friends.


  He finished stirring the sugar into the coffee and carried the foam cup into Kenny’s office. “Here you go.” He set the cup on the desk.


  Kenny was poring over the piles of reports laid out in front of him. “Any more news on the Stanley girl?”


  George took a seat in front of his friend’s desk. “No, not yet. They’re still working on it, trying to research her history. They went through her apartment, and, as we expected, nothing to help us out. Romeo didn’t know her, either.”


  “No, he doesn’t know his victims. He probably doesn’t even stalk them for a day or two. He’s got a need, but not an overpowering one. When the right person and opportunity arises, he kills. He’s too careful, too methodical. He knows we have nothing to go on right now and he’s so cocky he doesn’t think we can catch him. That’s why he’s let himself kill more than one in the same area.”


  “That’s presuming those others are his work as well.”


  “Exactly. And it’s a presumption I have to make at this point. It just feels like him.”


  George studied his friend’s face. “Kenny, you want to talk about this?”


  Kenny looked up. “What do you mean?”


  “How bad are the dreams?” George carefully watched his friend’s face, trying to gauge if he was telling him the entire story or not.


  Kenny leaned back in his chair. He sat silent for many minutes. When he finally spoke, his voice sounded low and full of emotion. “I see her every night, George. I knew I would hurt for a long time after she was gone, but it’s been six years now, and she’s back as strong as ever.”


  “She” was Jenny Schoenborn, Kenny’s wife. Kenny had been in charge of the investigation into murder charges against Roberto Campenello’s youngest son, Tom. Roberto Campenello, at the time, was the largest drug importer in south Florida. After finding that he couldn’t bribe Kenny into hiding evidence, he ordered Jenny’s murder.


  Father and son had both been sentenced in separate trials to over thirty years in the state prison at Starke.


  “Do you think you ought to go talk to someone?” George suggested.


  “I don’t know. I think it’s just the stress getting to me. I’ll be okay.” He went back to his papers. “I know I can find this guy.”


  George waited a moment longer before standing to return to his own desk. “I’ll talk to you later then. You want to have lunch?”


  Kenny nodded. “Sure.”


  Kenny waited until George left to lean back in his chair again and stare out the window. He missed Jenny like hell. After all the years, the guilt still hadn’t passed. He wasn’t the one who pulled the trigger, but he felt he might as well have been. Because he was a cop, she got killed. It was something that normally happened only in the fantasyland of fiction. Then again, Miami was a fantasyland of sorts.


  He had a gut feeling Romeo lived in or near Tampa since he found himself more than one victim in the same area. Romeo wasn’t about to quit, not now, not since he’d gotten away with it so easily. Kenny had a feeling that once they did catch the killer, they’d discover that not only had he killed the women they’d found so far, but probably many, many others.


  Another Ted Bundy.


  Kenny flipped through the file until he located the map of the state. In red ink he’d drawn dots and written in the dates of the various killings. Miami, Tallahassee, Palm Beach, Naples, Tampa, Tampa, Tampa.


  The earliest victim he could comfortably attribute to Romeo was Jennifer Robbins, twenty-six, also a prostitute, from Hollywood. Her body was found in Miami, out near Miami International. That was June 28, four years earlier. A gap of two years passed until the next one that could clearly be attributed to Romeo, Tracy Golez on March 10 two years prior, in Tallahassee. Then Angela Jones on April 6 in Naples, followed by Mary Davis in Palm Beach on November 23 last year.


  This year’s body count was Paula Jenkins on June 10, Karen Myers on August 2, and now Denise Stanley, all from Tampa. Kenny shuddered to think about the victims as of yet unaccounted for.


  Kenny knew that if he started to go through all the missing-persons cases, he would probably find several more names to add to the growing list. Letting his mind slip a notch further down into the case brought the hunch that there were probably twice as many close calls as there were actual victims, times when he intended to kill but someone or something blew the opportunity for him.


  Kenny started catching up on paperwork with thoughts of Romeo circling in his mind.


  


  * * * *


  


  Jenna looked at the laptop he set up on the kitchen counter. “Boy, this is a nice one. Mine isn’t nearly this powerful.”


  John smiled. “Nothing but the best, I always say.” He checked his e-mail. “A few years ago, I was computer illiterate. My wife got a computer and got me into it. Now, I’m a regular computer junkie. Everything’s on my computer.”


  She watched his nimble fingers and a shiver of pleasure ran down her spine as she recalled what those very same hands did to her just mere hours earlier. “Would you like to come over to my place tonight?”


  He smiled. “I would love to, but I need to go in early tomorrow to catch up on today’s work.” He looked up and saw disappointment flash across her face before he added, “How about I take you out tonight and you can stay here again? I’ll just leave in the morning and you can go when you like. I’ll be back in the evening.”


  Her face brightened. “That would be wonderful.”


  It was so easy once you knew which buttons to push.


  


  * * * *


  


  Mitch had to look up the number to his office. It had been so long since she’d last called him that she couldn’t remember it. She didn’t have his new cell number.


  She didn’t want it.


  She waited until his secretary came on the line.


  “Gulf Coast Images,” she answered.


  “Yes, good morning, Donna. This is Mitch. Is John in?”


  There was an audible pause as Donna had to think for a moment who Mitch was. Once recognition set in, a new warmth filled the secretary’s voice. Donna and Mitch had always gotten along well. “Mitch! Hi, I’m sorry. I haven’t talked to you in so long, it took me a minute. How are you doing?”


  Donna was a plump, cheerful grandmother who could charm the pants off the Devil himself if she had to. “I’m fine, Donna. I need to talk to John today, if possible. Is he in?”


  


  * * * *


  


  “I’m sorry, Mitch, but he called in and left a message that he’s not coming in today. He didn’t say where he was.”


  Donna wasn’t sure exactly what had transpired between her boss and his wife, but she had a gut instinct that Mitch literally caught him with his pants down. She knew very little about her employer’s actual business dealings other than through the phone messages she took and the few letters he had her type, but she knew he couldn’t keep his fly zipped. Donna was little more than a figurehead for him. John Tyne paid her to open and close the office Monday through Friday, screen phone calls when he was in, take messages when he wasn’t, and perform basic errands and computer entry. Other than that, he did it all.


  Her intuition also told her that his business probably took in a lot more money than he actually claimed, but she wasn’t paid to know those things. She was smart enough to not make any comments about her beliefs regarding the real reasons for all his trips to Grand Cayman, just like she knew she was deliberately being overpaid to basically do nothing for most of the week. That suited her just fine.


  “Is he supposed to be in tomorrow?” Mitch asked.


  “He said he would, but you know how he is.”


  Donna heard Mitch sigh. “Yes. He hasn’t changed a bit. Would you please leave him a message that I would like to come in and see him? He doesn’t have to call me back himself. If he could give you a day and time and you could call me? I’d like to do it in the next day or two if at all possible.”


  “Sure. No problem.” Donna wrote the message down. “He usually calls in around two on the days he’s out, so I’ll tell him.”


  “Okay. Thank you, Donna. I appreciate it.”


  “You’re welcome.” Donna paused, wanting to say more, but not quite sure how to phrase it. “Listen, Mitch, I don’t know what happened between you two, but I’m really sorry. You’re a good woman and you deserve better.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Mitch wasn’t expecting that, but it moved her more than she thought it would. “Thank you, Donna. Really, I mean it. I’m okay. I’ve been okay for a long time now. It took me a while to get over it, but I’m moving on. I’m going to go ahead and file for divorce, but please don’t tell him that. That’s why I want to talk to him.”


  “Ahhh. I see. I won’t say a word.” The secretary giggled. “Personally, and I know this is a really evil thing for me to say, but I hope you soak him good, dear.”


  Mitch burst out laughing so hard it brought tears to her eyes. The women laughed together for a minute before Mitch finally regained control of herself. “Oh, Donna, that’s funny.” She giggled. “Thank you, but I’m not after his money. I wouldn’t want to put you out of a job.”


  They said good-bye, and when Mitch hung up, she felt better than she had since finding Barres’s body. She stood and stretched, feeling the urge to go jogging despite the heat rapidly invading the morning. She quickly changed and collected Pete and set off toward the spring again.


  She didn’t even get all the way to 595 before sweat poured down her face. With the air-conditioning on in the house, she’d misjudged the humidity level. She felt like she was trying to breathe through a warm, wet, woolen blanket. It felt better once she turned onto the shaded dirt road leading down to the spring. When she reached it, on a whim she jumped in, Pete splashing in next to her. They spent several minutes enjoying the cool water before slowly loping back to the house. Pete was already dry. She took a cool shower to wash the sweat and dust off of her.


  She changed into a pair of shorts and a tank top and went into the kitchen to fix a glass of iced tea and check the messages. There was one from Ed, one from a customer requesting a charter, and Ron telling her he had her divorce papers ready. She called the customer back to arrange the charter, then spent about an hour working on paperwork. It was noon when she headed out to the marina with lunch for her and Ed in a small cooler on the floor of the front seat of the Bronco.


  Ed was doing some chores they always needed to finish but never got around to. He poked his head up out of the engine compartment and smiled when he saw her pull into the parking lot.


  She unloaded and walked down to the boat. “Hey, you look like you’re in a chipper mood today,” he said.


  “I am.” She told him about the conversation with Donna. They both laughed about it as they unwrapped their sandwiches and started eating. “I feel like a weight’s being lifted off my shoulders. It’s not gone yet, but it’s getting lighter every day.”


  He nodded in agreement. “Once Faith told me she wanted out of our marriage, I felt the same way. I guess I knew we weren’t going to last, but I didn’t want to give up and think I didn’t try. But once I knew it was over, it was a relief to get it done.”


  Mitch studied his face for a long moment before speaking. They had never really discussed in-depth the circumstances leading up to his divorce before. “How did you feel when she broke the news to you?”


  He thought about it for a while before answering. “It hurt, but I felt relieved at the same time. It was a mistake for the two of us to get married in the first place. We were way too different in the ways that mattered. We didn’t have the kind of relationship we needed. Not like we” he stopped suddenly, glancing at Mitch for a moment before quickly looking away, a deep crimson blush filling his tan face. “Let’s get this done so we can enjoy tonight,” he quickly said before she could ask him what he meant.


  Her heart raced as she watched him crawl back into the engine compartment. She wanted to believe with all her heart that he was going to say, “not like we do,” the we meaning him and her. Ron’s words haunted her again, and she thought about it for the rest of the afternoon as they finished their chores.


  


  * * * *


  


  Ed tried to keep his hands from trembling as he finished the wiring. Eventually his heart stopped pounding in his chest and he felt the blood drain from his face. It was getting harder for him to deny the feelings he felt for Mitch, but fear still overrode the desire to tell her. They fueled the boat at the gas dock before leaving the marina late that afternoon. He went with her to the Winn-Dixie to get groceries for the charter the next day, and they had dinner at his place that evening.


  When he finally went to sleep that night he thought about how nice it would be to have her sleeping next to him.


  


  * * * *


  


  John took Jenna back to her apartment so she could change clothes and get her laptop. Her apartment impressed him. It wasn’t as expensive as his condo by any means, but she’d elegantly and tastefully decorated it, and kept it extremely neat and tidy.


  He wandered around the living room while she was in the bedroom and not for the first time examined the pictures on the end tables and hung on the walls. Some of her when she was younger with what appeared to be siblings. There only appeared to be one, however, of her and her ex, taken on their wedding day with her family standing around them.


  John picked the frame up and examined the picture. Her ex, John closed his eyes and recalled his name was Bob, wasn’t at all as John had pictured him. Tall and thin, a basketball coach’s dream. He didn’t look the part of a sharkish lawyer.


  A wry smile creased the corners of John’s mouth. Then again, I don’t look like a lady killer.


  He replaced the picture when he heard Jenna’s approach. “Well, I’m ready.” She carried a small overnight bag slung over her shoulder and the laptop case in her hand. She worked as a computer analyst for a telecom firm in Orlando.


  He held out his hand for her bags and noted the pleasantly surprised look on her face as she handed them over. He carried them down to his car and put them in the backseat of the sports car for her. He stood by the passenger door and held it open, brushing her lips with a gentle kiss as she passed him.


  She smiled, her eyes dancing with humor. “You really spoil me rotten.”


  He knew she watched him through the windshield as he walked around to the other side of his Porsche. He smiled to himself.


  Sometimes, it’s almost too easy.


  He carried her bags up to his condo when they arrived. Once the door shut behind them, he set them on the floor and took her hand in his. He felt her tremble as he kissed it, stroking the back of it with his other hand. “What would you like to do?” He smiled.


  She smiled in return. “Need you ask?” She laughed and stepped into his arms.


  


  * * * *


  


  John called in for his messages around three. Donna’s cheerful voice answered. “Gulf Coast Images.”


  “Hi, Donna. It’s me. Any messages?” He wrote as she talked. “Okay. Tell her I’ll be in the rest of the week. I don’t have any appointments scheduled, do I? Okay. Just tell her to call the morning she wants to come in to make sure I’m there. Fine, see you in the morning.”


  He laughed as he tossed the notepad on the table and turned back to Jenna’s open arms. “Now, where were we?”


  She smiled. “Right about here.” She pointed.


  Chapter Twelve


  


  Sami and Matt beat the charter passengers to the boat the next morning. Once the charter passengers arrived, Mitch and Ed loaded their gear and were soon idling down the channel. Because of low tide, Mitch guided the Sun Run from the flybridge. Even after her many years of navigating the channel, she still didn’t know the locations of all the rocks. Sometimes, she thought, new ones grew when no one was looking.


  It was going to be a beautiful day. A slight breeze had kicked up from the west, but forecasters predicted the afternoon storms would hold off until later that evening, more than likely until after they returned to port. Her paying customers were two vacationing couples from Michigan. Fortunately, they wanted to do underwater photography and not spearfishing, which would allow her and Ed a chance to put some fish on the boat. Mitch checked out the divers’ logbooks, and while they had plenty of freshwater diving experience, their ocean diving was sorely lacking. Mitch and Ed decided they would take turns accompanying them during their dives.


  Better safe than sorry.


  Sami climbed up the ladder and joined Mitch. “Want some company?”


  Mitch smiled. “Sure.”


  Sami sat on the bench, next to Mitch. “So, have things started to quiet down from this weekend?”


  “I suppose so. We’ll see. I may be going from the frying pan into the fire.”


  The quizzical look on her friend’s face prompted Mitch to explain. “I’m filing for divorce.”


  Sami hugged her. “Congratulations. Or whatever the right thing to say here is. It’s damn well time you did.”


  “I don’t know what to think. I don’t love him anymore, haven’t in several years. I still feel like I failed or something.”


  “Hey, don’t feel like that. You weren’t the one in bed with that bimbo.”


  Mitch made a slight adjustment to the wheel to avoid a small runabout anchored near the channel. “What did you feel after…” Mitch didn’t know how to phrase her thoughts and wasn’t sure where to go with that thought after she started it. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said anything.”


  Sami’s eyes focused far away on the horizon. She didn’t talk about her first husband very much. At least, not about the last several weeks of his life. When Sami finally spoke again, her voice sounded weary and full of old emotion. “Mitch, I loved Steve. I truly did. But the man I loved and married died before he ever fell into that lake. That wasn’t Steve that day. Steve had died days, maybe even weeks before.


  “It was hard for me. I loved Matt, you know that. I’d already decided my marriage was over. Steve had started drinking again, was lying to me about it even though I didn’t know it at the time. After the first intervention, I swore I’d never put up with that again. Matt and I spent all those years apart and hurting because I made a really dumb mistake and married a man I loved, but wasn’t in love with. All because I thought I wanted something that in the end, didn’t really matter. I was fortunate that Matt didn’t give up on me and still wanted me after all that time.” She turned to Mitch.


  “Don’t make the same mistake I did, Mitch. You’ve got Ed, and he loves you. I can see it in everything he says and does. So can Matt. You need to take the chance and open up to him.”


  Mitch mulled over Sami’s words for the rest of the afternoon. Whenever Ed wasn’t looking, Mitch watched him and weighed her options. She was getting too old to be playing teenage dating games, but she didn’t want to lose her best friend in the process.


  Or her heart.


  


  * * * *


  


  Later that evening, before Ed arrived for dinner, Mitch checked the messages on the answering machine and listened to Donna relay John’s message. That reminded her that she’d forgotten to get the papers from Ron. She looked up Ron’s number and called him.


  “Hey, can I come by in the morning and pick those up?”


  “Sure, hon. No problem. Have you talked to John yet?”


  “No. He was ‘out of the office’ today,” she sniped.


  “Now, now, Mitch,” she heard him chuckle. “Be nice to him until that agreement is finalized. Once he signs it, bash the fucker all you want.”


  “I know, I know. I’m going to try to see him tomorrow. I hope he doesn’t put up a fight. You know how obnoxious he can be when he wants to.”


  “Well, that’s an ad guy for you.” He laughed. “I’ll see you in the morning.”


  They said good-bye. Mitch was left to think about her soon-to-be ex as she prepared dinner. John’s advertising business was very successful, so he claimed. He’d even bought himself a brand-new red Porsche Carrera the previous Christmas. Besides his local clients, he had prestigious accounts with firms in Miami, Tallahassee, Naples, Palm Beach, even in the Bahamas and on Grand Cayman. When dating, he didn’t try to impress her with his money, but he would never allow her to pay for a single thing when together. He even wanted to pay off her Bronco for her, but she insisted on buying it with her own money. In retrospect, she was glad she had. It was now paid for, but he had no claim to it whatsoever.


  When they bought their house in Carrollwood, the financing paperwork went through with amazing ease. She later found out it was because he’d put down a fifty-thousand-dollar cash payment. And she meant cash. The money was directly transferred out of an account she didn’t know about.


  She finally decided she wouldn’t worry about the status of their finances because the bills were getting paid, he didn’t appear to be doing anything illegal, and they filed separate IRS returns anyway, so if he got audited it wouldn’t affect her.


  She hoped.


  She heard Ed’s truck in the drive and let Pete out to greet him. Ed appeared in the door a minute later with one arm hid behind his back and a grin on his face.


  Mitch couldn’t help but smile. “What are you up to?”


  He shook his head. “Uh-uh. Close your eyes.”


  “Ed?”


  “Close ’em.” She did, and she heard the freezer door open and shut. “Okay, you can open them.”


  “What did you do?”


  “Just don’t open the freezer until after dinner. I got you a surprise.”


  “But”


  “Promise me.” The look on his face melted her heart. She smiled and promised she wouldn’t peek.


  Dinner was a fun affair. Mitch felt a playfulness between them that hadn’t been there before. Several times their eyes met. She wondered if Ed felt the same surge of emotion she did each time it happened. After the dishes were done, Ed sent Mitch to the living room to watch TV while he prepared her surprise. A few minutes later, with a very proud look on his face, Ed walked into the room carrying two tall sundae glasses filled with vanilla ice cream and crème de menthe sauce.


  She squealed with delight. “Mint parfaits! You remembered!” She took hers as he sat down next to her on the sofa. Before she realized what she was doing, she kissed him on the cheek. “I haven’t had one of these in years.”


  Ed blushed with pleasure. “I thought you’d enjoy a little treat.”


  They finished their desserts in front of the television, sitting in companionable silence as they ate. She offered to take his empty glass into the kitchen, but he got up instead and took hers. “You sit here and relax,” he said.


  He returned and they sat side by side with Pete on the couch next to them, his head resting on Mitch’s lap. Several times Mitch started to talk about the things Ron and Sami had said to her, and each time she chickened out. When eleven o’clock rolled around, Ed stretched and yawned before standing.


  “I really need to go, hon. It was a long day, and I’m worn out.”


  She walked him to the door, an invitation for him to stay the night welded fast to the tip of her tongue.


  “Good night. See you tomorrow.”


  “Good night, hon.” He kissed her on the forehead. Then he paused, looked at her, and kissed her again briefly, almost chastely, on the lips. She was frozen by the heat of it. Before she could respond he smiled, turned, and left.


  She closed the door behind him and rested her head against it, groaning in frustration.


  “Why the hell can’t I do it?”


  Chapter Thirteen


  


  When Mitch awoke at dawn the next morning, she knew there was no way she could go back to sleep. Tangled pictures that she couldn’t decipher once morning took the edge off them filled her dreams. She knew they were comprised mostly of images of Ed. She sat up and looked down at Pete, who lay curled up on the floor next to her bed.


  “Feel like a run, boy?”


  He looked up at her and thumped his tail once. Definitely not an enthusiastic response. She walked out to the kitchen and started a pot of coffee. While she waited, she stood at the sliding glass doors to watch the grey horizon out behind the cypress marsh to the east of Aripeka. As the smell of coffee filled the kitchen, Mitch’s stomach growled. She decided to get her run over with so she could grab a bite to eat.


  She quickly drank a cup of coffee and set off for the spring with Pete in tow. The morning felt slightly cool, the humidity low, and the scent of salt water and night-blooming jasmine hanging in the air. She felt light. She imagined her feet barely touched the ground as she jogged and was almost surprised when she looked back and saw footprints behind her.


  It was full daylight when she returned to the house and stepped into the shower. She knew she had to call John’s office. She wasn’t looking forward to that, or her eventual talk with him. But she did, however, look forward to seeing Ed.


  Mitch scrubbed the sweat and dust off and thought about Ed again. She wanted him, but she didn’t want to just jump into bed with him, as pleasant as she found that image. She wanted to explore developing a closer relationship with him, but didn’t want to force it along. She wanted to break through the barrier so that if something was destined to develop, it would have the freedom to do so.


  She also wanted to quit being such a chickenshit but didn’t know how.


  Mitch was dressing when the phone rang. A glance at the clock and she saw it wasn’t quite eight. She instinctively knew it was Ed. “Hello?”


  “Good morning.” She could almost hear the smile on his face. “What are you up to?” he asked.


  “We just went jogging. Pete’s not happy.”


  Ed laughed. “He doesn’t like it when you wake him up this early to pound the pavement. When will you get to the shop?”


  “I need to call John’s office. If he’s going to be in, I need to go see him and talk to him about filing the papers. If I don’t do it, it’s not going to get done.” She wondered if Ed would comment on that.


  “Okay. See you when you get here.”


  Mitch tried to read something, anything into his words and tone. “It shouldn’t take long if I do,” she added. Come on, give me a bone. Anything. Not knowing how he felt about her gnawed at her.


  “I hope it won’t,” he said. “I hate that son of a bitch. The less time you have to spend with him, the better.”


  Not exactly the reaction she wanted, but she’d take the win. “I know. Thanks for being there for me.”


  He paused. Did she imagine his tone changed, deeper, perhaps? “I’ll always be there for you, babe,” he softly said. “I’ll see you later.”


  She hung up the phone and stared at it for a moment longer, praying she wasn’t making a huge mistake going after Ed.


  


  * * * *


  


  Mitch settled down at the breakfast bar to do some paperwork while waiting for nine o’clock. As she worked, her thoughts turned to the more unpleasant business she had in front of her. She wasn’t at all looking forward to seeing John again, even if to formally end their marriage.


  She had spent the better part of a year and a half living with him. Knowing that he knew every inch of her body and at one distant time had known how to make her shudder with pleasure unnerved her when she had to be face-to-face with him. It wasn’t that his eyes wandered her body when they were together, but she felt as if his mind was.


  That gave her the creeps.


  She poured herself another cup of coffee and turned on the morning news to kill a few minutes, then finally gave in and called John’s office. The phone rang five times before he answered.


  “Gulf Coast Images.”


  She had to swallow before she could speak. “Hello, John? This is Mitch.”


  “Oh, hi, Mitch. Donna told me you called. What do you want to talk about?”


  She took a deep breath and took the plunge. “I want to go ahead and file divorce papers. I think it’s time we finally ended this for good. Let’s face it, we don’t have a marriage. It just doesn’t make sense for us to continue like this.”


  There was a pause from the other end that took her by surprise. John was a man rarely at a loss for words.


  “I certainly won’t say this is sudden, Mitch,” he eventually said, “but it’s not really expected. What’s up?”


  None of your business, she wanted to say, but what came out was, “I just want to go on with my life, that’s all. This is unfinished business. I think we both need to get it cleared up.”


  


  * * * *


  


  On the other end of the line, John smiled, wondering what Mitch had up her sleeve. He had a hunch Ed Grey had something to do with this development. Ed never had liked him, and John sensed he’d always had more than a passing interest in Mitch. “Okay. What do you want to do?”


  “I talked to Ron. He’s drawn up the papers. I don’t want anything from you. I don’t need anything from you. I just want the WaveRunners at the house and the things I still have there. That’s it. I’d like to stop by today and drop the papers off for you to look at.”


  John thought about the irony of the timing of the events after his talks with Jenna on the topic of his marriage. “What time do you want to come by?”


  


  * * * *


  


  Inwardly, Mitch sighed with relief. This went better than she anticipated. “How about eleven, if that’s okay?”


  “That’s fine. I’ll see you then.”


  They said good-bye. Mitch hung up feeling both relieved and dismayed. She’d easily cleared the first hurdle, but now she had to face him and play by his rules if she wanted this done. She called Ron’s office and told him she’d be by to pick up the papers shortly, then took Pete out for a final walk before getting in the Bronco and heading south.


  Light traffic that morning made for a quick trip to Ron’s office. Smiling, he showed her into his office and sat her down in the same chair she’d occupied on her previous visit. “Well, how are you feeling?”


  She laughed. “Nervous and pissed off.”


  “Pissed off?”


  “Yeah, that he can make me nervous.” They both laughed at that.


  He picked up a folder from his desk blotter. “I want you to read through these before you take them. Make sure we didn’t leave anything out. I’ve got it on the computer, so if we need to correct anything it’ll only take a second.”


  She read through the sheaf of papers and carefully checked them for errors. When she finished, she handed them back to Ron. “Everything seems fine to me. I don’t have any problems with it.”


  Ron stood. “Let’s hope John doesn’t have any problems with them, either. I’ll be right back.”


  Mitch nervously drummed her fingertips on the arm of her chair as her eyes drifted to the pictures on Ron’s walls. Many of them had been taken on the boat, over half of them while her dad was still alive. She stood and walked over to one to study it. It was of her, her dad, and Ed. She remembered the trip, a fishing tournament hosted by a marina in Hernando Beach. She managed to hook into a huge amberjack that took second place overall in the tournament and first place in the women’s division. Ron had taken the picture, and it touched her that he had hung it on his wall with the others.


  “Remember that trip?” Mitch jumped, startled by Ron’s voice.


  “Yes. I fought that thing for about fifteen minutes. We had amberjack steaks and smoked amberjack dip for dinner that night.”


  “And boy, was it good.”


  Janice walked in the door carrying her notary kit and they got back to business. Ron pointed out all the places for Mitch to sign. When she signed the last one, she looked up at Ron and found him smiling.


  “What?”


  He shook his head. “Oh, nothing. Just glad to see this finally happening.”


  She signed the last line, handed the pen to Janice, and waited for her to finish her work. Once they were done, Ron packaged the papers in a manila envelope and handed them to her. “There you go, hon. Good luck.”


  Mitch took the envelope and tucked it into her purse. “Thanks. I think I’ll need it.”


  Mitch pointed the Bronco south. John’s office was on Harbor Island in downtown Tampa, near the new convention center. The sky, while blue at that moment, was full of woolly clouds that threatened to grow into monster afternoon thunder-boomers. The drive, sometimes a tedious one, was easy enough without the hassle of rush-hour traffic holding her back. It was less than an hour later when she pulled into the parking garage at Harbor Island and picked her way upstairs to the office suites where Gulf Coast Images was headquartered.


  Mitch found herself having to consult the directory in the lobby before stepping on the elevator. A few minutes before eleven, she stepped out onto the third floor and into his outer office where Donna stood guard. The secretary looked up from her crossword puzzle book, and a smile flooded her face as she stood to hug Mitch.


  “Hi. Oh, sweetie, you look so good.” Donna always acted cheerful and bubbly. “Would you like some coffee or something? John had to run down the hall for a minute, but he’ll be right back. He told me you were coming over, so I know he hasn’t forgot you.”


  Donna’s smile was contagious. Mitch couldn’t help but return it with one of her own. “No thanks, Donna. I’m fine. Where should I wait?”


  “Oh, just go right on in.” She showed Mitch into the office, leaving her to go answer the phone.


  Once alone, Mitch found she felt too nervous to just sit and wait, so for the second time that day she found herself studying the walls. John was one to brag about his exploits not so much by his words, but by his pictures and mementos. It had been two years since she had been in his office, and since then, he had added many new pictures.


  He was into several outdoor activities, ones that usually brought him into contact with the “in” crowd, and a majority of his pictures reflected that. There were several pictures of him golfing, duck hunting, fishing, trap shooting, and a miscellany of other activities with local prominent businessmen and officials. One in particular caught her eye. She moved closer to study it.


  In it, John stood next to a large bull dolphin, probably a good fifty-pounder. He was on a dock, and next to him stood a man, presumably the mate or captain of the large fishing yacht behind them. What caught her eye was that the other man looked familiar, although she couldn’t place him. The angle of the picture seemed unusual, taken off to the side of the stern from the dock, not straight on, and a fish-cleaning table blocked her view of the boat’s name on the stern. She was certain she’d seen the boat before, although for the life of her, she couldn’t remember where.


  The sound of the door opening brought her back to her purpose there. She turned to face John. He carried a sheaf of papers. A smile briefly touched his mouth before sliding back off his face without ever really reaching his eyes.


  “Mitch, how are you?” He walked around his desk and sat down without attempting to shake her hand or give her a hug, something she was extremely grateful for.


  She sat down across from him, took the envelope from her purse, and placed it on his desk. “I had Ron draw these up. Like I said, I don’t want alimony, and I don’t want the house. All I want is the things I’ve still got at the house and the WaveRunners. That’s all.”


  He looked up at her. “Why now? Not that I’m disagreeing with you that it’s for the best, but what’s happened to bring you to this action?” He leaned back in his chair and templed his fingers in front of him.


  Inwardly, Mitch groaned. She didn’t want to engage in long, drawn-out discussions of her personal life with him. “I’ve gotten on with my life. This is something that needs to be done to complete that.”


  She felt his mind sizing her up while his eyes remained fixed on hers. “Is there someone new in your life?”


  “Is this a turn this discussion really needs to take?”


  He smiled and sat back, spreading his hands out before him to placate her. “You’re right, Mitch. I didn’t mean to pry. Of course it isn’t any of my business.”


  “Thank you.”


  He picked up the envelope and opened it, taking the papers out and leafing through them. She watched him, remembering why he had caught her attention in the first place. His face wasn’t Mel Gibson gorgeous, but he looked handsome, and his blue eyes were absolutely captivating. Unfortunately, she hadn’t seen the true face he wore beneath the easygoing facade, the egotism, the braggadocio, the obnoxiousness.


  Now that she knew his true colors, she realized his tastefully decorated office reflected this interior attitude. There were too many pictures on the wall featuring him and his many exploits, too many trappings of success that served no purpose other than to prop up his ego. Besides the pictures of his hobbies hung several of his local ad campaigns, including framed prints of ad and poster copy that had been used. There were only two of his Caribbean campaigns, one from a bank in the Bahamas and one from a bank in Grand Cayman.


  That surprised her, considering how he liked to stroke his ego by keeping mementos of good projects around, and that most of his best clients were supposedly on the islands.


  That was something else she resented. After their first couple of months of marriage, she had stopped accompanying him on his “business trips” to those locations. She later found out that he hadn’t been alone when he went. He was devilishly charming when he wanted to be, and she recalled how good he made her feel in the beginning.


  She also remembered watching him mercilessly bully salespeople in department stores when they couldn’t immediately answer his question. Waiters at his regular restaurants drew straws to see who would be the unlucky one to serve him. It amazed her how clear hindsight was.


  Twenty-twenty didn’t even begin to describe it. It was more like pure, unblemished Baccarat crystal.


  He returned the papers to the envelope. “I’ll run these by my lawyer just to make sure, but everything seems to be in order. I don’t have a problem with anything in them so far.”


  The sigh of relief almost escaped her, but instead she said, “Fine. Call me when you get them signed and I’ll pick them up.”


  He nodded. “Okay.” He paused for a moment, then said, “I heard on the news you ran into a little trouble this weekend.”


  Mitch groaned. She had almost succeeded in putting the prior weekend’s events out of her mind. “Unfortunately, yes.”


  “Do they have any more information about what happened?”


  “I have no idea. They said that if they needed to talk to me again, they’d be in touch. That’s all I know.”


  “Ah.” He stood and walked her to the door. “I hope you don’t have any more trouble like that.”


  “Believe me, neither do I.” She was at Donna’s desk and beginning to think she’d gotten away home free when he glanced at his watch.


  “Say, have you had lunch? The Columbia’s open. We could walk over. My treat.” He put on his winning smile.


  Her first instinct was to say no, but she bit her tongue and considered his offer. She didn’t want to offend him and end up drawing the divorce out any longer than necessary. “Okay. That would be nice.”


  “Fine. Donna, would you like to join us?” Mitch wondered if Donna saw the relief in her eyes when she accepted John’s offer. Five minutes later, they were being seated on the Columbia’s verandah. A nervous-looking waiter took their drink order and scurried back to the kitchen.


  Mitch surmised he’d had the dubious pleasure of serving John before.


  Today, however, John appeared to be in fine spirits, fully into his charming role, not likely to be short-tempered or unreasonably picky about his food. In fact, in this demeanor, he was usually quite generous with his tips regardless of the quality of the service.


  This made Mitch all the more nervous, leaving her with the feeling of walking on eggshells, wondering what he had up his sleeve. John rarely did anything simply for the pleasure of doing it, unless it benefited him.


  The conversation remained light, and he didn’t return to the subject of Barres or the Emmerand. Business, current events, local politics, the weather. John mentioned that Donna’s eldest grandson was working on a summer biology project focused on manatees. Mitch was grateful for the diversion to a subject she could spend hours talking about. By the time their food arrived, Mitch and Donna had worked out a tentative plan for the boy to visit with Mitch and go diving to do some field research.


  As she ate, Mitch watched the boats passing back and forth in the channel between them and Tampa General Hospital on Davis Island. A glance at the sky reminded her of the building storms up in Pasco, and indeed the skies to the north had already taken on a steely grey tint. John talked her into an order of flan for dessert. She relented, able to tolerate John in his good mood for a few minutes longer for the sake of goodwill to hasten his signing of the papers.


  Donna and John walked her to the main elevator and said their good-byes. “Look, Mitch, if you’re not doing anything this afternoon, why don’t you come by and get the stuff you wanted? I may have to leave tomorrow for a few days, and I wouldn’t want to inconvenience you.”


  Mitch thought to herself that it wasn’t her he was worried about inconveniencing. “Okay, I’ll do that. About six?”


  He nodded. “That’d be fine. I’ll be there.”


  They shook hands. She fought the urge to wipe her hand on her shorts until after the elevator door closed behind her. A huge sigh of relief escaped her as she rode down to the parking garage and the safety of her Bronco. Her cell phone went off before she started the car. It was the dive shop.


  “I was starting to get a little worried about you. How’d it go?” Ed sounded more than just a little worried.


  “Oh, I don’t know. I felt a little like Tweety being stared down by Sylvester.” She laughed.


  “That bad, huh?”


  “No, actually, he tried to be very personable. He even took Donna and me out to lunch at the Columbia.”


  “Ahh, very nice. Where are you now?”


  “Just got back to the Bronco. I’m leaving now. I’m going to drive back down to the house this afternoon to get the stuff I’ve got there. He said he might be going off on a business trip for a few days.”


  “Want some help?”


  She thought about it, thought about it very hard, and decided against it. “No, I don’t think so. I really appreciate it, but this is something I need to do myself and get it over with.”


  “Okay. So I’ll be seeing you in about an hour?”


  “There about. Talk to you in a little while.”


  “Drive careful, hon.”


  “Oh, can you go let Pete out for me? He’s probably got his legs crossed right now.”


  She heard him chuckle. “He’s already here. I picked him up about a half hour ago.”


  “Thanks. Don’t let him mooch off you too much.”


  “Oops, too late.” They laughed together and said good-bye.


  She pulled out into the traffic of downtown Tampa and struggled to keep her mind on her driving and not on the relationship she’d like to develop with Ed. Outside of the dark garage, the bright light was nearly blinding. She pulled her visor down to shield her eyes. That’s when she noticed the garage-door opener clipped to the top of it. It was for the Carrollwood house. She made a mental note to remember to return it to John that evening when she went for her things.


  The hot afternoon sun cast shimmering mirages on the blacktop highway ahead of Mitch as she retraced her route north to Aripeka. Outside, the passing scenery went largely unnoticed by her as she turned everything over in her mind.


  Once away from John’s presence, the picture on his office wall reentered her thoughts. She knew she had seen the other man somewhere before, and she mentally kicked herself for not remembering to ask him about it. She hated it when stuff bugged her like that.


  Chapter Fourteen


  


  The distracted smile John wore all throughout the tiring lunch disappeared the moment he closed the door to his office behind him, concealing him from Donna’s view. He walked over to the wall Mitch had been standing at when he first came in. He let his knees slump down a little to bring his six feet two inches to her five feet eight.


  What would she have seen?


  The picture hung right at eye level. He carefully recalled her reaction when he entered the office earlier, and realized that once he’d been there, her attention had totally and completely shifted and refocused on the purpose of her visit. Immediately, not as if she’d been thinking about something else.


  Just in case, he took the picture down and replaced it with a different one. After a little subtle rearranging, the wall looked normal. He removed the picture from the frame and ran it through his shredder, putting the frame in his briefcase to take home.


  He sat behind his desk and entered his password into his computer, then logged into the mainframe to check on a shipment due to arrive in Hernando Beach in three days. Right on schedule. He signed off and leaned back in his chair and thought about his options. He decided to leave it alone and called Jenna to let her know what time he’d be over that night.


  Ten minutes later, he told Donna where he’d be and left the office for home.


  


  * * * *


  


  Jenna waited thirty minutes before calling John’s office. She wanted to talk to Donna, not him. The secretary sounded pleasant, and after a few minutes, Jenna finally told her what was on her mind.


  “Look, I know you’ve been with John for a few years. I know this is probably wrong of me to ask, but can you tell me something about him?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I mean”she chose her words carefully“I feel like he’s hiding something from me. He told me he’s still married, but they’re separated. Is he really separated?”


  “Yes, Mitch left him several years ago. She even went back to using her maiden name. In fact, she brought divorce papers in here today for him to sign. John’s not exactly what I would call perfect.”


  Jenna’s heart sank. “What do you mean?”


  “Well, I know in the past he’s had several girlfriends. Although I’m not sure, I think Mitch walked in on him when he was with one.”


  “I know. He told me that. Is he seeing anyone else now?”


  “Oh, I don’t know that. I haven’t had anyone else call here but you for a few weeks now. Usually, if he was, I’d get other calls. I know that’s no guarantee.”


  Donna paused before she continued. “Look, I’m going to tell you stuff I probably shouldn’t, but John’s had a past of being less than faithful. That doesn’t mean that he’s a bad person or using you, but he just doesn’t seem to be able to settle down. My advice to you would be to not risk your heart. Have fun, but don’t let him hurt you. The only reason I tell you this is because I know he hurt Mitch a lot, and I really liked her, and I don’t want to see him do that to anyone else.”


  The conversation struck Jenna as unreal. This kind of “snooping” was totally against everything Jenna believed in. Why not just confront John outright about this?


  For some reason, that thought terrified her on a deeper, visceral level. “Thank you, Donna. I appreciate it.”


  “You’re welcome. I know I’m speaking out of turn by telling you all this, but this is between you and me, understand? I won’t tell him you called, either. Unless you have a message for him, that is.”


  “No, no message. I really do appreciate it.”


  “No problem.”


  Jenna hung up and wondered what she should do. She wanted a committed, loving relationship. The longer she knew John Tyne, the less likely this result looked. The problem was, she didn’t want to just end the relationship and risk losing him if he was being sincere with her.


  Chapter Fifteen


  


  The rain started around Port Richey. By the time she reached Hudson, Mitch had to slow the Bronco down to thirty-five miles an hour and had the windshield wipers on high. In Aripeka, leaves, small branches, and dead palm fronds littered the wet roadway. The tide had come in higher than normal thanks to the extra push from the westerly winds, and most of the ditches were half full of standing water backed up from the canals.


  When she reached the marina, there weren’t many cars in the lot. She parked close to the shop and made a mad dash for the cover of the building.


  Pete jumped up to greet her when she burst in, his barking bringing Ed out of the back room where he was undoubtedly repairing regulators. She met his steady, inquisitive blue gaze with a halfhearted smile.


  “Well?” he asked.


  She sighed. “It’s almost over. Five years, and it’s almost over.”


  “Five years, my ass. It ended the day you found out what the son of a bitch did behind your back.”


  She dropped her purse onto her desk and collapsed in her chair behind the counter. Ed was rightalmost. The marriage was doomed to begin with, considering what she now knew about John. In the back of her mind a thought struggled to surface. She toyed with it, wondering how valid it really was.


  Maybe she knew from the beginning it wouldn’t last.


  Maybe she had actually hoped it wouldn’t last. Why?


  Because of Ed.


  She pushed that thought out of her mind, not wanting to face contemplating its validity.


  Another rain band moved through. The heavy downpour against the store’s sheet-metal roof drowned out further conversation for a few minutes. The potholes in the shell parking lot were overflowing, but to the west, beyond the rear of the storm, she saw patches of blue sky already emerging, betraying the false fury of the downpour. It would be over in less than an hour, plenty of time for her to stop by a U-Haul store to buy some boxes before she went to Tampa.


  She worked at the computer for a while, entering supplier invoices and catching up on paperwork. She hated doing it, but forcing herself to finish it was the only way she could win her lifelong battle against chronic disorganization. It seemed that no matter how hard she tried she was always either forgetting or looking for things such as her keys, her glasses, her cell phone, or her purse.


  Ed called to her from the back room. She went, Pete at her heels. “What’s up?”


  He held out the first stage of a regulator to her. “I can’t get it apart. Not enough hands.” She held it steady on the bench for him as he took an adjustable wrench and finally got it apart. His fingers brushed against hers in the process. She fought the warm blush that expanded to her face. As if reading her thoughts, and perhaps with thoughts of his own, he looked at her, meeting her gaze.


  “Whatcha’ thinking?” he asked.


  I don’t know what I’m thinking, is what she wanted to say. Instead, “About last night.”


  A nervous smile spread across his face. “I hope I wasn’t out of line.”


  “No, no,” she quickly assured him. “Not at all. It just surprised me.”


  Ed returned the wrench to its hook on the pegboard over the bench. “In a good or bad way?”


  She smiled. “Good.”


  He was about to say something else when Dan walked in. “If you don’t need me for anything else today, I’m going to head on out.”


  Mitch nodded. “That’s fine. What time is it?”


  He glanced at his watch. “Almost four.”


  “Oh, heck. I didn’t realize what time it was. I’ve got to go.” It took her a minute to dig her keys out of her purse. She was happy to see that the rain had finally stopped. Ed waited by the front door of the shop for her.


  “What time do you think you’ll be back?” he asked.


  She shook her head. “I don’t know. Hopefully by nine.”


  “When you get done, give me a call. I’ll take you out to dinner. My treat.”


  She wanted to kiss him, not just for the offer, but for being him. She didn’t have to, however, as he leaned forward and planted a gentle peck on her lips. “Drive careful, hon.”


  Mitch hugged him, enjoying the feel of his body against hers. “I will,” she whispered, kissing him on the side of the neck before walking out the door. When Pete tried to follow her, Ed called the dog back to him.


  The traffic was light. Her stop to buy boxes and tape only took ten minutes. With most of the traffic heading in the opposite direction, she made good time into Tampa. It wasn’t long before she made the turnoff into Carrollwood and a strange sense of displacement settled over her. When the house came into view, she groaned at the sight of John’s Porsche sitting in the drive. Even though she knew he’d be there, she’d still hoped he wouldn’t.


  She backed into the drive. The front door opened as she unloaded her boxes and packing supplies from the rear of the Bronco.


  “Need any help?” he offered.


  She was already halfway to the door with her first full armload when he spoke. “No, that’s okay. I’ve got it.”


  An acute disorientation overcame her when she walked into the doorway. Essentially, the house looked unchanged, but what was that adage about the less things change? John was the essential neat-freak, someone Felix Unger would be proud to room with. She immediately noticed the carpetnot eggshell, not cream, but whitewas still white. He had, however, replaced the original Berber she had chosen with a thick, soft pile, one that she loathed due to her neatness-challenged condition.


  Mitch remembered her compromise to John when they were first decorating the house, how she agreed to white, but stood firm about no thick pile.


  From what she saw, there wasn’t a speck of dust on anything. Even the fake ferns on the shelf over the kitchen doorway looked antiseptically clean. There were a few new pictures hanging on the walls, a few unfamiliar knickknacks, but the rest of the decor looked relatively unchanged.


  Fresh vacuum marks bore silent testimony to his daily cleaning habit, regardless of whether or not the carpet needed the attention. Footprints in the plush pile led from his den to the front door. She knew his Hoover upright would get a workout as soon as she left.


  “I’ll be in the den if you need me.” She watched him saunter back to his room, grateful he had taken his leave of her.


  She set up the living room as her headquarters. She assembled several boxes and carried them to the back bedroom. It wouldn’t take long for her to finish. She’d moved most of her things to the Aripeka house after her father died, leaving only articles she didn’t regularly need.


  Memories, good and bad, flooded her mind while the full boxes piled up in the foyer. It was hard to remember the good times with John, but there had been a few, in the beginning. It irked her that a small part of her missed those good times with him, the rare times when he would drop the facade and a charming, kind man would appear.


  The very rare times.


  She finished the bedrooms and pulled down the attic access stairs. The air still felt explosively hot compared to the cool house, but it only took her a few minutes to move the boxes she’d stored up there. Then the kitchen became the next focus of her energies. She quickly packed pots and pans, cookbooks, and assorted small kitchen appliances. It took her five trips through the dining room to the foyer to move all the boxes. It was on the last return trip to the kitchen that her trouble started.


  John had added several pictures to the south wall. Partly from curiosity, and partly to cause John more work, she walked around the dining room table and over to them. Tastefully framed, professionally matted, they could have been hanging on the wall of a photography studio for all the warmth and personality they lacked. Then one in particular caught her eye, raising gooseflesh down her arms.


  It was a picture taken the same time as the one she’d noticed in John’s office. John proudly showed off a bull dolphin and stood next to a boat crewman. Only there was an important difference. This time, the angle of the picture was directly in-line with the fishing yacht’s stern and the name was legible.


  Emmerand.


  Mitch sucked in her breath, now recognizing the crewman standing next to John. It was Barres.


  “How you doing out there? Anything I can do?”


  John’s voice came from the den, but she jumped, her blood running like ice water in her veins.


  Coincidence. That’s all it is, she thought. Just some freaky coinkydink that doesn’t mean a thing.


  Caymans. Bahamas.


  Large amounts of cash on hand.


  She tried to speak, failed, swallowed, and tried again, praying her voice didn’t sound as shaky as it felt. “No, I’m okay,” she called back. “I’m almost ready to start loading the Bronco.”


  “All right.”


  Her eyes never left the photograph. It had to be a coincidence.


  Rick Singer’s words came back to her.


  It was bound for somewhere in Pasco or Hernando.


  John did have working knowledge of the area. He had made a friend or two in Aripeka while their courtship was still active.


  Mitch shook her head and tried to pick her stomach up off the floor. Forcing herself to take several calm, deep breaths, she made herself walk normally, as if she didn’t have adrenaline racing through her bloodstream like a test session of a supercollider.


  The boxes all but filled the back of the Bronco, even with the seat down. She breathed a sigh of relief when she was down to her last chore, hitching the trailer carrying the two WaveRunners to the back of the vehicle.


  She forced herself to stick her head through the door of John’s den. “I’ll be getting out of your way now. I’ve got to hook up the trailer and lights and I’ll be ready to go.”


  The computer was still set up where she had installed it. It was now flanked by a sophisticated copier-scanner-fax machine. John was bent over the PC’s keyboard like a miser over a pile of gold.


  A laugh fought its way to the surface through her anxiety. She stifled it, amazed at the change he’d undergone from total computer illiterate to computer geek.


  He looked up. “Oh, okay. I’ll be right there.”


  The picture practically called out to her when she walked through the dining room to the kitchen. Mitch forced herself not to look at it when she passed by, and she somehow succeeded.


  She stepped out into the garage. Even that was spotlessly maintained and totally devoid of any type of warmth and personality. A white wire rack shelf held car-cleaning supplies, all neatly arranged. The water heater, tucked in the nook behind the kitchen door, looked spotless, totally dust-free. The lawn mower was parked in the far corner, shrouded by a muslin drop cloth. Mitch had no doubts if she looked underneath she would find it clean and ready to mow, without a single stray blade of grass caught underneath its deck.


  A large drop cloth covered the trailer, and she pulled it off, rolling it up fairly haphazardly and dropping it next to the mower. She not only didn’t want to spend the time to fold it, she knew John would be refolding it later. More work for him. The drop cloth was overkill however, because the multicolored canvas covers were firmly lashed to the water bikes.


  Realizing John was close on her heels, she shifted her mind into overdrive, wanting to leave as soon as possible before he suspected what she’d seen. She punched the garage door button, and it smoothly slid up on its track. Within five minutes, the trailer was hitched and she was ready to go.


  John emerged from the house just in time to walk her to the driver’s door and hold it open for her. She felt his eyes boring into hers. She avoided his gaze by working the house keys off her key ring and handing them to him. He took them, his eyes never leaving her.


  “I’ll get those papers back to you in the next few days, Mitch.”


  “I’d appreciate that.”


  He paused, obviously wanting to add something else. She felt she would scream if she had to spend another minute with him.


  “Any more news on that wreck?”


  Her heart froze, then broke into a thunderous gallop she felt certain he heard.


  “Um, no. Haven’t heard anything else.”


  He nodded, finally closing the door and stepping away from the Bronco. “Good-bye, Mitch.”


  “Bye, John.” The adrenaline shakes hit her about a mile later. She pulled into a McDonald’s parking lot until she recovered. Her fingers shook when she dialed Ed’s number on the cell phone.


  “Hello?”


  “It’s me.”


  “How’d it go?”


  “Weird.” She happened to glance up and spied the garage door opener still clipped to the sun visor. “Shit.”


  “What? Mitch, are you okay?”


  “Huh? Oh, I’m fine. I just realized I forgot to give him back the garage door opener.” She unclipped it from the visor and stuck it in her purse so she wouldn’t forget to give it to John when she got the papers from him.


  “You don’t sound fine.”


  She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She didn’t feel fine. “It’s…I don’t know. I’ll explain it when I get there. Over dinner.”


  He laughed. “It’s getting close to seven now. Hurry your lovely self home and get cleaned up so I can take you out.”


  “Meet me at the house?”


  “Sure. See you shortly.”


  She ended the call and sat in the parking lot for another minute as the last of the tremors subsided. It had to be just a coincidence, didn’t it? It had to be. By the time she pulled out of the parking lot, she convinced herself that when she told the story to Ed, he would laugh and say she’d been reading too many James Lee Burke novels.


  


  * * * *


  


  John watched her taillights disappear down the street. Something was wrong. She had definitely seen something that set her off, the question was, what?


  Something had changed her, something upsetting to her. He could almost hear her jangled nerves screaming in the quiet of the house right before she left.


  The smell of fear. The smell of prey.


  John drove the Porsche inside the garage and closed the door behind him. Italian ceramic tile lined the kitchen floor, with the carpeting starting at the doorway. He saw her footprints in the plush, white pile, and at first, he didn’t see what he was looking for.


  He walked out to the foyer, turning on all the lights along the way. He turned to face the kitchen and then he saw them. Footprints going into the dining room, around the far side of the table, and stopping directly in front of the picture of the Emmerand and Barres.


  Dammit. Sloppy work on his part. He’d forgotten about that one. He pulled the picture from the wall and replaced it with another. He removed the photo from the frame and ran it through the shredder and put the frame in a closet with the other after he removed it from his briefcase.


  She had seen, but what did she suspect?


  Perhaps nothing, maybe everything. It had been a calculated decision on his part to refrain from disclosing detailed business and financial matters to her when they were married. She had her own income, and he took care of all the bills and made sure she had anything she wanted. He supposed he had been fortunate that she wasn’t very materialistic, and she never brought up the subject of money since it was obvious there was plenty available and she spent very little of it.


  He went into the kitchen and opened the catch-all drawer. It took him a minute of searching, but he finally found the set of keys he was looking for, one square head, one rounded, both double-cut. Ford keys. He jingled them in the palm of his hand and considered his options for a moment.


  He slipped them into his pocket and turned the lights off in the kitchen before vacating it.


  Back in his den, the chair in front of the computer was still warm. He sat down in front of the keyboard and brought up his contact list. He had a couple of phone calls to make on his disposable cell phone before he could vacuum the carpet.


  Chapter Sixteen


  


  The western horizon was still streaked with plum and copper when Mitch pulled into her driveway in Aripeka and parked under the house. Ed’s truck was parked in its usual spot, and Pete came bounding down the stairs as she climbed out of the Bronco. When she knelt down to pet him, she smelled the fresh scent of shampoo.


  “What did you do to get a bath, Petey?” she asked him as she scratched his head.


  “He dumped over a garbage can full of fish carcasses at the marina and rolled in them.” Ed’s voice on the stairs startled her. She laughed as she captured the dog’s head in her hands.


  “Really? Did you do that?”


  Pete’s apologetic stare and wagging tail started her laughing again.


  “Yes, really, he did that.” Ed walked over and knelt down beside them. Mitch read the concern in his eyes when he looked at her. “What’s wrong, hon?”


  She shook her head. “I don’t know. Maybe nothing. It’s a bit of a story, though. Let me get cleaned up and I’ll tell you over dinner.” She stood, gathering her purse, briefcase, and cell phone to take upstairs. Ed relieved her of the phone and briefcase, motioning for her to go up the stairs first.


  She smiled. “Where are we going tonight, anyway?”


  “How about the Outback? You deserve a nice dinner after having to be with that slime twice in one day.” The smile he wore reached the depths of his eyes. For the first time, Mitch realized exactly how different he was from John. Even during the good times, she realized, there was still a certain coldness about John.


  No, coldness wasn’t exactly the right word. A detachment. She had seen John smile many times, but not once did one of those smiles ever touch his eyes.


  Ever.


  And she had spent many hours watching his blue eyes, her defenses melted by them.


  “I think the Outback sounds wonderful.”


  They went upstairs. Mitch opened the door and was promptly greeted by Margarita.


  “Hello.”


  She put her purse down. “Hello, Margarita.”


  “Hello.”


  Ed laughed. “I’ve been trying to teach her to say, ‘See ya, sucker.’”


  “Oh, Ed,” she scolded, unable to control her giggles. “That’s terrible.”


  He smiled. “Yes, but it’s funny. Go do what you need to and we’ll go grab some food.”


  Ten minutes later, Mitch climbed out of the shower and wiped the steam off the bathroom mirror with her towel. She studied the face looking back at her. Did she really want to risk starting something with Ed? Was it worth losing his friendship if things went south? But there was still the most important question, one that had occurred to her as she drove home from Tampahow “over” John Tyne was she? She knew she didn’t love him, but had she really dealt with the feelings caused by the way the marriage had ended?


  Wasn’t she just a tad bit fearful of being rejected again?


  


  * * * *


  


  Ed watched Mitch disappear into the bedroom.


  “Hello.” Margarita bobbed up and down on top of her cage, trying to entice Ed over. He went. The macaw walked over to the edge of the cage and bent her head down for him to scratch. Margarita was still a chick when Ed gave her to Mitch, and she’d had to hand raise the baby bird. As a result, the macaw was extremely affectionate, like having a “real” child around the house.


  “Mommy-bird.”


  He smiled. “Mommy’s in the shower.”


  “Ed-bird.” The macaw reached up with her powerful beak and gently kissed him on the chin.


  “Yes, I’m Ed-bird.” He sometimes wondered if the bird wasn’t smarter than most people realized. He held out his hand in front of her. “Perch.” She dutifully stepped up on his hand and he kissed her on top of the head. “Night-night, baby bird.”


  “Night-night, baby biiiiirrrd.” They hadn’t taught her to slur the last word in her good-night. It was just one of the funny idiosyncrasies she picked up on her own.


  He returned the bird to her cage and covered it.


  Mitch emerged from the bedroom a few minutes later, wearing a pair of white cotton shorts and an aqua sleeveless shirt that complemented her dark tan. Her hair fell midway down her back, its auburn color faded almost blonde on the sides by the sun.


  “I’m ready,” she announced.


  So am I, thought Ed as he fought the rising affections below his waistline. He couldn’t ignore the fact that she was beautiful.


  She slipped on a pair of loafers and scratched Pete on the head. “You be a good boy,” she admonished.


  He wagged his tail, his eyes full of innocence.


  “Margarita in charge,” Mitch chanted at the covered cage.


  “Margarita in charge,” the bird replied from beneath the cover.


  Ed laughed. “You always leave Bird-Brain in charge. Why not give poor ole Petey a chance?”


  She picked up her purse and waited for Ed to fish his keys out of his pocket. “Because Margarita’s older, that’s why. And she can tattle on Pete. And who was the one who tipped over a can of fish guts today?”


  The merry twinkle in her eye warmed him to his very core. “Point taken.” He held his arm out to her. “Ready?”


  “Let’s do it.” They took his truck. Fifteen minutes later they pulled into the parking lot. Fortunately for them, there wasn’t much of a wait. Ten minutes after arriving they were seated at a table and poring over the menus.


  “Order what you want, Mitch. This is my treat.”


  She decided on a tasty-looking chicken dish. After the waitress took their order and brought their drinks, Ed leaned forward and looked her in the eye.


  “Okay, what happened today?”


  She played with her glass of iced tea, unsure of where to begin. “Look, I may be completely silly and wrong, here. I want you to tell me that immediately if you think that’s the case. Okay?”


  He nodded. “Okay. Shoot.”


  She began with a little background information, what little she knew about John’s business, the money situation during the marriage, how he put down the cash down payment on their house. She moved to the picture in the office, skimmed over lunch, and ended with finding the other picture in the house. When she finished, she took a drink of tea. “So, what do you think?”


  His face looked thoughtful, contemplative. He sat back and let out a low whistle. “I don’t know, Mitch.”


  “It’s a crazy idea, isn’t it? Just my imagination running wild?”


  He met her eyes and slowly shook his head. “I can’t say that, because I’d be lying. What you say, well, it’s certainly not concrete proof that he’s into anything illegal. It definitely raises questions in a reasonable mind. I’ve always considered myself to be a reasonable person.”


  Mitch frowned, new doubts flickering in her thoughts. “What should I do?”


  He leaned forward and took her hand in his. “Keep this to yourself for now, get those papers signed and filed ASAP, and dance like hell once you’re no longer legally his wife. Until then, if he is into anything illegal, no telling if he’s put your name on anything or not. You need to make sure you’re as uninvolved as possible in case some shit does hit the fan.”


  She sighed and studied the table. “You’re right about that.”


  He gave Mitch’s hand a gentle squeeze before releasing it and sitting back so the waitress could put their food on the table. He picked up his knife and fork.


  “For now, don’t worry about it. When everything’s copacetic, you don’t go pissin’ in your own well.”


  He timed that last remark to her taking a swallow of tea, which she struggled not to choke on it while the laughter fought its way out. He snickered as she frantically grabbed her glass and spit the remainder back into it as the laughter rolled from her.


  The dinner was uneventful. A slightly cloudy sky spread out above them during their return trip while heat lightning flashed in the distance out over the Gulf. Ed shut the truck’s engine off in Mitch’s driveway. The ensuing silence was soon pierced once the crickets and frogs decided it was safe to sing again.


  He resisted the urge to lean over and kiss her.


  “Want to come up for a little while?” she offered.


  He felt a stirring in his groin and decided against it. “No, I’d better not. It’s kind of late and since tomorrow’s Friday, we ought to open the shop early to catch the weekend crowd.”


  She nodded and opened the door. “Thanks for dinner, Ed.” She paused. “And thank you for being there.”


  He shrugged. “That’s what I’m here for, hon.” He glanced up at her front door. “I’ll wait until you get inside.”


  


  * * * *


  


  They said their good-nights and Mitch climbed her stairs, alone and slightly disappointed. Why the hell didn’t I just ask him to spend the night? The F150’s taillights disappeared around the bend and she resisted the urge to go after him.


  After all, if he is interested he’d tell me.


  Chapter Seventeen


  


  Jenna thought she picked up the phone a little too anxiously. She knew it was John. “Hello?”


  “Jenna, it’s John.”


  “What’re you doing?” She tried to sound as casual as possible.


  “I’m taking care of a couple of details before I head over. I should be there no later than ten. Can you hold out for dinner until then?”


  She had a white-knuckle grip on the phone. “Sure. Do you want me to cook something?”


  “No, my treat.”


  She smiled. “What should I wear?”


  He chuckled into the phone. “Actually, I wasn’t planning on needing much in the clothing department this weekend. Besides, we’ve got some celebrating to do. Mitch presented me with papers. She wants to file for divorce.”


  “Celebrating?”


  John laughed. “Yeah, she’s not asking for anything. She just wants out.”


  “That’s great.”


  “I thought so, too. I’ll see you shortly.”


  “Okay.” They said their good-byes and she hung up feeling a mixture of elation and trepidation. This was a man she knew very little about, hadn’t met his family or any of his friends, and she was rapidly finding herself falling in love with him without knowing how he felt about her. For all she knew, he might have several women scattered about the state.


  Jenna settled herself down in front of the TV and tried to push away the doubts in her mind. John talked very little about himself or his family. She knew his father and brother were still alive, and that he had little contact with his estranged wife, although there didn’t appear to be any real animosity between them. She had to drag information about his friends out of him, and her hints about getting together with them or his family had so far gone either unnoticed or ignored.


  The only person she’d talked to about him was his secretary. Jenna entertained thoughts of taking the woman to lunch one day, and wondered if it would irritate John. But considering her increasing feelings for him, Jenna almost had herself talked into it. It was worth risking his ire when she felt there were big stakes on the linemainly, her heart.


  


  * * * *


  


  John looked up the second phone number and dialed it using a disposable cell phone. A hoarse male voice answered on the third ring. John closed his eyes and recalled the password.


  “Hello?”


  “Hello. May I speak to Bill, please?”


  “Who’s calling?”


  “His mother’s cousin.”


  There was a brief pause on the other end of the line. “Is this Dave?”


  “No, this is Jack. Dave’s not here.” John felt ridiculous, but if he wanted the services, he had to play by their rules. It didn’t matter to him how they conducted their business as long as they were discreet and produced the desired results.


  “Hold on a minute. I’ll get him.”


  The disembodied voice set the phone down on a table and called to someone. There was another pause, then a different voice came on the line.


  “Jack, this is Bill. What can I do for you tonight?”


  John leaned back in his chair and looked over at an old picture of him and Mitch, one taken early on in their marriage. He shifted slightly in his seat and felt the Ford keys dig into his thigh.


  “Bill, I have an item I need taken care of.”


  Chapter Eighteen


  


  Mitch wasn’t sure which noise woke her up first, Margarita screaming in her cage or the alarm on the weather radio. She bolted into the living room, her head still spinning with sleepy disorientation, and tried to home in on the blaring radio.


  The screaming black box sat on her desk, buried under a pile of DER trip ticket receipts. She turned the little demon around in her hands until she finally focused her sleep-crusted eyes on the switch and turned it off.


  Margarita wasn’t as easy to silence.


  “Shut up!” Mitch turned and grabbed a small throw pillow from the couch and launched it with precise accuracy at the huge, sturdy iron cage. It bounced off the cover and brought a final squawk from the macaw.


  Mitch pushed her hair away from her face and tried to collect her thoughts. The sudden eerie silence was almost deafening. She dragged herself over to the kitchen counter and peered at the clock on the stove.


  Four a.m.


  “Shit.”


  Sleep still assaulted her. She rubbed her face and angled herself toward the bedroom door. She almost made it when consciousness and her mind finally met and she turned the weather radio back on to listen to the weather alert.


  “…stay tuned for further weather bulletins from the National Weather Service…”


  “Dammit.” She silenced the radio once more and dropped it on the desk. A five-minute search of the living room finally produced the television remote, sandwiched between two sofa cushions. Cable channel five broadcast the local radar, and she swore again when she saw the storm front marching in off the Gulf.


  “Don’t need to open the shop early after all.”


  Two of the living room windows looked west. She opened the curtain and watched lightning highlight the frontal squalls moving on shore. It was a wide storm system, one that would settle in for the morning and keep customers away.


  She went back to bed, more aware than ever of the emptiness she felt.


  Two hours later, just as sleep finally decided to take hold of her again, the phone rang. Her hand snaked out from under the sheet and blindly groped for the cordless on the nightstand. She made contact and dragged it back down under the covers with her.


  “’Lo?”


  Ed’s cheery voice greeted her. “You sound like you just woke up.”


  Her mouth felt full of cotton balls. “No…no. Margarita and the weather alarm woke me up two hours ago. I’d just gone back to sleep.”


  “Ah”he chuckled“so that’s it. You see the weather, I take it?”


  She cocked an ear to the roof and listened to the assaulting waves of rain. “Saw it, heard it. I’m sleeping in.”


  “You answered my question. See you at nine?”


  “Yes.” She was about to say good-bye when a thought struck her. “Ed?”


  “Yeah?”


  “Let’s go down to St. Pete today. I want to go look at sailboats.”


  “In this crap?”


  “Yes, in this crap. By the time we get down there, it’ll be clear.”


  “Okay. See you later.”


  When nine o’clock arrived, Mitch had finally banished the remains of sleep with a tepid shower and two cups of coffee. The sky was filled with heavy, leaden clouds that obscured all hints of blue sky. Lightning still flashed to the north, and the NOAA weather radar showed an unorganized low pressure system was spawning more heavy rain bands out over the Gulf, waiting their chance to move onshore.


  She worked on the computer for awhile, waiting for the rain to let up a little. When there was a brief reprieve, Mitch took the opportunity to unhook the trailer from the Bronco and load Pete up for the quick drive to the dive shop.


  Ed’s truck sat parked in the puddled lot, in its usual spot next to the front door. Mitch pulled up next to the small stand of palm trees off in the corner of the lot where she normally parked to take advantage of the shade. The vehicle couldn’t be seen from inside the shop, but Aripeka wasn’t known for a high crime rate. Not to mention her fifteen-year-old Bronco wasn’t exactly a magnet for thieves.


  She gathered her purse and briefcase and locked the Bronco.


  Ed was on the phone behind the counter, taking notes.


  “Yes…okay. Right. Sure thing. Okay, we’ll see you Wednesday morning at seven. All right. Thank you. Good-bye.” He hung up the phone and smiled at her.


  “Well, glad to see you’re awake now.”


  She walked around the counter and dropped the briefcase and her purse on her desk. “Barely. Charter for Wednesday?” she asked.


  He nodded. “Six people.”


  “Fish or dive?”


  “Fish.”


  “Good.” The newspaper was lying, already read, on her desk. She sorted through the sections until she found the comics. “When can we leave?”


  Ed glanced at his watch. “Dan’ll be here any time now. I guess as soon as he gets here. Now, tell me the purpose of this trip again?”


  “I want to go look at some sailboats.”


  Ed leaned against the counter. “You’ve made up your mind, I take it?”


  She nodded. “I’m going through with it. I’ve finally saved up enough money so I can buy one and not worry about what I’m going to do to pay the bills.”


  There was a long pause, then Ed smiled. “Feels good, doesn’t it?”


  “What’s that?”


  “To be able to say you’re doing it on your own.”


  She smiled. “You can say that again.” She sat back in her chair and sighed. “Mom loved John, and she didn’t understand why I wasn’t happy. I guess she thought that I had a nice house and a rich husband, that should be plenty.”


  “Ray hated him.”


  “Daddy had good taste.” This brought laughter from both. “Daddy, I do believe, would have been perfectly happy if John dropped off the face of the earth.”


  “I believe Ray would have been more than happy to help him do just that.”


  They greeted Dan when he walked in. There was a short list to go over of things to do for the day, then Mitch gathered her briefcase and purse and looked at Ed.


  “Ready?”


  He held the door open for her, grinning. “Let’s go spend some of your money.” They left Pete under Dan’s supervision and went out to Ed’s truck.


  Mitch retrieved her cell phone from the Bronco and double-checked to make sure the doors were locked. She climbed into Ed’s F150 and settled in for the hour-long drive to St. Petersburg. They stopped at two yacht brokerages before noon, only one of which had anything that Mitch was interested in.


  Ed bought Mitch lunch. They drove over to St. Pete Beach and ate at a little waterfront cafe. When their meal arrived, they ate in companionable silence. After she finished she pushed her plate away and fiddled with her napkin.


  “Have you been getting the feeling that people are trying to push us together?” she tentatively asked him.


  He laughed. “Oh, yeah. First Ron and Jack, then Sami and Matt start in on me.” He looked over at her. “You, too?”


  She nodded with a smile. “Seems every time I turn around someone’s telling me I’m crazy for not chasing you.” She felt her insides knot from the nervous tension. This was her moment of truth, whether or not she went through with this.


  He looked down at the table, a gentle smile playing across his lips. “What do you think we should do about it?” he finally asked, turning to meet her anxious gaze once more.


  She shrugged, unsure of herself. “I’m scared.” She was quiet for several minutes as she tried to compose her thoughts. When she next spoke, it was cautiously, deliberately, trying to ensure she said what she meant. “I’m not scared of you, please don’t misunderstand me. I’m scared of losing you.”


  His hands moved across the table and captured hers, stroking them as she talked. She garnered courage from the contact and dove into the rest of what she wanted to say.


  “You are my best friend in the world, Ed. I don’t want to do anything to risk that friendship with you. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t want to have a relationship with you, but I don’t want to lose what we have now.


  “I just wanted to tell you that if something happens between us, then that’s wonderful. But I don’t want us to rush things along for the wrong reason. Heck, I don’t even know if that’s what you want to do.” There. The words were out, and she couldn’t take them back.


  


  * * * *


  


  Ed’s heart pounded in his chest. Mitch’s words literally took his breath away. He wanted to whisk her away to the Don Cesar hotel, get a beautiful suite, and make love to her all weekend. Given how emotionally fragile she appeared right now, he tempered those emotions.


  “Mitch, I would love that very much.” He thought about that for a second, then amended, “I know you’ve been through a lot with John, but if you trust me, I’ll never do anything to disappoint you.”


  The smile that enveloped her face brightened his soul. “I know I can trust you. I always have. But where do we go from here?”


  He shook his head. “I don’t know. We’ll go along as it happens, I suppose.” He gave her hands another gentle squeeze. “We’ll take this slow. You set the pace.” He leaned over and grazed her cheek with his lips. “Whatever happens, happens.”


  The waitress brought their check, and Ed narrowly beat Mitch to it. On the way back to his truck, Mitch slid her hand into his and their fingers laced together.


  They spent the rest of the afternoon shopping for boats. Ed started to think of it in terms of “their” boat and not just “her” boat. They actually found a couple that Mitch really liked and felt were within her price range. She kept track of the possibles in a notebook she carried with her. Afternoon storms crept in from across the Bay, forcing Mitch and Ed to conclude the day. The return drive to Aripeka was a quiet one. They held hands nearly the entire way home.


  They beat the storms to Aripeka, but the skies behind them quickly darkened. Ed parked the truck close to the store in case it was storming when he decided to leave. When they entered the store, Dan did a double take and looked at them quizzically.


  “What happened to you two?” he asked.


  Mitch felt the broadening smile on her face. “What are you talking” A loud clap of thunder interrupted and startled her. “Better get the computer down,” she said, and moved to do just that.


  Thunder rumbled again, only a few miles away. Mitch smacked herself on the head. “Dammit. I think I left the computer on at my house. I’d better go turn it off.” Pete tried to follow her out the door and she commanded him to stay.


  Ed called the disappointed dog over to him and scratched him on the head. Mitch grabbed her car keys off the counter and walked out the door. Dan must have been watching Ed’s face, because he laughed.


  “Ed, you look like a kid in love.”


  He turned and smiled. “I am.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Mitch felt the heat wave when she opened the door of the Bronco. Even on a cloudy day in Florida, cars were transformed into ovens. The dark blue color hadn’t been the best choice for keeping the interior cool during Florida summers, but she liked it just the same. Once behind the wheel, she started the engine and turned the air up to max. She was about to shift into drive when she realized she left her pursecontaining her house keysin the shop. Mitch sighed in resignation at her absentmindedness.


  I’ll probably be late to my own funeral.


  


  * * * *


  


  Ed started for the back room when Dan called to him. “Oh, a man stopped by here today, looking for Mitch.”


  Ed turned. “Oh, really? What did he want?”


  Dan shrugged. “I don’t know. He came in looking for her. I told him she wasn’t here. He asked when she’d be back, I told him I didn’t know, that she’d gone to St. Pete with you. He said he’d try later, and left before I got his name.”


  “That’s odd.”


  “Yeah, I thought so, too. I saw him come out of Bob’s before he walked over here. The guy gave me a funny feeling.”


  Ed walked to the front door of the shop. The first few fat rain drops began to stir the dust in the shell parking lot. “I think I’ll go ask Bob about him.”


  A thunderous blast shook the shop, stopping Ed in mid-sentence. “What the hell was that?” He bolted out the door, Dan on his heels.


  Mitch’s Bronco was completely engulfed in flames. Ed ran around his truck toward the raging inferno as Dan, Bob Keith, and a couple of Bob’s customers ran up behind him.


  Ed couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think. “Mitch! Oh my god, we’ve got to save her!” He tried approaching the vehicle, but Dan and Bob held him back. The palm trees she normally parked under were ablaze. At that point, the bottom fell out of the sky and rain poured down, driving some of the onlookers back to the dry safety of the dive shop’s awning, but Ed never noticed.


  “Ed, there’s nothing you can do!” Bob yelled in his ear, “We’ve got to get back in case the gas tank goes!”


  “Let me go!” Ed pulled away from them and tried to get to the Bronco. “Mitch!”


  They grabbed his arms again and pulled him back. This time he didn’t fight them. Tears ran, unnoticed and mixed with rain, down his face as he slumped against Dan and Bob, no longer able to support himself.


  “Mitch!” he sobbed, filled with gut-wrenching anguish.


  Despite the downpour, the fire raged. Hungry flames licked out of the ruined windows. A tire exploded from the heat, making everyone jump and move farther back.


  Speech deserted Ed. Devastated, he stared through the rain at the burning Bronco. He paid no heed at first to Pete, who was off to the front of his truck, standing in a thick stand of Spanish needles and barking at something.


  The siren of a fire truck coming over the north bridge brought Ed out of his shock. He looked over at the dog.


  “Pete, come here.” His words felt slurred, his voice thick and heavy with grief.


  The dog ignored him and continued to bark.


  The effort was almost too much for him. “Pete! Come!” Ed stopped and, in a daze, slowly walked over to the dog. Dan and Bob started to follow him, then stopped, their jaws open in twin looks of surprise.


  At first, Ed thought it was a cruel illusion. Pete nosed at what looked like Mitch’s arm, and Ed tried to steel himself for the grim sight he was about to encounter.


  “Pete,” he ordered, then stopped in his tracks.


  Mitch was stretched out in the Spanish needles, facedown, her arms sprawled over her head. The rain pasted her hair against the back of her apparently intact shoulders. She groaned, wringing a sob of relief from Ed.


  He dropped down beside her, screaming over his shoulder, “She’s alive! Get an ambulance!”


  Torn between being afraid to touch her and wanting to scoop her up in his arms, he reached out and stroked her hair. “Mitch! Mitch, hon, talk to me!”


  Mitch groaned again and started to get to her knees. She grimaced in pain and rolled to her side, her eyes still closed.


  Ed tightly squeezed her hand, rejoicing when she squeezed back. “Mitch, you’re going to be okay! The ambulance is on its way.”


  She opened her eyes, looked at him, then tried to sit up again. He enveloped her with his arms and supported her, unabashedly crying tears of relief in her sodden hair. She tried to speak, coughed, licked her lips, and tried again.


  “Ed,” she croaked, her voice barely above a whisper.


  “Yes hon? I’m here.”


  She looked up into his eyes.


  “Ed, I think that fucking son of a bitch blew up my Bronco.”


  He was stunned into silence for a brief moment while he digested what she said, then erupted with laughter. He gently hugged her. “Jesus Christ, I love you, kiddo.”


  She coughed. “That thing was in pristine condition. John really knows how to piss me off, you know that?”


  


  * * * *


  


  Ron raced into the emergency room at Bayonet Point Medical Center. He tolerated being ignored by the head nurse for ten seconds before demanding to know where Mitch was and identifying himself as her attorney.


  The nurse looked him up and down before pointing to a triage room. Ron sprinted for the door.


  Mitch sat on a gurney. She was leaning against Ed’s shoulder and arguing with a doctor and a detective from the Pasco County Sheriff’s office as to why she should go home and not stay at the hospital. Ron recognized Detective Sam Caster, a good-natured officer he’d dealt with before. Sam stood at least four inches shorter than Ron’s own six one.


  Mitch and Ed looked up at Ron. “Hi,” she simply greeted.


  “Jesus Christ, Mitch! I hear on the radio that there’s an explosion in Aripeka, and two seconds later, Bob Keith calls and tells me it’s you! What the hell’s going on?” He reached out and carefully hugged her. Both her and Ed’s hair and clothes felt damp. “Are you all right?”


  Ron didn’t miss Ed’s hand stroking her shoulder. “The doctor says she might have a concussion and should probably spend the night for observation, but Miss Independent here won’t stay,” Ed explained.


  “I’m not staying in the hospital like a sitting duck.”


  Ron looked at the pair in confusion. “What are we talking about?” He looked over at Sam for help.


  Sam eyed the pair on the gurney. “Mitch seems to think there might be a connection between this and John Tyne.”


  Ron blinked. “No shit! I thought we were pretty generous in the divorce papers.” He was met with silence and winced. “Sorry. Just thought I’d try to lighten the mood.”


  Mitch shook her head. “No, it’s not that. I’m sorry, Ron, you don’t know the rest of the story.” She gave him an abridged version of the tale of the photos of Barres and the Emmerand. When she finished, Ron nodded in agreement.


  “I see what you mean.”


  Sam looked at Ron. “Do you know if there’s a possibility John Tyne might be involved in this?”


  “In what, the drug boat, or blowing up Mitch?”


  “Both. Either.”


  Ron considered it for a moment. “I really don’t know him all that well, Sam,” he finally said. “It’s possible. Hell, anything’s possible. I couldn’t say.”


  “Ms. Jackson,” the doctor interrupted, “I really don’t think you ought to go home without letting us at least do a CT scan.”


  She shook her head. “I’m fine. Really. I’m just shook up and have a horrible headache, that’s all. What I need is to go home, crawl into a nice hot bath, and get some sleep.”


  “Mitch,” Sam said, “whoever did this, they’re going to probably try again. Why don’t you stay here tonight? We can station a couple of deputies outside your room.”


  She emphatically shook her head. “No. No, I’m not going to sit here and be a target. If they’re going to try to get me, they’ll have to do it on my turf, and on my terms.”


  “Mitch, this isn’t a movie. This is real life. Whoever planted that bomb”


  “John,” she firmly interrupted.


  Sam frowned, then continued. “Okay, if,” he emphasized, “John planted that bomb, he’s going to try again eventually. Why don’t you let us protect you?”


  “You can station a couple of deputies at my house just as easily as you can here. And it’ll be a lot easier for them to keep track of people coming and going. I live on a dead end street on the water.”


  Ed sighed. “You aren’t going to change her mind, guys. You realize that, don’t you?”


  The doctor and Sam exchanged glances. Sam finally spoke. “I guess so. Look, I’ll station a couple of deputies at your house and we’ll try to find John and bring him in for questioning.”


  Ed interrupted him. “She’ll stay at my house tonight.”


  Mitch tried to protest and he silenced her. “You’re staying at my house, and that’s that.”


  Sam sighed. “Well, I guess that’s the best I can do. I’ll call Hernando County and make arrangements for them to step up patrols in the area and apprise them of the situation and that I’ll have deputies at your house, Ed.”


  The doctor scribbled a prescription for Mitch and handed it to Ed. “Get these filled for her. She’ll probably be black and blue in the morning.”


  He squinted, trying to read the scrawl. “What are they?”


  “Valium and Percocet. They’ll help her out. I only gave her a couple of days’ worth. That’s all she’ll need them for.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Ron insisted on driving them back to the marina. Ed put his arm around Mitch’s shoulder and left it there for the entire trip. She leaned into him, her head resting against his neck, her eyes closed.


  The rain finally stopped. Ron parked on the street side of the dive shop. The Bronco hadn’t been towed yet, and he didn’t want Mitch to have to stare at the ruined mess. Sam Caster pulled in behind them and started talking to the deputies. Ron went to listen in.


  Miracle of miracles, only one television news van was parked in the shell lot.


  “Mitch, I’ll get your purse and take you over to the house so you can get your clothes,” Ed said. “Do you need anything else out of the shop?”


  She nodded. “Pete.”


  He laughed, relieved that some semblance of her sense of humor was still intact. “I’ll get Pete.” He brushed a stray lock of hair out of her face and touched her cheek. “You gave me quite a scare today, you know that, don’t you?”


  Her smile looked far away, he surmised, because of the shot of painkiller they gave her for the lump on her head and the massive black and blue bruises flowering all over.


  “I gave myself quite a scare.”


  Their eyes met. This time he didn’t resist the urge to lean forward and kiss her, tenderly, on the lips. “I’ll be right back.”


  She nodded and watched him walk into the store.


  


  * * * *


  


  Mitch leaned back and closed her eyes, the urge to give in to the swirling comfort of the painkiller fighting with her mind’s desire to find John and choke the living shit out of him. Even if the police couldn’t positively tie him to it, she was convinced that he was behind it.


  The Bronco still sat where she’d parked it, unaware at the time that it would be the last time she ever drove it. She wanted to walk over to it, but her body was quickly stiffening up and resisting the commands from her mind. She finally steeled her nerves and forced herself out of the truck, willing her feet to take step after step to the Bronco.


  Mitch stopped about ten feet away. Now surrounded by a grimy puddle of water, the acrid smell of melted plastic and burnt rubber filled the air. Dismay threatened to cloud her mind, and she forced it back. In the state she was in, she knew she would cry if she thought too much about how hard she’d worked to buy the Bronco, her very first vehicle, and how her dad and Ed shopped for it with her, helped her pick it out


  “Mitch?” Ed’s quiet voice at her shoulder startled her. She didn’t turn, just stared at the ruined Bronco.


  “Do you remember when I bought it? You and Daddy went with me.” Her voice sounded soft and full of sadness.


  He rested his hand on her shoulder. “Yes.” He nodded. “You were so proud of yourself, and Ray and I were so proud of you.”


  She leaned back against him, reaching for his hands. He encircled her waist and rested his chin on her shoulder.


  “He did this, didn’t he.” It was a statement, not a question.


  “We don’t know that, Mitch.”


  “No, we don’t. But he did. There used to be a spare set of keys to the Bronco in a drawer in the kitchen of the Tampa house. I didn’t think to get them the other night.”


  He sighed, wishing he could wipe the day’s events out of her mind. He turned her to face him. “Let’s go back to my place. I’ll fix you a nice, hot bath, a good dinner, and a really strong drink. How’s that sound?”


  She smiled weakly. “Okay.”


  “Okay, then.” He opened the door of his truck for her and watched as she stiffly climbed into the passenger seat. Ed didn’t know if it Pete realized how badly Mitch felt, but the dog gingerly climbed in beside her, lying down on the seat, and resting his head on her leg.


  Chapter Nineteen


  


  Sam assigned three deputies to guard Mitch. Ed drove her first to her own house and helped her pack a bag and load Margarita into her small travel cage, then back to his own house.


  He lived on the north side of Aripeka. His stilt house perched on a small plot of cypress-studded, rocky land on the west side of 595, just off a right-angle turn in the road. To the west, it overlooked the expanse of saw grass that separated his small spit of property from the open waters of the Gulf. To the east lay a thick jungle of cypress wetlands where otters, gators, and the rare black bear and bald eagle resided. The house was built five years before the No-Name storm of ’93, but had been engineered in anticipation of higher FEMA flood standards. It towered twenty feet above the ground. The house itself was large, three bedrooms, two baths, a huge living room and den, with the master bedroom overlooking the Gulf. The white vinyl siding and seafoam green shutters gave the place a Florida Keys-ey look.


  It was home, and he loved it.


  He noticed her movements were even slower than before, probably a combination of pain, trauma, and painkillers. He steadied her going up the stairs and drew her a bath in his whirlpool tub, then left her to her own devices.


  Ed trudged into the kitchen and started mixing her a weak rum and Coke when the shakes hit. The plastic tumbler fell from his hand, luckily spilling into the sink. He gripped the edge of the counter with white-knuckled fists and waited for the tremors to stop. The adrenaline high he surfed since the blast left him wasted and wanting to scream and cry at the same time.


  He shook his head and remixed her drink, testing to make sure it wasn’t too strong for her to have with the medicine. It was just right, the rum barely detectable. He carried her drink into his bedroom and knocked on the bathroom door.


  “How you doing?” Pete, on the floor next to the bathroom door, looked up at him and wagged his tail.


  Ed heard water splash inside.


  “I’m okay, I guess. I’m almost done. I look like a prune.”


  He chuckled. “That’s a sight I wouldn’t mind seeing,” he joked.


  “Well come on in, then.”


  He paused, not knowing whether he should take her up on the offer or not considering her condition. It amazed him that only a few hours before they discussed advancing their relationship, but he never imagined something like this so soon.


  “Uh, Mitch, you sure?”


  “I wouldn’t have said it if I didn’t mean it.”


  He took a deep breath and opened the door. Her eyes were closed, and she partially floated in the deep tub.


  He sat down on the edge and handed her the drink. “Here you go,” he said softly.


  She felt rather than looked for the tumbler. Their fingers touched as her hand wrapped around it, and she left them there, stroking the back of his hand.


  “Thank you.” She looked up at him, her eyes barely cracked open. “I want to finish that talk we started this morning.”


  He didn’t look away from her. That was the struggle of his life. In the time it took him to make the two strides from the doorway to the edge of the tub he’d taken in every inch of her body. The water made her hair look dark brown, and it stuck to her shoulders and molded to her head, framing her pretty, albeit tired face.


  In marked contrast to her deep tan, pale tan lines proved she didn’t sunbathe topless. Her firm breasts and taut nipples were highlighted by sparkling drops of water, her long legs inviting even though they were closed, the right one sensuously bent at the knee and resting against the other. She was beautiful, and he wanted her.


  “I told you we’d do this however you wanted to,” he said. He knew if he stayed in there with her much longer he wouldn’t be able to control himself no matter how much he cared about her. “But you’re going to have to put on a robe or something because I am only human, you know.” He smiled, trying to make a joke of it while forcing himself to ignore his cock’s urgent throbbing.


  “I won’t need a robe.” She took a sip of the drink and set it on the side of the tub. Then she sat up and took his hand in hers, bringing it to her cheek as she nuzzled it. Her eyes never left his. “I learned two things today.”


  He reached over and brushed her bangs away from her eyes. “What’s that?”


  “Life is short, and I need to quit being afraid to take risks.”


  “You went through a lot today, Mitch. Are you sure this isn’t just the stress and everything?”


  She shook her head. “No. This is something I’ve wanted to do for a long time, but I was too scared.” She stood up, pulling him with her. She stepped out of the tub and wrapped her arms around his neck, pressing her body against him as their lips met. Her nipples hardened as the cool air hit them.


  He felt dampness from her body seeping through his clothes as his hands roamed her back, caressing her, holding her. He quit worrying if she could feel his cock or not as she slowly wiggled her hips against him, making his bulge even harder.


  There was no way she could miss that.


  He kissed her gently, savoring the taste of her lips, the hint of the rum and Coke, the smell of his shampoo that she’d used.


  Mitch drew back and reached for the top button on his shirt, her hands fumbling for an almost imperceptible moment. Her fingers grew increasingly agile with each one until his shirt hung open. She pulled it free from his waistband and slipped her arms around him, her damp flesh cool against his flushed skin.


  Ed’s heart pounded in his chest. He reached down and nibbled her ear, not realizing they had slipped into a slow, steady swaying rhythm matching the beat of the jazz station playing on the stereo. She slipped the shirt off his shoulders and let it drop to the tile floor.


  With her assistance, he quickly shed the rest of his clothes, and they once again danced in place, quietly rocking together, savoring this first moment. His urgency passed with the realization she wanted him as much as he did her, but his cock rigidly proclaimed his emotions as it rubbed against her thigh. He let his hands skim down her sides to the sweet, firm, rounded curves of her ass.


  Mitch softly moaned into his mouth as he pulled her tightly against him. Her lips parted under his, welcoming his kiss.


  After a few minutes, she pulled away and stepped back into the tub. Ed needed no encouragement to follow her. He sat first, then reached up to her, drawing her close. They nestled together, nibbling, exploring each other’s faces with their lips, letting the moment slowly grow. He cupped her breasts in his hands, rubbing his thumbs over her nipples, turning them into taut peaks again. She buried her face against his neck, his arms holding her tightly against him, her breath hot against his skin.


  When he let his hands trail lower, down her belly and between her thighs, her legs parted for him. She moaned against his neck as his fingers parted her outer lips and stroked her clit. As she responded, he slipped a finger inside her, slowly stroked, her hips rocking in time with his motions.


  After a few minutes she pulled free and turned. Her hands slowly explored his body, making him gasp when they brushed the insides of his thighs. One cupped his balls, the other wrapped around his stiff cock. His shaft twitched in her hand as she slowly stroked him.


  He nipped at her earlobe. “You keep that up, I won’t be able to hold back,” he whispered into her ear. “Why don’t we go into the bedroom?” She nodded, and they left the steamy bathroom. Ed took a large, soft towel and carefully dried her, kissing each part of her body as he went. He watched her eyes flutter closed.


  “That’s wonderful,” she sighed.


  The bedroom faced west over the saw grass flats. The windows were open, allowing the late-summer sea breeze to cool them. Ed pulled the covers off the bed and they lay down, the crisp sheets and soft mattress obviously feeling good against her black-and-blue skin from the noises she made as she settled in. She nestled against him, his arm curled protectively around her. She closed her eyes and he enjoyed the wonderful mix of her particular scent, the vague hint of her cologne, the bath soap, the musky scent of her passion, all striving to freeze the moment in his mind.


  Ed softly, gently stroked his fingers against her skin, bringing quiet sighs of pleasure from her. Her hand drifted down between his legs and slowly stroked his cock, which immediately stiffened. By turning his head slightly, he could watch her face and her closed eyes. The minutes passed and her strokes grew fainter and fainter, her breathing deep and steady.


  Then a soft snore escaped her, confirming what he suspected, that the painkillers, rum and Coke, and hot bath combined with the day’s events had put her to sleep.


  Ed struggled to stifle his amused chuckles even though he couldn’t ignore the throbbing ache between his legs where her hand now limply rested. The bed felt soft, the breeze refreshing, and although it wasn’t exactly how he would have imagined their first encounter, it wasn’t a bad one even if it did leave him a little frustrated. He let his head fall back against the pillow and closed his eyes as he relished the feel of her warm skin against his.


  The sun dipped lower in the sky, painting the bedroom walls a bright orange as it descended below the ceiling of steely grey clouds still hovering over the Gulf. Crickets began their evening song, and out in the living room, Ed heard Margarita cry, “Mommy-bird! Mommy-bird!” Ed willed the bird to shut up and held his breath as Mitch muttered something in her sleep and shifted her position slightly, but didn’t wake up.


  Three hours after they went to bed, the sun finally sank below the horizon. Ed suppressed an amused laugh when Mitch’s eyes flew open and she struggled to remember where she was and how she got there. The disorientation was brief. She relaxed against his shoulder and closed her eyes again.


  “Oh, no. I’m so sorry. I guess I fell asleep.”


  He chuckled and kissed the top of her head. His urgency had passed in the first hour, after he dozed for a while. But he still wanted her. “It’s okay, hon. You were tired.”


  She snuggled closer against him. He felt his desire return with a vengeance when his stomach suddenly decided to announce its need, gurgling loudly in the quiet of the darkened room.


  They both laughed and he hugged her tightly to him. “Oh, Mitch. I love you. And as horny as I am, it’s hard to make love on an empty stomach.”


  She paused, stifling her giggles. “You don’t know how long I’ve wanted to hear those words.”


  “What? That I’m hungry, horny, or hopelessly in love?” He cocked his eyebrow at her and that did it. She collapsed against him, giggling.


  A sudden wetness against his shoulder made him look down. He saw the tears slipping from her eyes. He wrapped his arms around her and held her while she sobbed. The stress of day finally spilled out of her, and ten minutes later he handed her a couple of tissues out of a box on the nightstand.


  She sat up, still sniffling, and blew her nose. “Thanks.”


  Ed propped himself up on one elbow. “What do you say I go out to the kitchen and make us something to eat, and we turn on the TV in here and chow down under the covers? I’ll close the windows, turn up the AC, and we’ll cuddle.”


  She started to protest, offered to help, then surrendered with a smile. “You win.”


  “How does an omelet sound?”


  Her own stomach grumbled at the thought of food. “Wonderful!”


  


  * * * *


  


  He got up and slipped on a pair of shortssans underwear, she noticedand kissed her before heading to the kitchen.


  Mitch swung her legs over the side of the bed. Waves of pain assaulted her battered muscles and she involuntarily groaned. It took her a minute to get to her feet. She stiffly moved around the room and pulled on one of Ed’s T-shirts. She found the TV remote and slowly stretched before climbing back into bed.


  She was disappointed with herself, unable to believe that she actually fell asleep on Ed. Not a reflection of his skills by any means, but slightly embarrassing nevertheless. The network sitcoms failed to hold her interest and she finally turned on CNN.


  “Mitch? Dinner’s ready.”


  She started, then looked up at Ed’s beaming face. He carried a tray with their dinners and she realized that she’d dozed off again.


  “How long did I sleep?” she asked.


  He handed her the tray and sat down beside her. “Oh, only a couple of minutes. This time,” he added with a playful grin.


  “I’m so sorry”


  “Hey,” he cut her off, “you had a helluva day. You’re lucky you’re even alive.” He took her hand and kissed it. “I’m lucky you’re alive. I’m surprised you were even in the mood.”


  She grinned. “Wait’ll I get some food in me and see what happens.”


  “You’ll fall asleep on a full stomach?” Laughing, he ducked the pillow she tossed at him.


  


  * * * *


  


  The simple dinner tasted delicious. When she shifted position in bed, she involuntarily groaned.


  “You okay, hon?” he asked.


  “Just really stiff.”


  He cleared the dishes. “Lie down and I’ll give you a back rub.”


  “That sounds wonderful.” It took her a moment to change positions, and even though she now did want to fall asleep, the heat from his hands set her desire ablaze again. Ten minutes into it, she rolled over and sat up.


  “What’s wrong?” he asked.


  Mitch smiled. “Not a thing.” She leaned in, covering his mouth with hers. His lips felt warm and tender on hers, and she savored the feel of her fingers sliding through his hair. This was what she’d wanted, dreamed about, for years.


  Ignoring her aching muscles, she pushed Ed down to the bed and straddled his legs. His rigid cock, unrestrained by briefs, tented the fabric of his shorts. She teased him through the fabric, using her fingernails to trace every ridge. Then she hooked her fingers in the waistband and pulled them down and off his hips. She sat up so he could kick his legs free of them, and she tossed them off the bed.


  Mitch let out a sigh. “Perfect.” She leaned in and engulfed the head with her lips, her pussy clenching and growing wet at the sound of his moan. He grabbed two fistfuls of her hair.


  “More, baby. Please.”


  With one hand, she grabbed the base of his cock, slowly pumping it with her hand as she teased him with her tongue.


  His back arched and he let out a soft groan. She resisted his efforts to take him in deeper. Instead, she cupped his sac with her other hand. His musky scent filled her nose as drops of salty pre-cum rewarded her efforts.


  “That’s it,” he whispered.


  His husky tone spurred her on, and she slid her mouth farther down his rigid shaft. His cock felt hard, hot, like silky steel between her lips and in her hand. His balls drew up tight in her other hand as his shaft stiffened even more.


  “I’m gonna come, baby!”


  She went deep, swallowing, fisting his shaft faster and harder until she felt his juices explode in her mouth. Only after she knew he was completely spent did she release him. He softly stroked her hair while she nestled her cheek on his stomach and waited for him to recover.


  “How was that?” she softly asked.


  He let out a laugh she knew all too well. “You really have to ask?”


  She tipped her head back to look up at him, still uncertain. “Just making sure.”


  Carefully, he slipped out from under her and rolled her onto her back. He pushed the shirt open and bent his head to her left breast. She closed her eyes and moaned at the feel of his warm mouth teasing her. Every flick of his tongue sent more pulses of need straight to her pussy, which clenched in time with his ministrations.


  He resisted her attempts to hurry him and teased her nipples with his lips, back and forth, until she shook with passion. She felt her juices flowing, her labia and clit slick with them. When he finally moved and settled between her legs, her fingers entwined in his hair.


  “You’re so wet, baby,” he murmured, his breath brushing against her swollen clit and making her moan again. He flicked his tongue against her nub, making her moan.


  “Please!” she begged.


  “I’ve waited a long time for this,” he hoarsely said. “I’m not rushing.” He buried his face between her legs, his tongue exploring every inch of her slit, his nose brushing against her clit in a deliciously teasing way.


  She lost track of time. The first explosion rolled out of her, and she grabbed at the sheets as it felt like a supernova had gone off inside her. No one, not even the skilled John Tyne, had ever made her come like that.


  Ed wasn’t done. When she tried to push him away, he grabbed her hands and laced his fingers through hers, pinning her arms to the bed. She lifted her head to look at him. His playful blue gaze peered up at her over the swell of her mound before a smile crinkled the corners of his eyes. Then he closed them again and sucked on her clit, pulling another orgasm from her just as powerful as the first.


  She clamped down on his hands and held on through wave after wave of pleasure. It wasn’t until he finally released her with a gentle kiss to her navel that she could finally catch her breath.


  She grabbed him and pulled his mouth down to hers. The taste of her juices on his lips thrilled her. She was his, now. As long as he’d have her.


  Grabbing his cock, she tried to line it up with her slit when he stopped her and sat up. “Condoms?”


  Fuck! She shook her head. “I’m on the Pill. Plus, I got tested after I left John.”


  He grinned and bent down to kiss her again. This time when she found and wrapped her fingers around his cock, he let her position him, rubbing the once again engorged head up and down along her wet slit.


  Bracing his hands on the mattress on either side of her, his gaze never left hers as he slowly sank his cock deep inside her.


  “I love you, Mitch,” he whispered.


  She nodded. “I love you, too.” Tears of happiness welled up, unbidden. Mitch knew in her heart that she loved Ed, had loved him for years, and in the shadow of the terror from earlier in the day she finally felt a peace that had eluded her for years.


  With her arms wrapped around him, she kissed him and met him, thrust for thrust. She loved the way he stretched her, the feel of him sliding deep inside her body. His thrusts quickened, deepened, and she knew from the tensing of his face that his release was near. He groaned, cried out, and finally collapsed on her as she hugged him tightly to her, her fingers stroking his back.


  Later, he lay down beside her, their legs and fingers entwined, and talked for a while. They made love once more before falling into deep, satisfied sleep, their bodies pressed together like spoons.


  Chapter Twenty


  


  Jenna sat on her darkened balcony, drink in hand, deeply bothered and silently contemplating her situation. John appeared to be telling her the truth, but her conversation with Donna had sown the seeds of doubt in her mind. How much did she really know about the mysterious John Tyne?


  He had left a few minutes earlier. In the morning he would return and they would go to a car show in Kissimmee.


  He was a man she really felt she could eventually fall totally in love with. Perhaps she’d already started doing just that. Nevertheless, she didn’t want to make a mistake. She wanted to talk to his friends, get to know him through their eyes, but he’d rarely mentioned them much less invited her to meet them.


  Jenna tipped back her glass and drained the rest of her cocktail. It was late, and she needed to get to sleep. She went into the bedroom, turning the TV to the eleven o’clock news as she prepared for bed. She was undressing when the announcer caught her attention.


  “And the sleepy little Gulf coastal community of Aripeka, on the Pasco-Hernando county boarder, was rocked by a car bomb explosion today. For the second time in less than a week, charter boat captain Mitch Jackson is embroiled in an adventure right out of a crime novel.”


  Stunned, Jenna sat on the end of the bed and watched the report. “As you’ll recall, Ms. Jackson and her business partner, Ed Grey, recently discovered the body of suspected drug smuggler Julio Barres on the wreck of the fishing vessel, Emmerand. Also discovered on board were eighty kilos of cocaine.


  “Police will not comment on whether or not the bomb placed in Ms. Jackson’s Ford Bronco was related to the discovery last week, but an anonymous source at the Pasco County Sheriff’s Office did mention Ms. Jackson is in the process of filing for divorce from her estranged husband, John Tyne, a Tampa advertising executive. When asked for an official comment on this, the Pasco County Sheriff’s Office spokesman replied that any connection between the bombing and Mr. Tyne would be pure speculation at this time, but that they are following all possible leads.”


  Jenna felt numbness creeping in, her seeds of doubt now full-fledged saplings. Still, she had to know for sure. When the story finished she sat, unsure what action to take. John was on his way back to Tampa, a fact for which she now felt extremely grateful.


  She dialed directory assistance and requested Mitch’s number. She wrote it down on the pad next to the phone and stared at it, wrestling with the decision to call or wait until morning. She finally decided to wait and went to bed, tossing and turning for a long time before finally succumbing to sleep.


  


  * * * *


  


  In the CD player, Meat Loaf was belting out “Paradise by the Dashboard Light.” John sang along at the top of his lungs. What he lacked in tone, he made up for in volume.


  He drove the speed limit, in no hurry to get home. I-4 was practically deserted, the night was clear, and his heart felt light. “Bill” had proven quite reliable in the past. John was sure today would be no exception. Before John dropped the keys in the mail slot of the deserted-looking house in Hyde Park, he had carefully wiped them to remove all traces of his fingerprints.


  By now, at least one of his worries should be taken care of.


  He almost ignored his cell phone when it beeped, then finally decided to answer it on the fourth ring.


  “Yes?”


  The male voice on the other line wasn’t familiar, but the password was.


  “Jack, this is Bill.”


  John immediately knew something went wrong. He silenced Meat Loaf in the middle of his prayers for the end of time.


  “What happened?”


  


  * * * *


  


  John pulled into the rest stop near Lakeland and considered his options. For the past ten miles, since getting the call from Bill, he’d made sure he wasn’t being followed, pulling off and reentering at three different exits, looking for tails.


  He got out of the car and stretched, wondering how to handle the situation he knew faced him in Tampa. Undoubtedly, there would be police at the Carrollwood house waiting to question him. At least he had Jenna as his alibi. Now that something had gone wrong, the number he’d dialed would no longer be valid, and he’d dumped the throwaway phone at one of his earlier stops, but there was still the “what-if” factor to deal with.


  He used the bathroom and returned to the car. It would be a simple matter to disable the Porsche’s engine and call AAA to come get him. He had the premium program that would pay to tow it back to Orlando. Even though the dealership he’d bought it from was in Tampa, it would provide an extra alibi for him and buy valuable planning time before his eventual meeting with investigators.


  In the back of the Porsche he kept a small tool kit. He found just what he needed, a jumper wire about ten inches long with small alligator clips on each end. John looked around, saw no one watching, and popped the hood. It was a quick matter to locate the car’s electronic brain and short-circuit it. He felt a slight pang of remorse and silently apologized to the expensive machine, then tried to crank it. There was no spark. It wouldn’t fire off.


  Perfect.


  An older couple in a wheezing Chevy station wagon loaded to the gills with luggage pulled in two spaces from him. The man asked him if he needed any help, but John waved him off.


  “That’s okay. I’m going to call the auto club. They’ll tow me back, but thank you for the offer.”


  The man nodded. “No problem.”


  Excellent. Another alibi.


  He placed the call. The wrecker arrived thirty minutes later. On the way back to Orlando, he called Jenna on his cell phone. When she answered, her voice sounded deep and thick with sleep.


  “Hello?”


  “Hi, sweetie. It’s me.”


  There was a pause. “John? What’s wrong?”


  “Oh, the Porsche broke down on me. I’m having it towed back to Orlando. I hate to wake you up like this, but could you pick me up at the dealership and take me back to my condo?”


  “Hold on.” He heard her rummage for a pen in the drawer of the bedside table. “Okay, give me the address.”


  He read her the address and she recited it back to him. “I’ll call you when we’re almost there. I’m sorry, Jenna.”


  “No, it’s okay. Do you want to stay here tonight?”


  It was almost too perfect. “You wouldn’t mind?”


  “Of course not. I’ll see you in a little while.”


  He hung up the phone and smiled. The tow truck driver looked over at him.


  “Boy, that girl of yours must be a real saint,” he laughed. “My wife’d be pissed at me, I called her this time of night. She’d tell me take a cab or hitch.”


  John smiled. “Oh, she’s a real angel.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Jenna stared at the ceiling for a moment. Thank God John hadn’t been there while the news was on. Sometimes he made her feel like he could read her mind, and her suspicions were something she didn’t want him to know about. Not yet, at least.


  She started a pot of coffee and pulled on a comfortable pair of shorts and a T-shirt to await his call.


  Chapter Twenty-One


  


  Mitch awoke before dawn the next morning to a raging headache and an empty bed. She tried sitting up to look at the alarm clock and nearly screamed from the pain in her aching muscles. She finally managed it, and saw a note, a glass of water, and her bottle of Percocet sitting on the bedside table.


  The note was in Ed’s neat print.


  Mitch, sleep today. I’ve already rescheduled today’s charter for next week. The deputies are still downstairs. Relax and get some rest. I’ll be back in a couple of hours. I love you. Ed.


  Her hand caressed the last line.


  I love you.


  Mitch took one Percocet and chased it with several gulps of water. She started to stand and thought better of it. The thought of lying back down so the medicine could work looked like a pretty good idea.


  I’ll just close my eyes for a few minutes.


  When she opened them again, bright sunlight filled the room and she smelled bacon frying in the kitchen. Starting with her feet and ankles, she began carefully stretching, trying to work the pain and stiffness out of her protesting muscles. She finally got to her feet just as Ed walked in the door carrying a tray loaded with food.


  “Hey, you’re awake.” He set the tray on the bedside table and kissed her.


  “If you can call it that. What time is it anyway?”


  “Well, I went to the shop a little before six, made some calls, and got back here about seven thirty. You were sawing logs like we were preparing for a blizzard.” He laughed. “It’s almost nine now.”


  “Nine? Holy crap.”


  “Well, you had a rather hard day yesterday. Let’s be realistic.”


  She snickered, unable to resist the opening. “Well, a hard night, at least.”


  He grinned. “No, I had the hard night.” He wrapped his arms around her and carefully hugged her before sitting next to her. “You feeling okay?”


  She nodded. “Stiffer than hell.” She looked up at him. He cocked his eyebrow at her and the laughter came again.


  He finally stood up. “You know, we really need to quit doing this or we’ll never get anything done.” He smiled. “You ready for breakfast?”


  Her stomach growled in response. “Absolutely.”


  Ed turned on the TV, and they ate in bed. The phone rang and Ed walked out into the living room to listen to the recorder. When Sam Caster started to leave his phone number, Ed picked up and talked to him.


  “Okay, see you then. Bye.” He hung up and walked back into the bedroom. “Sam wants to get official statements from both of us this afternoon.”


  Mitch groaned. “Ugh. When?”


  Ed transferred the tray to the floor and stretched out next to her, propped up on one arm. “Not until one.”


  She smiled. “One?”


  He nodded. “Four hours.”


  “I think they’ll fly by.”


  She giggled as she reached up and drew his lips down to hers. She felt his cock immediately harden against her hip through his shorts. He quickly shucked them and sat up, straddling her.


  “What do you want to do to kill the time?” he asked, his blue eyes playfully twinkling.


  “I can think of sixty-nine things off the top of my head.”


  He arched an eyebrow at her. “Oh, really?” He changed position, pinning her to the bed as he buried his face between her legs. That left his stiff cock bobbing right over her lips.


  She dug her fingers into his ass and pulled him down so she could reach him. First she laved her tongue over his balls, gently sucking on them and making him moan against her clit. When she captured his cock and sucked it deep into her mouth, he moaned again, louder this time, the delicious vibrations of his voice rumbling through her clit and triggering her first orgasm.


  His cock twitched in her mouth as he knew he had her and kept her coming over and over again. He furiously worked her swollen clit with his tongue as wave after wave of pleasure crashed over her. She wanted to make him come, but he seemed to be holding back and focusing on her.


  Giving up, she closed her eyes and succumbed to his mouth, barely able to do more than hang on for the ride and suck his cock as he had his way with her.


  When she thought she couldn’t take it anymore, he sat up and switched positions again. He slung her legs over his shoulders, his gaze burning into hers as he rubbed his cock along her slit.


  “You want this?” he hoarsely asked.


  She eagerly nodded, her body still trembling from the last orgasm.


  He plunged in, deep and hard, triggering one more orgasm from her that made her cry out.


  “That’s it, baby,” he said with a grunt. He fucked her hard and fast, trying to catch up with her, driving her up the bed until his body tensed and he let out a cry of his own.


  Breathless, he limply collapsed on top of her. She wrapped her legs and arms around him, holding him, never wanting to let go.


  


  * * * *


  


  They drove into the sheriff’s department parking lot a little before one. They were getting out of Ed’s truck when Ron pulled in next to them.


  “So, Fireball Jackson, how are you feeling?”


  “Really stiff, but I think I’ll live long enough to make John’s life miserable.”


  Ron laughed. “All kidding aside, Mitch, you really shouldn’t go around saying that. We don’t have any proof that he’s behind this, and it leaves you wide open to a lawsuit. Besides, he might decide to get nasty about the divorce if you cause him too much trouble.”


  “Well, we certainly don’t want that,” Ed said as he caressed her hand.


  Ron paused. After studying them for a brief moment, a broad smile broke across his face. “Ooohhhh. AAAHHHHhhhh. Congratulations! It’s about damn time the two of you got together.”


  Ed laughed. “Now, Ron, how could you possibly know that?”


  “Because the two of you look like you just got laid.”


  “Ron!” Mitch gasped in feigned shock, then laughed.


  Ed glanced at his watch, trying to hide his embarrassment. “We really ought to be getting inside. Sam’s waiting for us.”


  Sam led them to a conference room and got them situated. A tape recorder sat on the table, and he set it up to record their statements. He started with Mitch, then Ed, leading them through the events of the afternoon and their thoughts on the motive behind the attack. When they finished, Sam reached over and hit the stop switch on the recorder and sat back, rubbing his eyes.


  “I hate to tell you this, but if I took this to the State Attorney’s office, he’d laugh me right out of there, regardless of whether or not he believed any of it.”


  “Sam, I know there used to be a spare set of keys to the Bronco at the house. He could have given them to someone to get into it. He did it. I know it.”


  “There just isn’t enough for us to get a search warrant. And the damn thing is, by the time he finally gets home, it’ll be too late for us to get one. He might have already disposed of any evidence.”


  Ed felt furious. In the time it took for Sam to talk to them, he had convinced himself that John Tyne probably was behind the attempt on Mitch’s life. “Sam, isn’t there something you can do?”


  The detective shrugged. “He has an alibi. By looking at the divorce decree, no jury is going to believe that angle. Our hands are tied.”


  The divorce decree. Mitch had an idea.


  “Ron,” she started, “since I don’t have a signed decree from John, and there’s been no formal judgment, and since there aren’t any restrictions on me going into the house, legally, anything I took from there would be mine, right?”


  Sam quickly stood up. “Whoa! Hold it right there. I don’t want to hear any more of this. If you come to me later on with some concrete proof that John’s involved in something illegal, then I’ll see where I can go with it. But I don’t want to be any part of a plan to gather that evidence in case I can use it. His lawyer would try to get it thrown out on some technicality, saying we were trying to entrap him, or using husband-wife privilege, or some bullshit. You bring me something I can use and I’ll take it from there.” He stood and left the room.


  As soon as the door shut behind Sam, Ed was the first to speak. “No. Absolutely not. N-O.”


  “Ed, wait a minute.”


  “She’s got a point,” Ron interjected. “John could try to argue that since she’d moved out and signed the agreement it wasn’t legal, but since she did originally install the computer she could possibly claim she was trying to get some information she’d left on it.”


  “But what if he is the one who tried to kill her? What if he tries again? What if he comes home while she’s there? No!”


  Mitch’s face grew hard and cold. “This is my decision to make. I’m going to do it.”


  “But Mitch,” Ed tried to argue.


  She silenced him with a steely gaze he’d seen before, one that meant arguing with her would prove futile.


  He sighed in resignation. “I’m going with you.”


  She shook her head. “No. You can’t. He’s such a neat nut, if the slightest thing is out of place, he’ll know immediately. Besides, I need you at my house to run my computer.”


  Both men looked at her.


  “If there’s anything to find, it’s going to be in John’s computer. He’s compulsive about stuff like that. I just know that he would have the information there, somewhere. It might take a little looking to find it, but it’ll be there.”


  Chapter Twenty-Two


  


  Ed sat on Mitch’s couch and watched her pack two portable hard drives, a small spiral notebook, and writeable CDs into a duffel bag. Her mouth was set in a hard, grim line, determined to finish what she’d started. She disappeared into her office and returned with her 9mm and a shoulder holster. He noticed when she removed the magazine containing the regular lead slugs and replaced it with the one loaded with silver-tipped hollow-points. The spare clip she dropped into the duffel bag. Extra insurance.


  God help whoever she uses that on.


  “I’ll go and sit in the truck and wait for you.”


  She shook her head and slipped the holster on. A loose, long-sleeved shirt covered the telltale bulge and allowed her easy access to the weapon. She had a concealed weapons permit, so at least it was legal. “I need to do this my way, Ed.” She walked over and sat down next to him on the couch.


  “Your way is stupid and stubborn.”


  She arched an eyebrow at him. “Is this where you start saying I’m acting like a stupid woman on TV?”


  “Exactly.”


  “I can handle myself.”


  “I didn’t say you can’t, but Jesus H. Christ, you nearly died!”


  “And that’s why I want to be the one fucking him over. I have every right to do this after what he tried to do to me.”


  “That’s not going to help if he kills you!”


  Her gaze turned stony. “He shows up at the house while I’m there, I’ll put a bullet through the fucker’s head.”


  Impasse.


  They sat there staring at each other for a long moment. Finally, he leaned over and kissed her, reaching around behind her and pulling her against him. When he sat back he brushed her bangs out of her eyes.


  “I love you, Mitch.”


  She smiled, her eyes bright. “I love you, too, Ed.”


  He carried her duffel bag down to his truck and opened the door for her.


  “Be careful, hon, okay?” He leaned forward and kissed her once more. “You checked to make sure your cell phone’s charged up?”


  She nodded. “I’m as ready as I’ll ever be.”


  “How are you going to get in? I thought you gave him back his keys?”


  She smiled and held up the garage door opener. “I’m sure he hasn’t changed the codes.”


  She drove off, watching Ed in the rearview mirror until she turned the corner. Her stomach felt like one big knot as she quickly made the drive to Tampa. In her mind, she played out several scenarios, the worst being John returning while she was in the middle of the download. If that happened and he tried to do anything, she’d have to defend herself. She had no doubts he could physically overcome her if he tried. He was bigger and stronger than her. As a final recourse, she would shoot him.


  She loosened up a little when she drove by the house the first time and found the driveway empty and the lights off. A block away she turned around and drove by again, slowing as she approached. Pointing the door opener at the garage, she pressed the button. The door smoothly slid up on its tracks. She didn’t realize she was holding her breath until she let it out after seeing the empty garage.


  Mitch drove Ed’s F150 into the garage and closed the garage door behind her. Just inside the kitchen door she stopped until her eyes adjusted to the shadows. John always kept the curtains drawn, turning what could have been a bright, cheery home into a virtual tomb. It had been a point of contention between them during their marriage.


  She made her way to John’s den and turned on the small desk lamp next to the computer. Everything was off except for the printer. She turned the computer on and booted the system.


  From what she could see, he still ran the same software and all his passwords appeared to be the same. She pulled up his File Manager and scanned the directories before pulling her cell phone out of the duffel bag and calling Ed. He picked up on the first ring.


  “Hello?”


  “It’s me.” She heard his sigh of relief.


  “You okay?”


  She propped the phone in the crook of her neck as she typed commands into the computer. “Yeah, I’m fine. I’m going through his system now. I…hold on.”


  “What? What’s wrong?”


  “Hold on a second, Ed.” Mitch spotted a directory labeled “journ” and smiled. If John really was still doing things the same old way, that might just be all she needed to find. “I just found his journal, I think.” She opened the directory and looked at the individual files. They all ended with “.doc,” indicating they were files from his word processor.


  “Bingo,” she whispered more to herself than Ed.


  “What? What did you find?”


  “I just found some files I think are his journals.”


  “Is that a good thing?”


  “Depends on what I find in them.” She hooked up the external hard drive and started copying everything. She started scrolling through his network files when she found something interesting. “Ed, go fire up my computer.”


  “Why?”


  “I found something interesting here. I want to see if I can access it from my computer.”


  “Just a minute. Okay, it’s online.”


  Mitch pulled up the files on her end, then rifled John’s file cabinet and found hard copies of all the procedures and passwords. “Go to this URL” She recited the address and Ed typed it in.


  “It’s asking me for a user name and password.”


  Mitch read what was in the file and heard Ed type them in.


  “Holy shit!”


  “What is it Ed?”


  “I don’t know.” She heard keys tapping, “I’m not sure. It’s some sort of tracking program. Almost looks like it might be tied in through GPS or something. Reminds me of my friend Ken, the trucker? He had a computer on board his rig. The company he drove for could track him through it. It looks something like that.”


  “What’s it tracking?”


  “Boats, I’m assuming. Most of the targets are in the Gulf or the Caribbean.”


  “Bookmark that main page Ed.”


  “Done.”


  Mitch jotted down the information in her notebook. Then she found another notation in his files and gave Ed that URL, too. “Does it identify the server or anything?”


  “No. Just asks for user and password information.”


  Mitch searched through the files. John was infamous for documenting everything, including passwords. At least, he was when she was with him. “Try this” and read him the information.


  He typed it in. “I’m in.”


  “What is it?”


  “I’m not sure yet.” She heard more tapping. “I can’t make heads or tails of this. It’s…I don’t know. We need Ron over here to look at this. It’s account info or something.”


  “What kind of account?”


  “Bank accounts, I think. Hold on a second.” He put the phone down and a minute later picked back up. “It looks like it’s a site in the Caymans, if that tells you anything.”


  “That tells me more than I need to know, I think.” She told Ed she’d call him back when she was finished and hung up to finish the rest of the work on John’s computer.


  It took her about an hour. She made two backups of the hard drive and went through his CDs and made copies of data on those, too. During the wait, she rifled his filing cabinet and found the hard copies of all his passwords and user names. While looking through his directories she found another mainframe access program and quickly copied all his login information and passwords. When she finished, she quickly packed her duffel and carefully rearranged the desk so everything was where he’d left it.


  Her nerves felt so jangled she almost screamed when his fax machine rang. A nervous laugh escaped her and she leaned over to see what it was. At first, it didn’t make any sense. But as she read further, while a total of three sheets popped out one by one, she smiled. Coming from a sender in Texas, they’d sent a list of dates, numbers and codes that looked familiar.


  Someone had just made a boo-boo.


  A big boo-boo.


  And the plain paper fax was equipped with a “copy” function.


  Her luck had just changed.


  She tucked the papers in her bag with the other items. Then she looked over the desk with the feeling she’d forgotten something. Finally attributing it to nerves, she turned off the lamp and made her way back to the kitchen in the deepening gloom.


  Before she stepped out into the garage, she took one last look behind her at the house with the feeling it was the last time she would ever set foot in it. A small part of her was saddened by that proposition. Conflicting memories waged war within her, and she thought back to the first Christmas she’d spent there with John. It had been a good time for her, a happy time, so much different than a few months later when she walked in and found him screwing the blonde.


  Mitch tossed her duffel bag onto the seat and climbed into the truck, slamming down the locks before opening the garage door. She practically held her breath as the door slid up on its tracks and relief didn’t wash over her until it closed behind her and she was safely on her way home. She put the garage door opener in her purse.


  Then she smacked her forehead. She should have taken a picture of the Emmerand photo with her cell phone, but she forgot.


  I’m not going back for that. Too risky.


  She called Ed.


  “What the hell have you been doing?” he yelled in her ear. “I’ve been worried sick!”


  “Well, hello to you, too!”


  She heard him sigh. “I’m sorry, hon, but it’s just that I’ve been sitting here waiting to hear from you.” His tone changed as his worry abated. “Well, did you get everything?”


  “I think so. We’ll have to wait until I get back to see though. I made two complete backups, plus copied some stuff off some CDs he had. Hopefully, I’ll be able to find something to concretely tie him to the Emmerand. And guess what?”


  “What?”


  “You need to take a look at an interesting fax that arrived while I was there. I made a copy.”


  “Good girl!”


  “And I have a hunch if John’s still as anal-retentive about keeping records as he always was, we’ll find something. If he is involved. Then I’ll turn it all over to the police.”


  There was a long pause from Ed. Mitch was about to ask if he was okay when he spoke. “I really worried about you, sweetie.”


  She felt a warm, fuzzy tingle inside her, and realized how good it felt to finally be able to admit it was love. “I love you, Ed.”


  “I love you, too, Mitch. Hurry home.” She thumbed the end button and dropped the phone on the seat, a big smile on her face.


  Chapter Twenty-Three


  


  The television was nothing more than background noise to Kenny Schoenborn as he sat on his sofa, Romeo’s case file spread out around him, covering the coffee table, the sofa, and his lap. Interviews in Ybor City brought forth two witnesses who’d seen Denise Stanley in a bar on Seventh, but no one had seen when she left or who she might have left with. Apparently, once she stepped out that door, she seemed to have stepped into Romeo’s arms and off the face of the planet.


  Kenny knew he was taking this case far too personally, at least too much so for his early involvement in it. Friday afternoon, he finally took George’s advice and scheduled an appointment to talk to the staff psychologist Monday morning. The dreams of Jenny were coming hard and strong every night now, and it’d been over a week since his last good night of sleep.


  He tossed the file onto the table and stood. All day long he’d felt nervous, jumpy, wanting to do something. He finally gave in and drove to Ybor City and walked to the bar Stanley had last been seen at.


  It was early evening. The crowds were still light, but growing in ever-increasing numbers as night fell. Kenny sat on a bench directly outside the bar and watched the street, trying to feel what Romeo felt.


  Where did he meet her? Inside or outside?


  Until now, there had been no witnesses of his approach to a victim. Kenny supposed Romeo met her outside. But how did he first see her?


  Kenny had to turn to watch the door to the bar. No, it wouldn’t be from there. He stood up, looked around, and spied an overhang in front of a club across the street. It was obvious in the deepening shadows that someone could lurk there in relative obscurity. Kenny crossed Seventh and looked back across. It felt right, somehow. He wasn’t sure why, but it just felt right.


  He sighed and looked down at the concrete. If only…if only…if only.


  Then, suddenly, he felt his heart pound. Down on the ground, wedged behind a downspout off the corner of the awning, lay two boiled peanut shells.


  His car was around the corner. He ran to it and grabbed a small plastic evidence bag, returned, and scooped up the shells and bagged them. They were valuable if for nothing else than to show where their boy stood when he first spotted Stanley.


  Kenny ran them down to headquarters, logged them in as evidence, and sent them to the lab for testing. Maybe they could get a DNA sample. Not likely, but Kenny was always a strong believer in long shots.


  On his drive home his heart didn’t feel any lighter, but a glimmer of hope had insinuated itself there. He pored over the case file again until almost midnight, when his eyes finally started blurring. He went to bed and drifted into a tenuous sleep, haunted by images of Jenny and faces from the case file.


  Chapter Twenty-Four


  


  Jenna was still asleep eight o’clock Saturday morning when John quietly padded out to the kitchen in his bare feet to make a pot of coffee. She’d been unusually quiet when she picked him up at the dealership the night before.


  While waiting for the coffee to brew, he sat on the couch in the living room and turned on the TV. There wasn’t much on besides cartoons and sports, so he tuned to CNN. Nothing interested him until a Florida story came on.


  “In other news, the small Gulf Coast Florida town of Aripeka was rocked yesterday by a car bomb. For the second time in a week, Mitch Jackson, a charter boat captain, was involved in an incredible movie-like drama when a car bomb exploded in her vehicle late Friday afternoon…”


  John shook his head in disgust.


  Leave it to Mitch to forget her purse. She always was forgetful.


  He heard the toilet flushed in the master bathroom and quickly changed the channel. This wasn’t exactly the type of thing he wanted to talk to Jenna about right now. It would be bad enough when he had to talk to the police. And he wanted her to see his reaction when he “first” heard about Mitch’s tragic misfortune.


  He cursed the bad luck that made her file for divorce when she did, but at least he did have the decree to use in his defense. If she’d been silly enough to ask for alimony, his ass really would have been in a sling.


  A yawning Jenna drifted into the living room, an oversized T-shirt hanging almost to her knees.


  “Good morning,” he greeted her. She leaned over the back of the sofa to kiss him on the top of the head.


  “Morning. Is that coffee I smell?” She wandered into the kitchen.


  He followed her. “Sure is. Feel like going out for a bite to eat?”


  She poured two mugs of coffee. “When do you need to get to the dealership?”


  He glanced at the clock. “Oh, probably about ten or so.”


  Jenna sipped her coffee. “Okay, that sounds good. Do you want to run by your condo first?”


  He shook his head. “No, I’ve got everything I need.” He took his coffee with him into the master bathroom and shaved. He didn’t want to stop by the condo in case there were police waiting there for him.


  When he finished he made way for Jenna to get ready and went into the den to get his laptop. Carrying it back into the kitchen, he set it up on the breakfast bar next and quickly accessed his server. It only took a few minutes to attend to his business. By the time Jenna emerged from the bedroom, he was offline and ready to go.


  


  * * * *


  


  They ate a leisurely breakfast at a small cafe near Jenna’s apartment, then drove to the dealership. He talked with the service manager, who promised him the car on Monday afternoon, then arranged another Porsche as a loner. John told Jenna he’d meet her back at her apartment. Once she left, he drove to his condo and was pleased to find no one waiting for him. There was a message on the answering machine at the Carrollwood house from detective Sam Caster in Pasco County. He jotted the number down and made a mental note to call it from Jenna’s.


  


  * * * *


  


  Jenna drove off with a small sense of relief. She remembered Mitch’s number was written on the notepad next to the phone, and prayed John hadn’t spotted it when he went into the den. She hurried home and ripped the top page off the pad, studying it for a moment.


  Finally, she reached for the phone and dialed the number, her stomach knotting when the phone rang on the other end. After the second ring, a machine answered.


  “Hi, this is Mitch. We can’t come to the phone right now, but please leave your name and number”


  Jenna paused, almost hung up, then decided to leave a message. She gave her cell number instead of the apartment number. She didn’t want John to overhear if Mitch returned the call. She could silence her cell phone easily without him seeing the number.


  She hung up the phone and tucked the paper into her daily organizer. Her thoughts waffled between believing John was completely up front with her, and worrying that she was in over her head with a man who might have tried to kill his wife. Unfortunately, answers would have to wait until later.


  John arrived a half hour later, a frown on his face.


  “What’s wrong?” she asked.


  He shook his head. “I don’t know. I had a message on my machine at the Tampa house to call a Pasco County Sheriff’s Office detective.” He perched on a barstool and grabbed her cordless phone.


  Jenna walked into the kitchen and washed the coffee mugs from that morning. “What do you think it’s about?” Her heart raced. Instinct told her it was about the bombing, but John appeared totally unaware anything was wrong.


  “I can’t think of what it would be, unless something’s happened to Mitch.” He dialed the phone. “I mean, legally, I am still her husband, even though she’s filing for divorce.”


  He paused when someone answered the phone. “Yes, ma’am. Detective Caster left a message for me to call him? Thank you.”


  He was put on hold for a moment, and took the opportunity to put the phone on speaker mode.


  A man came on the line. “Sam Caster.”


  “Hello? This is John Tyne. You left a message on my machine.”


  “Yes sir. I’m calling about your wife, Michelle Jackson.”


  “What happened? Is she okay?”


  “She’s extremely lucky. Someone blew up her vehicle yesterday.”


  Jenna watched his face. He seemed to be genuinely shocked.


  “That’s terrible! Is she okay?”


  “Bumps and bruises, scrapes, nothing serious.”


  “That’s a relief. Who did it?”


  “That’s what we’re trying to find out. Where were you yesterday?”


  Disbelief registered on his face. “Where was I? Well, I was in Orlando yesterday. Then I started driving back to Tampa last night and my car died at the Lakeland rest stop on I-4. I had it towed back to Orlando.”


  With horrifying clarity, Jenna realized she was John’s alibi.


  “I thought you lived in Tampa,” the detective said. “Why would you have your car towed to Orlando?”


  “Actually, I’ve got a condo here, where I spend most of my time. And my girlfriend lives here.” He glanced at Jenna and winked. Somehow, the action disturbed her.


  “Ah, I see,” Caster said. “Do you have any witnesses who will testify to you being in Orlando?”


  “Well, I spent the day with Jenna, and she’s right here. I’m calling you from her apartment. I spent the night here.”


  “And her full name is?”


  “Jenna Stephens.” He spelled it for the detective as well as gave him her address and phone numbers.


  “Okay, thank you. I’m going to need both of you to come in and give a formal statement. As soon as possible.”


  John looked at Jenna and shrugged. “Tomorrow?” he silently mouthed. She nodded. “Can we come in tomorrow? We’d made plans for today.”


  They heard papers rustling on the other end of the line. “Eleven o’clock. Sorry to bring you in on a weekend, but I need to get your statement.” He gave directions to the New Port Richey Sheriff’s office. “Oh, and I need you to bring your towing receipts and any other paperwork that will show where you were. I’ll need to talk to the tow truck driver, too.” The detective said good-bye with little fanfare. John ended the call.


  “That’s horrible!” Jenna exclaimed, hoping she sounded appropriately surprised. “Why would someone want to do something like that?”


  John shook his head. “I wonder if it had something to do with that boat she found.”


  


  * * * *


  


  They went to the car show as planned. It was difficult for Jenna to keep her mind off Mitch and the bombing. What if John was behind it? What if he led a completely different life than the one he portrayed to her?


  “What’s wrong?” John stared at her from across the table. They had stopped at a little sidewalk cafe for lunch.


  She forced a weak smile. “Nothing, I’m sorry. I’ve got a headache coming on.”


  “You want to go home?”


  Jenna shook her head. “No, I’m okay. I’ve got aspirin in my purse. When the waiter brings us our drinks, I’ll take some.”


  The conversation remained light during the meal. They finished their tour of the car show, Jenna doing her best to pay attention to John. He took her out to dinner, and then home.


  “Look, if you want to, why don’t you go to bed?” he asked. “I’ve got some work I need to do. I’ll just go over to my place. It’ll take us a couple of hours to get over to New Port Richey tomorrow, so I’ll pick you up here at seven, we’ll grab a quick bite on the road, and be there with plenty of time to spare. Sound good?”


  She nodded. “Okay. I appreciate it.”


  “No problem.” He gathered up his things and kissed her good-bye before leaving.


  


  * * * *


  


  Through the window, Jenna watched John pull out of the parking lot. Once she was sure he’d left, she went to her desk. She’d locked her cell in it before leaving that morning. Scrolling through the missed call log, she was disappointed to find no return call from Mitch. That didn’t necessarily mean anything. Mitch might not be at home or had not had a chance to check her messages.


  But now that she had started the quest for more information, Jenna was going to see it through to its conclusion.


  


  * * * *


  


  John felt the tension building inside him all day long, ever since the call to Sam Caster. The need had returned with a vengeance. Orlando was prime hunting ground for him, full of transients, vacationers, and, of course, prostitutes.


  He did go back to his condo, but only long enough to take a quick shower, change his clothes, and drop off his things. He preferred traveling light on his hunting trips.


  Chapter Twenty-Five


  


  John rotated his haunts the same way he rotated his cities. International Drive was extremely promising for finding suitable prey. But he journeyed north instead to Church Street, where he parked in one of the city lots under I-4. Passing Church Street Station, he walked several blocks farther to a club he’d heard about a few months earlier. At the front door he paid the cover charge and walked inside the loud, dimly lit bar.


  He held no appreciation for the tastefully decorated club, with its ornate brass and oak bar, engraved mirrors, and elegant oak paneling. He ordered a beer and went to a table in the far corner, allowing him a good view of the entire room. Scanning the patrons, he saw no prospects. Several attractive single women, but the signals they sent weren’t the ones he sought. He wanted someone vulnerable, reachable.


  The women at the bar he could have taken home and had sex with, if his need hadn’t been so great. But for the hunt he needed prey, and these women were many things, but not prey.


  As he nursed his second beer, a different waitress walked up to check on him. She was young, maybe in her late twenties, with shoulder-length light auburn hair. The faint flowering of a bruise high up on her right cheek had barely been concealed by makeup.


  “Can I get you another drink?” Her green eyes skipped everywhere but his face. Her voice sounded clear, but timid.


  The image of a gun-shy doe came to mind.


  He put on a kind, friendly smile and looked directly into her eyes. “I think I’ve had enough to drink for the evening. What do you have in the way of food?”


  He knew. He’d looked over the menu and practically memorized it. The food was typical sports bar fare, but they even offered boiled peanuts, an unusual item in a bar. He took that as an omen and listened to her, as if enraptured, waiting until she finished to make his choice.


  “I’ll take a cheeseburger, please. Rare. With an order of fries and a Diet Coke.”


  She took his order and practically scurried back to the bar.


  This was interesting. Dangerous, but interesting. As a rule, he never selected employees because their absence was generally quickly detected. It also increased the risk of someone spotting him. But this girl was the one. Her every action spoke victim as clearly as the bruise on her face branded her one.


  Under different circumstances, he would gladly teach the man who beat her a lesson. But not now, when the need burned brightly inside him. There was never an excuse for such brutality. Tactics of brute force were for the weak of mind and skill. A man who beat women had to prove his superiority with his fists. John, secure with his manhood, never felt the urge to do that. He never viewed himself in the same class with batterers.


  He was a hunter, his kills quick and clean.


  He watched her work. Her name was Melody, and she jumped every time someone called her name to pick up an order. She brought his fresh drink. When she placed a coaster on his table, he reached out and gently took her hand, examining an ugly purple bruise on her right forearm. He looked up at her. This was the moment of truth.


  “That must have been a bad accident. Your arm and your cheek.” Relentlessly, he stared directly into her eyes.


  Melody’s face flushed bright red, but she made no attempt to pull away from him. She nodded, speechless.


  He let the silence hang in the air between them for a long moment. Then, “Boyfriend or husband?”


  She didn’t answer at first. He turned her hand over, palm up, and softly stroked it with his other hand. She cringed, but still did not pull away. He was wrong about her age. If she was twenty-one, it was a miracle.


  Melody whispered, “Boyfriend.”


  “Why are you with someone who would do this to you?” He never broke eye contact with Melody, and was amazed the young girl didn’t pull away. She still held the serving tray, forgotten, in her left hand. The abuse must have started a short time ago. It was still a strange, new, unpleasant thing to her that she wanted to end, not an accepted price of love.


  “My parents hated him. They told me if I moved in with him, not to come back.”


  “How long has he beat you?”


  With this question her eyes left his and dropped to the table. “It’s the second time. The first time he promised he wouldn’t do it again. He promised this time, too,” she quickly added.


  “How long have you been with him?” The more questions she answered, the more she amazed him.


  “Three months,” she softly answered.


  That was the key. She wanted out, wanted back to her parents, but saw no other choice right now.


  Pride goeth before a fall.


  He patted Melody’s hand and sat back, releasing her. “When do you get off work?”


  Melody remembered the tray and placed his glass on the coaster in front of him with a shaky hand. “Eleven.”


  “How old are you?”


  “Twenty-one.” She stood there, apparently not wanting to move.


  Right on the money.


  He leaned forward again and took a sip of his drink. “You deserve better than this, Melody. You know that, don’t you?”


  She silently nodded.


  “Did you drive here tonight?”


  She nodded again.


  “I can help you, if you let me. He’ll never beat you again.”


  Hesitant hope flashed in her eyes. She was naive and trusting. Desperation did that to a person.


  John glanced at his watch. “I’ll meet you at the north entrance of Church Street Station at a quarter past eleven. I’ll wait five minutes.”


  “Melody, order up!”


  She turned to the kitchen window at the end of the bar and waved, then back to John. “Okay. I’ll be there.”


  He winked at her, and she scurried away to collect her order, which, it turned out, was his. She brought it to him, flashed him a hesitant smile, and went back to work.


  John watched her work. He noticed she would sometimes touch her right hand, as if to assure herself the earlier contact really happened. He finished his meal around ten o’clock and ordered one final thing before leaving.


  A bag of boiled peanuts.


  Chapter Twenty-Six


  


  Mitch parked under Ed’s house and exchanged brief greetings with the two deputies stationed there. She knew Sam Caster would give her hell for leaving the way she did, but it’d been worth it. She grabbed her duffel bag and locked the truck. Pete bounded downstairs, and she took a moment to pet him before slowly climbing the stairs. She still felt stiff and sore from the day before.


  Ed held the door open for her, immediately taking her duffel and kissing her on the lips. “I can’t tell you how glad I am to see you.”


  A delicious smell from the kitchen set her stomach growling. “Have you been busy?” She paused her trek to the kitchen when she spied Margarita’s big cage occupying a corner of the living room formerly reserved for a large, potted ficus tree. The macaw was bouncing up and down on top of it.


  “Mommy-bird! Mommy-biiiirrrrd!”


  Mitch turned to Ed, laughing. “What army did you get to help you move that thing?” The iron cage sat on rollers, but it was difficult for one person to lift and carry its bulky weight.


  He smiled, proud of himself. “Ron helped me.” He frowned, worried. “I hope you don’t mind.”


  She put her arms around his waist and kissed him. “No, I don’t mind at all. It’s a very sweet gesture. I’m sure Margarita appreciates it, too.”


  At the sound of her name, the macaw climbed to the front of her cage, where she bobbed her head up and down and laughed.


  Ed chuckled. “I’ll put dinner on the table. You go spend some quality time with your daughter.”


  “I want to go through that stuff I got from the computer”


  “It’ll wait.” He grabbed her hands and brought them to his lips. He kissed them. “Right now, I want you to stop thinking about John Tyne and go play with your damn bird.” He smiled. “Then you can play with me. Or I’ll play with you. Or we can play with each other.”


  Mitch giggled and went over to the cage, offering her arm to the bird. She climbed onto Mitch’s arm and immediately snuggled up on her shoulder against her neck. Mitch played with Margarita until Ed called her over to the table.


  He served up a savory beef stroganoff with a corn casserole on the side. When they finished, he banished her to the living room with Pete and Margarita, refusing to let her help with the dishes.


  “Oh. Three reporters called while you were gone,” he yelled out from the kitchen.


  “You’re kidding.”


  He shook his head while loading the dishwasher. “You ought to see your answering machine at the house. When I was over there, it was maxed out. We had about thirty calls at the shop, too.”


  “Sheesh.” Mitch stretched out on the sofa. “That’s crazy.”


  Ed carried two bowls of flan into the living room and handed one to Mitch before sitting down on the end of the sofa. He pulled her feet in his lap. “You’re telling me. Even CNN’s picked up the story.”


  Mitch groaned. “When it rains, it pours.”


  “Oh, Sami and Matt called. They offered a place to stay, if you want it.”


  Mitch shook her head and took a bite of the delicious homemade custard. “No. I’m not going to run.”


  He frowned. “Yeah, that’s a pretty hard thing to do if you’re dead, sweetie.”


  Mitch leveled her gaze at him. “He’s not stupid enough to try again. He’s already drawn too much attention to himself.”


  “You can’t be sure of that.”


  “No, I can’t, but I’m not going to run from him either. If I have to spend the rest of my life looking over my shoulder, then he’s won just as sure as if that bomb had got me.”


  


  * * * *


  


  He sighed, knowing she was right and feeling helpless that he couldn’t protect her.


  They watched TV for a little while, Mitch dozing off and on. Wanting her to get some rest, he let her sleep until the news came on. They quickly channel surfed between the network affiliates, watching the almost identical stories. When they ended, Ed patted Mitch on the leg.


  “Ready to go to sleep, hon?”


  She smiled. “I’m ready to go to bed, but I don’t know how much sleep we’ll get.”


  He leaned over and kissed her on the lips, an ear-to-ear grin plastered to his face. “Oh, baby. That sounds like a winning idea if I ever heard one.”


  They made slow, unhurried love, cherishing every moment of it. Later, their passion sated for the night, they cuddled in each other’s arms and talked.


  “Mitch, I don’t want to push you or rush you in any way. But I’m going to tell you how I honestly feel. I love you, and I don’t ever want to lose you.”


  She shivered with pleasure and snuggled closer to him. “I love you, too, Ed. And if you think I’m going anywhere, you’re sadly mistaken.”


  She heard him sigh. He nibbled her ear. “I bet Susan wouldn’t be very happy right now.”


  Mitch thought about her parents. “Mom’s spinning in her grave right now.” She sadly smiled. “Daddy’s probably grinning ear-to-ear, though.”


  “Ray never was much for worrying about what the neighbors thought.”


  Silence settled over them. Mitch listened to the sound of Ed’s breathing as it grew slow and steady. She thought he was asleep when he startled her by speaking.


  “You know, I’ll never tease you about forgetting things again. I never thought being forgetful would ever save your life.”


  That chilling thought brought goose bumps up on her skin. If she hadn’t forgot her purse…


  Mitch burrowed deeper in Ed’s arms. “I know.”


  Chapter Twenty-Seven


  


  The night was breezy, tempering the stifling ferocity of the humid air. In the east, over the horizon, thunder rumbled, the last remnants of late-afternoon showers that split and spread and missed the Orlando area. John moved his car a block closer to Church Street Station, but still out of sight of their meeting spot. He knew of a small motel on State Road 50, close to Mascotte. Tonight would be the happiest night of her life.


  John felt a twinge of pride while walking back to their meeting spot as he munched on the bag of peanuts. He would be able to bring a little bit of joy into her miserable life.


  The irony that it was the last night of her life did not escape him.


  Melody arrived at ten after. He hung back in the shadows of a bar across the street to make sure she’d come alone. At a quarter past, he crossed the street and approached her.


  “Hello, Melody.” He smiled and offered the bag of peanuts.


  “Hi.” She smiled and tentatively reached into the bag.


  “I wasn’t sure if you’d come,” he said. “I’m glad you did.”


  The girl blushed and stared at the ground. “I almost didn’t. But Tim called to check up on me after you left. He said he was going out tonight and wouldn’t be home until late. Or early, however you want to look at it.”


  John let the pause grow before he asked, “I take it Tim is your boyfriend?”


  She nodded. “He was drunk. He sounded mean. He never used to be like this.”


  “You don’t even know my name. How do you know I’m not some psycho killer?”


  Her head snapped up. “I don’t. But you’ve got kind eyes.” She shrugged. “Besides, if I stay with him, he’ll kill me. I know what happens to women with men like that.”


  John wished Mitch was there to hear the girl. One of Mitch’s parting comments to him several years prior had been about how cold he was, especially his eyes.


  “Do you have a lot of stuff at your place?”


  “No. It’s just an efficiency over near the fairgrounds.”


  “Can you pack quickly?”


  Hope flooded her face as she nodded. “Just my clothes and a couple of things. Not much. Maybe an hour at the most.”


  He motioned for her to follow him. He walked down the block, to a darker, more secluded area. Turning his back to the street, he pulled out his wallet, removed five twenties, and handed them to her. “I want you to pack, quickly. Don’t call anyone now, there’s time for that later. Leave no trace of where you’re going, no note, no nothing. Just pack and leave.” He told her the name of the motel on 50. “Get yourself a room there and check in under the name ‘Melody Charles.’ I’ll stop by at one o’clock to make sure you got there okay. In the meantime, I’ll make a few calls of my own. I think I can get you a better job than waiting tables in a bar.”


  Melody’s face clouded. “What kind of job?”


  His laughter surprised her. “I’ve got a buddy who runs a temp agency. He always needs secretaries, clerks, that sort of thing. I’ll explain your circumstances. I’m sure he’ll find you something.” Her face cleared, and he thought she was near tears. “You graduated high school, didn’t you?”


  “I finished two years at UCF. I was going to be a physical therapist. When I moved out, my parents stopped paying my tuition.”


  “Then it’s safe to say you can answer a phone, take messages, type, maybe some computer work?”


  She nodded. “I can run a computer.”


  “Good. I’ll see you at one, then.” He looked around at the street. “Where are you parked?” She indicated the lot under the interstate. “I’ll walk you.” They started walking, and he tapped her on the arm. “Better yet, I’ll drive you.” He removed his keys from his pocket and disarmed the loaner Porsche’s alarm.


  Her eyes widened in surprise. “That’s nice!”


  He smiled. “Thank you.” He opened her door for her before sliding behind the steering wheel. She dropped her purse on the floor and caressed the leather interior.


  He looked at her. “Oh, by the way, my name’s John.”


  


  * * * *


  


  He dropped her off at her car, an old Corolla that had seen much better days. He let her pull away, then followed at a discreet distance so she wouldn’t spot him. She had told him the truth. The apartment was a seedy little walk-up on the second floor of a building that looked condemnable. He parked a block away where he watched her repeatedly travel in and out of the building, loading her little car to its brim. A half hour later, she headed west to State Road 50.


  John knew he would have to work quickly. He raced across the street to the building. As he suspected, she’d left the door unlocked, her key on the table. No note.


  He slipped a baggie of coke out of his pocket, wiped it clean of his fingerprints, and left it in the center of the table. Then he pocketed the key and left, locking the door behind him.


  He could play this right and frame the boyfriend for Melody’s murder. Jealous and abusive boyfriend, she left him, drugs involved. Classic case. Her coworkers would testify she had bruises on her, and that she received a phone call from Tim and seemed agitated all night long.


  Oh, this is too sweet.


  


  * * * *


  


  The Corolla was parked in front of room 15. He drove around the back of the building, out of sight of the office. No one saw him walk up to her door, the bag of peanuts in hand. He listened for a moment, then knocked.


  She answered quickly, smiling. “Hi!”


  “I see you got here okay.”


  “Yes, thank you.”


  He made no move to enter the room, choosing to play his role to the hilt. “My friend’ll call you in the morning with the details of where you’re supposed to go Monday.” He pulled out his wallet and handed her ten fifties. “Go out tomorrow and buy yourself some work clothes. He said he might be able to place you as a teller with United Florida National Bank.”


  Melody held the money, unbelievingly, staring at it. Then her gaze returned to him. “Why are you being so nice to me?”


  “Because I don’t like seeing men beat up on women, that’s why. That boyfriend of yours doesn’t deserve you. And I can afford it.”


  Well, that is the truth.


  Her eyes looked moist. She stepped back from the doorway. “Please come in, John. I really don’t know how to thank you.”


  I do.


  He stepped in, making no move to sit. She closed the door behind him.


  “You don’t need to thank me. Just keep me informed of your progress. I’d like to see you eventually get back together with your parents.”


  She nodded dumbly, obviously not believing her luck. “I’ll do that.”


  “And do not go back to your boyfriend. Don’t call him, don’t write him, tell all your friends and family not to tell him where you are. When you call your job tomorrow and quit, tell them not to tell him anything, and make sure you have someone go with you when you pick up your last paycheck.”


  He knew he was laying it on thick, but he watched what little defenses she had crumble beneath his well-intentioned friendliness.


  The young girl collapsed on the bed and cried. He hung back for a moment, then sat down next to her and comforted her, being careful not to give her the impression of intimacy. When she regained her composure, she sat up and sniffled.


  “I’m sorry. It’s just that it’s been so long since anyone’s ever done anything like this for me.”


  “That’s okay. I understand. Why don’t you go wash your face. You’ll feel better.”


  She did. Without the concealing makeup, the bruise looked dark and ugly against her fair skin, spreading all the way up to her hair line. She had done a better job of masking it than he first realized.


  When Melody sat down next to him, John knew it was time to play his final card. “Well, I ought to leave and let you get some sleep.” He made as if to stand and felt her hand against his.


  “No, please don’t.” She tentatively smiled. “Could you stay?”


  “I don’t think your boyfriend will be able to find you. You’ll be fine.”


  “No, that’s not what I mean.” Words eluded her. He knew what she wanted, and he would make her tell him.


  Pulse racing, the thrill of the hunt surged in his veins. There was no sweeter victory than when his prey literally gave itself to him.


  “I didn’t do all this to get you to sleep with me,” he said.


  Her head quickly bobbed up and down. “Oh, I know that! It’s just that, well…” She stopped again, unsure of herself. “I guess you’re probably married or something.”


  “No. I’m not married.”


  Her fingers felt cool against his cheek when she reached out and caressed him. He captured her fingers in his hand and kissed them. That was all it took. She leaned over and kissed him, on the lips.


  John let her initiate it, felt her lips open and her tongue seek his. He responded. She pushed herself into his arms, her kiss firmer as her confidence soared. He closed his eyes and enjoyed the feel of her fingers working on the buttons of his shirt while they kissed. Soon, his shirt lay on the floor.


  Melody sat back and peeled off her T-shirt, exposing fair skin marked by more bruises, especially along her average, but firm breasts. She unhooked her bra and dropped it to the floor.


  “You’re beautiful.” He didn’t have to lie.


  She blushed and reached across him to turn off the bedside lamp, obviously self-conscious of the marks. “Thank you.”


  They stretched out on the bed, soon naked together. What she lacked in skill she made up for in enthusiasm. He pushed her down and gently spread her legs, enjoying the sounds of her moans when she climaxed.


  He did not move. Instead, he used his hand to caress her, once again stoking her passions. Refusing her attempts to pull him on top of her, he made her come again. This done, he lay down beside her and smiled.


  “That was wonderful,” she sighed, curling into his arms.


  “Thank you.” He reached across her and grabbed the bag of peanuts off the bedside table, munching on a few.


  “What about you?” she purred.


  He arched his eyebrow at her. “What about me?”


  “You haven’t…you know, yet.”


  “I’m afraid I didn’t prepare for anything like this.”


  “You mean a rubber?”


  He nodded. “Yes, no offense.” The truth was, he had two in his wallet. If she didn’t have them, he would coerce her to go to the store.


  She giggled. “I’ve got a couple in my purse. I makemade Tim wear them.”


  “Ah, smart girl.”


  Melody practically bounced out of the bed and over to her purse. She pulled out an unopened box and produced three neon-colored condoms. He suspected she stopped by a store before getting to the motel.


  She pushed him down on the bed and started to open one of the condoms when he touched her shoulder.


  “Melody.”


  The girl looked into his eyes and sensed what he wanted. She went down on him, listening to his direction, eventually settling into a sensuous rhythm with her lips on his stiff member. He relaxed and enjoyed her, amused by her willingness to please him. Jenna was an excellent lover, but there was something about the innocence of this girl, the eagerness to please that bordered on desperation for approval, that inflamed his passions.


  The scent of prey.


  When he could hold it no longer, he motioned for her to stop. She sat up, disappointed, until he smiled and said, “You keep that up, we won’t need the rubbers.”


  She put the condom on him and straddled him, impaling herself on his rigid shaft. They both moaned as she buried his entire length inside her and started a slow, easy rhythm.


  It was obvious she was not used to tender, reciprocal sex. He gently stroked her breasts and nipples, being careful not to hurt her. When he felt his own climax approaching again, he rolled her over and held himself still inside her to ward off the impending orgasm. He kissed her while he waited, enjoying the feel of her fingers on his back, kissing her on the neck, exploring her face with his lips.


  When he could go on again without exploding, he started long, deep, slow strokes that brought moans from her. With one hand, he reached down between their bodies and found her clit, rubbing it in time with his strokes. Eyes closed, she thrashed her head from side to side, moaning as her own climax started. He felt her pelvic muscles contracting around him, and she arched her hips up against his, smothering her screams of pleasure into the pillow.


  He took that as his cue to increase his thrusts, pounding into her. Without her seeing, he brought one hand up to her neck, positioning his thumb over her windpipe. She made no move to stop him. Raging waves of pleasure washed over him. When his climax started, he reached up with his other hand.


  His climax exploded, and he squeezed, her eyes flying open only once he had applied enough pressure to choke off her air. She thrashed under him, flailed against him, not understanding what was happening. This served to increase his climax, and he squeezed his eyes shut as he tightened his grip on her throat.


  The orgasm was larger than any he’d ever experienced. He feared he’d blacked out when he opened his eyes once the last waves subsided. His hands were still tightly wrapped around her neck, but she was dead, her head lolling on the pillow.


  John kissed her on the cheek and withdrew from her. Shaky knees threatened not to hold him when he got to his feet but he made it. In the bathroom, he removed the condom and dropped it in the toilet, flushing several times to make sure it cleared the trap. He washed his face and hands and used the towel to wipe the sink and toilet handles.


  Dressing quickly, he retrieved the fifties, but left the remainder of the twenties he’d given her earlier. He used a tissue to wrap her room key and slipped it into his pocket. Retrieving the bag of peanuts and using another tissue, he opened the door and hung out the “Do Not Disturb” sign. The only light in the room came from the bathroom. Shining across her still form, she looked peaceful, at rest. He took one last look at her before blowing her a kiss and walking out the door, locking it behind him.


  He drove past the apartment building. The kitchen window was still dark. Parking the Porsche in the same place, he quickly went upstairs and listened at the door. No sound. Using Melody’s key, he silently entered and found the apartment exactly as he’d left it.


  The motel key made a hard bulge in the wad of tissue. He dropped the hotel key onto the table next to the baggie of cocaine. He wiped her apartment key clean, also put it on the table, and repocketed the tissue. Then he withdrew the fifties from his wallet and slid them under the baggie of coke. As many people had handled them, he wasn’t worried about his prints. Careful to not leave any other fingerprints, he let himself out and drove away.


  He popped Meat Loaf into the CD player and sang along all the way back to the condo.


  Chapter Twenty-Eight


  


  The sound of Ed brushing his teeth in the bathroom woke Mitch the next morning. Her muscles still ached, and she was glad Ed didn’t witness her first failed attempt to get out of the bed. Sucking in her breath, she barely made it on the second try and slowly started to dress.


  Ed walked in. “Hey, where do you think you’re going?”


  “We’ve got a charter going out, remember?”


  “I’m canceling it.”


  “Ed”


  “No.” He placed his hands on her shoulders. “I’m not backing down. You are not, N-O-T, not going.”


  “Look, Ed”


  “No, you look. There’s no reason for you to go and every reason for you to stay here and rest.”


  “I’m not staying here. I’ll go crazy if I don’t have anything to do all day long.”


  He shook his head. Mitch knew no amount of reasoning would change his mind. “You’re not going on that charter.” He kissed her on the forehead and started dressing.


  “Okay, then I’ll go into the shop. I’ve got a lot of stuff I can do.”


  He turned. “Mitch, why the hell can’t you just take it easy for a day? It won’t kill you!”


  His tone stunned her into silence. She cursed the tears that appeared, unbidden, in her eyes.


  


  * * * *


  


  Her stunned look and the tears welling up in her eyes made him instantly regret his words. He wrapped his arms around her and softened his tone.


  “I’m sorry, hon.” He stroked her hair. “That was a bad choice of words.”


  She shook her head and wiped her eyes, looking up at him. “No, I’m sorry. It’s not your fault.” She pulled away and blew her nose. “I don’t know where that came from.”


  He sat her down on the bed. “Look, you’ve been through a rough time. You can’t just bury it and expect it to go away. Sam will figure out whoever did it, and they’ll go to trial. You’ve still got a lot ahead of you, and I’ll be there beside you every step of the way. But you have to let go of it. Don’t keep putting on a tough face and pretending it doesn’t bother you. You’ll be back at work soon enough. Why don’t you just relax and enjoy the day off. Go back to bed for a little while. Maybe we’ll move your computer over here this afternoon.”


  Mitch smiled. “Sounds like you’re trying to move me in.”


  He smiled back. “I can think of worse things.”


  The phone rang. Ed ignored it until Sam’s voice spoke up on the answering machine. Ed caught him in mid-sentence.


  “Sam, what’s up?”


  “Hi, Ed. Wanted to warn you that John and his girlfriend are coming over today to give us statements. Just in the unlikely event he should want to drop by and say hi to Mitch.”


  “Working on a Sunday? Seems like my tax dollars are finally being put to good use.”


  “Fuck you, Ed. You live in Hernando County anyway.” He laughed before his tone turned serious again. “I want to get him in here. I would have preferred yesterday, but hopefully, since it is the weekend, if we approach this the right way, he won’t feel defensive, won’t lawyer up on us. He should be here in a couple of hours.”


  Ed glanced at Mitch. She stood in the bedroom doorway and intently watched. “Okay, Sam. Thanks for the info. Talk to you later.”


  When he hung up, Mitch asked, “What did he want?”


  “Oh, not much. They’re going to question John and his girlfriend I guess, but so far, no new leads.”


  “Oh, okay. When?”


  “Today.”


  “Where?”


  “I guess they’re driving here. He wanted to warn us in case John should stop by.”


  “I doubt that’ll happen.”


  “So do I, but I’m not taking any chances.” She followed him back into the bedroom where he finished dressing. “You know,” he said, “get dressed. We won’t stay here today. We’ll run an errand.”


  “Where are we going?” she asked.


  “Car shopping.”


  She groaned. “I think I’d rather take my chances with John.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Ed called Dan to tell him he wouldn’t be in after all. Dan told him to go have fun, that he could handle everything by himself. Then they stopped by Mitch’s place to check on it and clear her answering machine.


  Ed was right. Her answering machine had reached its limit. She grabbed a notepad and pen and started weeding out customers from reporters. Toward the end of the messages, a woman’s voice spoke up. “Hello, Ms. Jackson? You don’t know me, but my name’s Jenna Stephens. This is really awkward, but I wanted to talk with you about John. John Tyne. He doesn’t know I’m calling, and I’d rather he didn’t know. My cell number is 407-555-6824.”


  Ed and Mitch exchanged glances while she stopped the machine and replayed the message. On an impulse, Mitch flipped the tape over after clearing the other messages, saving the message from Jenna and its date-time stamp.


  They were walking out the door when the phone rang again. Mitch wasn’t going to answer it until she heard Sami’s voice.


  “Hey, pick up the damn phone. It’s us. Will someone please”


  She grabbed it, laughing. “What do you want?”


  “Glad we caught you. What are you doing for dinner tonight?”


  Mitch looked at Ed. “Any plans for dinner tonight?” she asked him. He shook his head.


  “Nothing planned. Why?”


  “Well, you’ve got plans now. The two of you and Ron and Jack, if they want to come, here, dinner, five-ish. Okay?”


  “Sounds good to me. Can we bring anything?”


  “Just yourselves.”


  After bidding good-bye, Mitch looked up at Ed. “Guess we’re going to Brooksville for dinner.”


  


  * * * *


  


  They called Ron, who could make it, and Jack, who couldn’t, before leaving Aripeka. They checked out five dealerships on the way south. Then they stopped and lunched in Tarpon Springs, at a small family cafe on the Sponge Docks. Two large Greek salads with potato salad filled them to near bursting. They worked off some of their meal strolling down to the far end of the Sponge Docks and back again, taking their time looking in shops and exploring the rejuvenated Sponge Exchange shopping complex. Halfway through their wanderings, Mitch finally spoke up about something that had been on Ed’s mind, too.


  “Dammit, I want to call that woman back.”


  “Jenna Stephens, was it?”


  “Yes. The one who left a message on my recorder.”


  Ed frowned. “She may not want to talk to you now that the police are involved. She left that message last night. Besides, you won’t be able to reach her until late today. She’s over here with John, remember?”


  “Yeah I know. But she said it was her cell number. I’m dying of curiosity to talk to her. She sounded pretty serious. She may know something that she doesn’t want to tell the police because it might not be enough for them to act on, or that she doesn’t want John to find out about.”


  “Well, you can call tomorrow. And you need to see if she’ll let you tape the conversation. I don’t want accusations flying later on. I don’t trust that bastard.”


  


  * * * *


  


  It was almost five when they arrived at the main gate to the Croom motorcycle park outside Brooksville. Sami and Matt had no close neighbors in the bike park, but they enjoyed the privacy.


  The ranger’s shack was deserted that late in the day, but Ed still slowed the truck to a crawl as they bumped over the old cattle guard at the gate. He downshifted and switched to four-wheel drive to make the steep climb up the first hill. The hot, dry sunny day, combined with hundreds of vehicles and bikes over the weekend, had turned the graded clay road into a deep, soft loam. The only way to climb it without getting stuck was with four-wheel drive or a high-speed, banzai attack that didn’t leave time to get stuck. Due to the number of kids and bikes still flying up and down the road, Ed selected the more prudent option.


  The road smoothed out after the first hill, bordered on the east by I-75, and on the west by dense, trail-striped scrub pine woods. Only their familiarity with the park kept them from missing the turnoff masquerading as the Barrys’ driveway. It wound through dense woods where late-afternoon shadows created a startling contrast to the bright, open main road, throwing them into a virtual twilight. Mitch suppressed a shudder, thinking back to Sami’s ordeal.


  Sami’s first husband, Steven Corey, went insane. Totally, utterly, completely, homicidally. Weeks of deteriorating behavior culminated in Sami desperately fleeing from him one afternoon during a tropical storm after Steve attacked her, Matt, and another woman. Thinking Matt was dead, Sami ran north, trying to reach the ranger’s station. Steve caught up with her at the old mining pit lake. At the top of a hundred-foot drop she leapt, grabbing a sapling to stop her fall. Steve, not realizing the steepness of the drop, plummeted down the embankment, landing in the lake and drowning.


  Ed and Mitch were called in to head the dive team recovery efforts and retrieved his body the next afternoon.


  Ron, true to form, was already there when they emerged from the dense woods into the Barry’s yard. Sami had set up a table on their new screened porch, with citronella candles burning and ceiling fans turning to help chase away any stubborn mosquitoes or no-see-ums. They climbed the wooden steps to the porch.


  “Well, company’s finally here!” Sami laughed, throwing her arms around Mitch before she had barely made it through the door. They hugged for a moment before Sami released her and looked her over. “What, no more new bruises?” she joked.


  As close as sisters, the two had become fast friends. Mitch eased herself into a nearby chair. “No, thank goodness. I don’t think I can handle anything else right now.”


  Matt carried a platter of steaks out from the kitchen. “Someone want to get the porch door for me?” Ed and Ron, following the food, not only escorted him outside to the grill, but helped him put the steaks on. Sami handed Mitch a soda and sat down across from her.


  “Well, tell me what’s going on, girl.” Mitch knew from the twinkle in her eye that Ron had already filled in a few details.


  Mitch feigned innocence. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


  “Oh, cut the ‘who, moi?’ act and give me the dirt.” She grinned. “When’s the wedding?”


  “Good grief, we’ve only been a couple for a couple of days. Give us a chance to get properly engaged, first.”


  Sami laughed, shaking her head. “I suggest you have him down at the county clerk’s office first thing tomorrow.”


  “Can’t. Got a little matter of a divorce to settle first.”


  “Damn. Details, details. Maybe John’ll do you a favor and jump off a bridge or something.”


  “We’re not that lucky,” Ed called from the yard, his gaze clearly fixed on Mitch.


  Mitch felt her heart skip. She’d never felt the feelings for John that she felt for Ed. Mitch returned Ed’s smile, throwing in a wink for good measure.


  


  * * * *


  


  Ed always joked that Sami set a mean table. For appetizers, they had cold boiled shrimp, guacamole and chips, fried cheese, and salad.


  “Geez, Sami. It’s gonna be hard to save room for dinner,” Ron joked.


  “Haven’t you heard of leftovers?”


  “No, bachelors like me don’t do leftovers very often.”


  “Bachelors like you don’t cook very often, period,” Mitch quipped. “The Sahara desert has more stuff in it than your fridge.”


  “Hey, now wait a minute,” he defended himself. “I’ve got that head of lettuce in there.”


  “That’s not lettuce.” Ed slapped him on the back. “I’ve seen it. That’s a leftover round of gouda from last New Year’s.”


  “Just doin’ my share for the scientific community.”


  Matt took up the game. “You mean for the zoological community, don’tcha, Ron? I swear I think that thing winked at me last time I was over at your house.”


  Ron was spared further teasing when Matt declared the steaks perfectly done. Not much more was said until everyone stuffed themselves and their plates and chairs were pushed back, and a few belts loosened a notch or two.


  Mitch immediately pitched in to help clear the table. The women shooed the men out of the kitchen so they could do dishes. Alone together, Sami’s expression turned serious. “Are you okay? Really?”


  Mitch nodded. “Have to take the good with the bad, right?”


  “Yeah, but nearly getting blown up is way beyond bad. Do you want to talk?”


  Actually, she didn’t want to talk about it at all. “I’m okay. I’m pissed off more than anything. I loved my Bronco. It was old, but it ran great, it was in great shape, it was paid for, and Daddy helped me pick it out.” That last thought nearly started her crying again.


  “Well, don’t keep it bottled up,” she advised. “I tried that. It worked for a while, but not real long. I’m here if you need me.”


  “Thanks, I appreciate it.” She glanced out the window to where the men were gathered on the porch and talking. “I’m just going to try to focus on more positive things for now.”


  Chapter Twenty-Nine


  


  John made a journal update before taking a shower and lying down for a short nap. His alarm went off an hour later. He quickly dressed and met Jenna. Despite the bright, sunny, Sunday morning, the radio promised more late-afternoon thunderstorms. His body still tingled from the night before, power surging through his veins as he confidently negotiated Orlando’s streets. They stopped for breakfast at a Denny’s near the Florida Turnpike junction on State Road 50. Jenna seemed unusually quiet.


  “What’s the matter?” he asked.


  She shook her head. “Nothing. Just not looking forward to wasting our day together like this.”


  A good night’s sleep had rejuvenated her, turning her almost certain convictions of John’s guilt into fading thoughts. Surely he couldn’t be involved in something that outlandish. Not John. It didn’t make sense. Even he admitted Mitch was being more than fair in the divorce. He seemed happy it was going to happen.


  And she took that as a good omen for where their relationship might be heading.


  He smiled, taking her hands in his and kissing them. “I’m sorry you’re wrapped up in this. I’m sure we’ll straighten it all out.” Their order arrived and they quickly ate. A few minutes later, they stopped at a filling station, and John patted Jenna on the thigh before getting out to pump gas.


  While waiting for him, she checked her makeup. She opened her purse and fished out her lipstick, but fumbled the tube and dropped it on the floor where it rolled under the seat.


  “Damn,” she swore, reaching under the seat.


  Her hand encountered a hard, small, flat plastic card. She withdrew it to find a student ID card from the University of Central Florida. It was a couple of years old and expired. Melody Matthews. She was a pretty girl with auburn hair. She would be twenty-one now, from the date of birth listed.


  Jenna was shocked. He couldn’t claim it was from a past driver. She had helped him check the loaner car before driving it off the lot. Part of his neatness habit. She didn’t know whether to confront John or hide it for later. John emerged from the store. Jenna tucked the ID card inside her purse and quickly retrieved her lipstick.


  “What’s going on?” he asked.


  Jenna prayed her voice sounded normal. “I dropped my lipstick and it rolled under the seat. Had a heck of a time finding it.” She held the tube up.


  He leaned over and kissed her on the lips. “You don’t need it. You’re pretty enough without it.” He winked.


  The scenery raced past the loaner Porsche’s windows, mostly unnoticed by Jenna. Her mind still raced, turning back time and time again to the ID card hidden in her purse.


  


  * * * *


  


  John barely glanced at the motel when they drove past. No unusual activity, no police cars, no TV trucks. Melody was still dead asleep. He imagined they wouldn’t find her until later in the afternoon, when the front office sent a maid out to check if she was still there.


  They made it to New Port Richey with plenty of time to spare. Sam Caster sent them into an interview room while he gathered his notes and found his partner. When Caster was ready to question them, he sent Jenna out first, then started the tape recorder.


  “Okay, Mr. Tyne. This is my partner, Detective Jim McGuiness. First of all, let me advise you of your rights.”


  He frowned. “Am I under arrest?”


  “No, not at all, sir. This is standard procedure.” Caster Mirandized John and started questioning him.


  John played the game. He answered all the detective’s questions truthfully about his whereabouts the previous Friday. The only lies came when Caster questioned him about the bombing.


  “Do you have any knowledge about the attempt on your wife’s life?”


  “No, sir.”


  “Were you involved in it in any way?”


  He shook his head. “No, I was not.” Throughout the entire interview, John made sure he kept his answers simple and precise. He paid specific attention to how he answered, making sure he didn’t change that formula when the lies started. He was fairly confident he could beat a lie detector, but he felt if he convinced the detectives, it might not get that far.


  “Do you have any knowledge about anyone who might have cause to kill her?”


  “No, sir.”


  John watched Caster glance at McGuiness and wondered what they were thinking. John knew he was the prime suspect, and quickly thought back to everything he knew about police interrogation techniques.


  “Detective Caster, I’m a suspect, aren’t I?”


  “Yes, Mr. Tyne. To be quite frank, you are.”


  John let the silence lie between them for a moment. Then, “Well, can we get this over with?”


  “Get what over with?”


  “These questions.” He knew he’d distracted the detectives by not asking for a lawyer.


  “Tell us about the divorce agreement.”


  “Well, it’s still in my briefcase. I really haven’t had time to go over it with my attorney, but it seemed fair and straightforward.”


  “Did it upset you when she told you she wanted to file?”


  “No. Why should it? It’s not like I wasn’t expecting it. Would you like to see it? I have it with me.”


  Once again, the detectives exchanged glances. “If you don’t mind, Mr. Tyne,” Caster said.


  John opened his briefcase and thumbed through his papers. The manila envelope was under his towing receipts. He briefly considered handing the receipts over, but decided to wait until they asked for them. If he seemed too eager, that might also be a warning sign.


  “Here you go, Detective.” John handed Caster the envelope.


  “Thank you.” Caster and McGuiness glanced over the papers and returned them. “Looks like your wife is being very generous.”


  “I thought so.” John put the papers in his briefcase. “She has her own life and her own career. We didn’t have any kids. It should be an easy divorce.”


  The detectives spent another ten minutes questioning him before asking for the towing receipts. John produced them.


  “And do you have paperwork from the dealership?” Caster looked at him.


  “Yes, I do,” John replied while rummaging through his briefcase. He handed them to Caster.


  The detectives looked them over. After a few minutes, Caster said, “We need to make copies of these.”


  John nodded his head. “Absolutely.”


  The detectives left the room.


  


  * * * *


  


  Jenna forced herself not to chew her nails. Except for her, the waiting area was empty. She slipped the ID card from her purse and studied it again. It had not been there when John picked the car up at the dealership. Of that she was sure. How could she alibi him when she didn’t even know, with great certainty, where he’d been the night before?


  Friday night he called her, but Jenna had no way of knowing from where. As crazy as she was about him, did she really want to risk perjuring herself for him?


  But if she didn’t stand up for him and he was innocent, he might never forgive her and she’d have blown a chance with an otherwise great guy.


  


  * * * *


  


  “What do you think, Jim?” Sam respected his partner’s gut instinct. Jim McGuiness had been in law enforcement for over twenty years, with a distinguished career record.


  “I don’t know. Something’s not right. I can’t put my finger on it, but something’s just not right.”


  Sam nodded. “Me, too.” He shook his head. “The story’s too neat.”


  “Do you think he had someone do it?”


  Sam nodded again. “I’d almost swear to it. I think we’re going to have to get ahold of his phone records for the past couple of weeks and start tracking them down. I think we’ve got enough to get a court order for that, at least.”


  “You said Mitch thinks he’s tied in with that wreck?”


  “She says she’s positive. But on that, I don’t have anything to go on. Yet. I’m afraid to ask him in case he ditches the evidence. I want to see what a warrant will dig up. If we find the evidence she talked about, we can amend the warrant.”


  They copied the receipts and returned to the interrogation room.


  “Okay, Mr. Tyne,” McGuiness said. “I think that’s all we need for right now.”


  John returned the papers to his briefcase. “Thanks. Is there anything else?”


  Jim sat back down. “No. But we need to talk to Ms. Stephens.”


  Sam escorted him out and brought Jenna in. Both detectives noticed how nervous she looked.


  They sat down across the table from her and smiled, trying to put her at ease. If there was a flaw in the story, she would probably be the one to expose it.


  “Now then. Ms. Stephens, is it?” Jim asked.


  “Yes, sir. Or Jenna’s fine.”


  “Okay.” Jim asked her a few background questions, then got down to the main subject. “As you know, there was an attempt on Mitch Jackson’s life. We’re trying to establish the whereabouts of anyone who might be a possible suspect.”


  Her eyes widened. “You think I did it?”


  “No, ma’am,” Jim reassured her. “But Mr. Tyne has said you can vouch for his whereabouts from Friday evening on.”


  “Well, most of that time, I suppose.”


  Jenna thought about the student ID card in her purse and wondered how true that really was.


  


  * * * *


  


  John didn’t take time to count the emergency vehicles outside the motel. Jenna turned her head, watching as they drove by.


  “I wonder what happened there?” she mused.


  He shook his head, eyes barely drifting from the road. “I have no idea.” He still felt the tingling in his loins, the surge of power when the girl drew her last breath. His erection grew, and he did nothing to stop it.


  The sun lay low in the sky behind them when they crossed the Orlando city limits.


  “Do you want to stop somewhere to eat?” he asked.


  “Okay.”


  Jenna’s mind was not on the small talk John attempted to keep up during the meal. She finally asked him to take her home, feigning a headache.


  He walked her up to her apartment. “Maybe I should go home,” he suggested. “You really don’t look like you feel well.”


  She smiled weakly. “I’d really appreciate that. I just need to go to bed early and rest. Besides, tomorrow’s a work day for both of us. Why don’t you come over tomorrow evening? I’ll cook you dinner.”


  “Okay.” He leaned over and kissed her. “Hope you feel better, sweetheart.”


  Her heart tripped on the word. John wasn’t loose with terms of endearment, and his use of it took her off guard. “Thank you. Good night.” She wanted him to leave without him getting suspicious of her intentions.


  Once the door closed behind her, she raced to check her cell phone. No messages. She peeked out the window and saw John still making his way to his car. She grabbed her purse, no longer worried about feigning her headache, and hurried downstairs to her car. He was just turning out of the parking lot when she emerged from the doorway and raced to her car.


  She made the first light just as it turned yellow and was able to keep John within sight. She didn’t know why she decided to follow him, but her mind kept returning to the ID card in her purse. Maybe it was time she found out for herself if John was as honest with her as he claimed.


  He didn’t turn toward his condo, instead heading toward the heart of the tourist district. Her heart sank, but she couldn’t honestly tell herself it wasn’t expected. The loaner Porsche turned into a bar with a packed parking lot. Jenna drove past, circled the block, and pulled in. John was nowhere to be seen, apparently already inside. As dark fell, she found a spot near the back of the building where she could watch without him seeing her when he came out.


  


  * * * *


  


  John didn’t know if it was the interrogation earlier or if lingering effects from the night before had him spoiled, but the urge had returned with an undeniable vengeance. He was glad when Jenna’s headache got the best of her, and not the least disappointed when he had to deposit her at her apartment.


  The bar was noisy, packed, dark, and thick with cigarette smoke. The throbbing deep within his gut cried out for satisfaction. He wasn’t too picky. He wanted someone easy, someone he could take with no problem. He already had a plan in mind, and had the cash in his wallet to make it happen. All he needed was a greedy slut to quench his thirst.


  It only took him ten minutes to find her. Maybe twenty-two, twenty-three at the most, the redhead’s jeans looked painted on. Black stiletto pumps and a low-cut black tank top filled out the portrait. Her plump breasts looked too perfect not to be silicone, and although the look she was going for was probably sexy, she appeared an absolute slut to the group of hungry men gathered around her at the bar.


  He listened to her from a short distance away. She was already tipsy, her words slightly slurred. From the way she talked, she’d come with a girlfriend who’d got lucky and deserted her. John worked his way up to the bar next to her and ordered himself a Chivas on the rocks, paying with a twenty he peeled off a fat roll he pulled from his pocket. He looked her in the eye and saw them widen with lust and greed. She wasn’t too drunk to recognize a horse that paid.


  “Hiya, cutie,” she slurred, pushing past another suitor to drape herself on John’s arm. “You here by yourself?”


  He took his drink and sipped it while obviously looking her up and down. A pause before answering to make him not appear interested. “Unfortunately.”


  She giggled, further testimony to her drunken state. “Guess what? So am I!” She giggled again, a decidedly annoying sound. “How about we take care of two problems at once?”


  He turned to face her, leaning against the bar. “What exactly do you have in mind?”


  She smiled and reached out with her index finger, letting it trail a line from his chin to his waist. “I’m celebrating the fact that my boyfriend is gone and my best friend, who was supposed to be helping me celebrate, found someone to fuck her blind tonight. So I’m all alone.” She put on a pouty face.


  “Oh, is that so?” He sipped his drink. “That’s a shame.”


  She pressed her body against him and lewdly rubbed her hips against his. “Doesn’t have to be.”


  “Happy ending and all that?”


  She nodded, smiling. “Mmm hmm.” She leaned forward, whispering, “I’m not one of these whiny women who wants you to call her the next day. I just want you to fuck me to death tonight.” The Scotch on her breath smelled strong enough to take the paint off a car.


  He smiled. “I think I can arrange that.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Jenna’s heart sank when John emerged from the bar an hour later with a redhead draped over his arm. Despite the heartsick feeling in her gut, she was determined to follow him and see where he went. She imagined the look on his face when she pounded on the door of wherever they ended up and told him to his face that he was an asshole. This small fantasy brought her some satisfaction.


  Jenna watched while he led the woman to his car. When he tried to open the door for her she pulled him against her, kissing him, grinding herself against him. A brief flash of jealousy enveloped Jenna, enraging her, until she remembered the satisfaction she’d feel telling him off. Besides, she hadn’t made the fatal mistake of telling him she loved him, of even fully admitting it to herself.


  They finally got into the car and drove off, the hunter unaware of Jenna following them.


  


  * * * *


  


  “God, this car is incredible!”


  Pam, he found out her name only after she’d had her tongue down his throat, was certainly eager to party. Drunk enough to not care, but still sober enough to be fun, he planned to keep her skating the edge for several hours until he filled his needs. She still wanted to drink, so he promised her they’d go by a liquor store. A bottle of rum later, she was ready to party on through the night.


  He coaxed her into unzipping her jeans. She leaned back in the seat and closed her eyes while his fingers teased her mercilessly.


  “I want you to fuck me, dammit!” she begged, fully beyond the realm of sobriety by now.


  He smiled. “I will. Believe me, I will.” He had to stop for a light and brought his hand up to the back of her head, crushing her lips against his. Boring deep into her eyes, he whispered, “I will give you a fucking you will never forget, honey.”


  He almost felt her shudder with passion before he faced forward to drive when the light turned green.


  They ended up in a wooded area away from the neon jungle of the tourist district. The dirt road was still there, and still as deserted as he remembered it from a scouting trip several weeks earlier. One time he thought he saw headlights behind him, but figured they were an illusion when they didn’t reappear.


  She looked around, the bottle of rum in her hand. “Where are we?” she asked when they stopped in the clearing.


  He shut the car off and turned to her. “I like making love in the dead of night, under the stars.”


  A brief flash of indecision clouded her face until he added, “Besides, my wife would be pissed if I brought anyone home, and she watches the credit card bills like a hawk.” He took the bottle from her and pretended to take a swig.


  Hey, everyone’s got to party a little every once in a while.


  Pam grinned. “Hey, fuck her if she can’t take a joke.”


  “No, I’d rather fuck you.” He reached for her again.


  


  * * * *


  


  Jenna stopped her car. Digging a map out of her glove box, she identified the dirt road. It led into a section of forest, apparently little more than a fire road for the Forestry Department. He couldn’t have driven much farther in the Porsche, and she didn’t want to come up on him just yet.


  She backed her car down the road several hundred yards to a turnoff that would hide her if he passed. Setting off toward the direction he went, she jumped at every sound in the woods around her.


  What is he doing out here? Probably going to fuck her on the hood of the car. The venom in her own thoughts startled her.


  Five minutes later, she was still working her way up the dark dirt road. Crickets chirruped in the bushes around her, and a whip-poor-will sang a solo somewhere nearby. Jenna thought she was getting close when she heard a car start somewhere ahead of her in the dark. Her heart froze and she scrambled around, frantically working to conceal herself. Headlights appeared and the Porsche drove by. Jenna risked sticking her head out of the bushes, but he was already gone.


  “Dammit!” She jumped out of the bushes and ran back toward her car.


  She managed to make it without killing herself, and ten minutes later she slowed a block away from a red light. John sat at the intersection, waiting for the light to change. Jenna hung back until it changed and slipped into the lane behind him. She followed him until it was apparent he was heading for his condo. A block before the complex, she turned and circled around, coming back in time to see him getting out of his car.


  Alone.


  What the hell? I know I saw him leave with her, and he didn’t drop her off anywhere.


  Confusion smothered her anger. Where was the redhead?


  Maybe there was something up that road and he dropped her off there. He really wasn’t gone long enough to do anything.


  Jenna was her own worst critic. By the time she returned home, she almost had herself talked into a rational explanation for what happened.


  Maybe he stopped there for a drink and she was an old friend he took home. Maybe she was a friend and needed a ride up there for some reason. Maybe I just need to quit being so suspicious.


  There were still no messages on her cell phone. She turned on the TV and started a hot shower, listening while she undressed. A few minutes after she stepped into the shower, on the TV, inaudible over the sound of running water, the eleven o’clock news lead with their top story.


  “Near the small community of Mascotte this afternoon, at the Casper Motel on State Road 50, the body of twenty-one year old Melody Matthews was found. An employee of the popular Radigan’s Pub on Church Street in Orlando, Matthews was apparently strangled. Police have her boyfriend, Tim Donovan, of Orlando, in custody for questioning. An unnamed source in the police department remarked on the similarity of the killing to ones in Tampa being attributed to a serial killer…”


  When Jenna stepped back into the bedroom, the sportscaster was discussing the Tampa Bay Lightning’s chances at a Stanley Cup playoff run following the latest round of draft acquisitions.


  Jenna toweled her hair and dropped onto the bed, frustrated at the feelings welling in her. She knew she should end it with John, not give him the benefit of the doubt. How would she ever trust him again? Even if the evening was totally innocent, she knew she would always wonder where he was and what he was doing.


  She finally turned the TV off and drifted into a troubled, restless sleep.


  


  * * * *


  


  John felt like running laps around the complex. The energy flowing through his body charged him like never before. He knew how risky it was to not only kill two women so close together timewise, but so close in distance as well. There was no way around it. The stress of first the loss of the Emmerand, then Mitch filing for divorce, and finally the botched attempt on her life and the resulting police investigation had his nerves on edge. But all that was past him now. He felt invincible, power coursing through his veins.


  He stepped into the shower for a minute, closing his eyes and reliving the look on Pam’s face as he choked the life out of her.


  Such a beautiful thing. His laugh hollowly echoed through the sparse condo.


  Chapter Thirty


  


  Monday morning, Ed tried coaxing Mitch back into his arms for another hour, but she resisted, and they stepped into the shower together.


  The hot water felt good on her still-tender muscles. She reached up and wrapped her arms around Ed’s neck. “I keep waiting for disaster to strike. This seems too good to be true.”


  “Oh? And what would you call the little surprise in your Bronco? Manna from Heaven?”


  She shook her head. “I know. I just get the feeling the worst is yet to come.”


  He hugged her again. “You’re just stressed out. Understandable under the circumstances. Things’ll get better.” While it was almost a strange sensation, finally being able to freely express himself to her, being able to scoop her up in his arms when he wanted, it felt so…right. Like something long overdue finally acknowledged.


  She nodded. “I know you’re right. I guess I’m just psyched because things are going too well right now.”


  He laughed. “Well, I’m sure you’ll find plenty to do to keep your mind off idle worries.”


  They moved the computer first. She set it up in Ed’s living room, swearing only a little during the installation. Ed’s lack of practical computer knowledge was exceeded only by his lack of interest in quantum physics, so he relegated himself to helper, waiting for Mitch’s instructions and generally staying out of her way.


  “Can you go get my bag out of the bedroom?”


  “With the disks in it?”


  “Yes.”


  When he returned, the computer was running. He watched her fingers fly across the keyboard, pulling up what looked like menus and directories. After finding what she wanted, a page of something that looked like a journal appeared on the screen.


  “This might be it,” she said.


  Ed pulled a chair up next to her. “What is it?”


  “The file name is ‘journ,’ which would mean a journal to me.” She scrolled through the pages, noting John suddenly developed an interest in golf a few years ago, according to entries. Paging through them, she found little that raised her interest.


  


  * * * *


  


  Jenna couldn’t focus on her work. Arriving at the office thirty minutes early didn’t help her get into the groove. Her mind constantly drifted to Mitch’s number jotted down on the piece of paper in her pocket. She even called her own cell from her office phone to make sure it was working.


  It was.


  “Jenna, you look like horrible. You feeling okay?” her secretary finally asked her.


  She nodded. “I’ll be okay. I think I might go home early, though. I’m not getting anything done here.”


  “No problem.”


  She was in the middle of packing her briefcase when her cell phone went off, startling her. Her heart froze. When Mitch’s number appeared on the screen she let out her breath, not even aware she’d been holding it.


  Her hand trembled as she answered. “Hello?”


  “Is this Jenna Stephens?” a woman asked.


  “Yes.”


  “This is Mitch Jackson. You left a message for me on my machine.” The woman sounded friendly.


  How’d you expect her to sound, like a frigid bitch?


  Jenna awkwardly struggled with what she wanted to say. “Umm…I’m sorry. This must be very strange for you. I know it is for me.”


  There was a pause from the other end. “Well, I was wondering what you wanted.”


  Jenna took a deep breath and started, detailing her suspicions about John, the strange breakdown of the Porsche, the ID under the car seat. Mitch stopped her.


  “What did you say the name was on that ID?”


  “Um, I’m pretty sure it was Melody Matthews.” She worried about the sudden silence at the other end of the line.


  “You didn’t see the news last night, did you?” Mitch asked.


  “Well, no, not all of it. I caught from the sports on, why?”


  “Because it was on the eleven o’clock news over here, so I know it had to be on the Orlando stations. There was a girl found murdered at a motel on State Road 50 yesterday afternoon.”


  Jenna’s knees unhinged. She dropped into her chair. “What?” she whispered.


  “Yes. And that was her name. They said they thought it was the boyfriend who did it, but he’s apparently got an alibi.”


  “But John couldn’t …” She faltered. “He wouldn’t…”


  Mitch’s voice grew urgent. “Listen, you have to get to the police, do you understand me? Now! Immediately!”


  “I don’t have the ID with me. I left it at home.”


  “Go to the police first and have them go with you to get it. You have to go to them before John finds out you’ve got that ID. You may have the only evidence tying him to that girl.”


  Jenna’s head spun. The world was quickly turning into a blur. “I’ll get the ID and go to the police.”


  “Listen, let me give you my other numbers.” Mitch rattled off her cell phone and other numbers for her.


  “I need to go,” Jenna said. “Can I call you later tonight?”


  “Of course. Just make sure you go to the police immediately.”


  “I will. Thank you.” Jenna hung up and stared at her phone, dazed. It had to be a coincidence. He probably just picked the girl up hitchhiking and dropped her somewhere. There had to be a rational explanation.


  She remembered little of the drive home. It was almost noon when she walked in the door. She turned the TV on from force of habit. Dropping her briefcase and computer on the couch, she went into the den and found the ID.


  Melody Matthews.


  Jenna wanted to cry, to shout, to scream. It apparently was the biggest mistake of her life to trust John Tyne, despite the wonderful impression he made on her when they met. She remembered her promise to Mitch to go to the police and started for the door, getting as far as opening it when she realized she left the TV on. Walking back into the living room, she picked up the remote when a familiar face appeared on the screen.


  “…Early this morning, a Forestry worker found the body of twenty-three-year-old Pamela Winston. Winston, a junior at the University of Central Florida, appeared to be strangled according to sources in the Sheriff’s department. With the discovery of this body, speculation is flying that a serial killer is on the loose in central Florida…”


  Jenna felt her entire body tremble. She grabbed the back of the couch to steady herself. The picture was probably several months old, but there was no doubt the redhead on the screen was the girl she saw getting into the car with John.


  Forgetting about the open door, she raced into the den to call Mitch back. By the time the Mitch answered, Jenna was practically in tears.


  “What’s wrong? What happened?”


  Jenna found herself whispering, barely able to speak. “John… the news…I just got home and the noon news is on!”


  “Home? Get out of there right now! Get to the police!”


  “No, you don’t understand!” Jenna pleaded with her to listen. “I didn’t get to finish my story earlier. Last night, I followed him. A girl got into his car at a bar. I followed him to a road going into the woods and back home, but he was alone when he got home. I didn’t see what happened to the girl. Mitch, they found her dead this morning!”


  Jenna attributed the creeping feeling on the back of her neck to nerves and walked over to the window while talking to Mitch.


  


  * * * *


  


  John didn’t hear the most of the conversation, couldn’t tell who Jenna was talking to. He did hear her mention getting to the police before she hung up. She said good-bye, and he heard her put something down. When she walked out into the living room, she screamed when she saw him, terror filling her eyes.


  “Hello, Jenna.”


  A deer caught in a semi’s headlights couldn’t have done a better job of freezing. She gulped. “John. You startled me. I wasn’t expecting you.”


  “Apparently.” He smiled, advancing on her. She stiffly stood in the center of the living room, apparently afraid to move. “Who were you talking to on the phone?”


  Her eyes widened even more, if that was possible. “Nobody. Just a friend.”


  “Anyone I know?”


  She rapidly shook her head. “No.”


  John’s instincts told him she knew something. Was it the drugs? Or did she somehow find something out about Mitch? He walked into the kitchen and opened a can of soda while she stood there.


  “Why are you acting so jumpy, Jenna?” He frowned.


  “Nothing. No reason. You just scared me, that’s all.” She tried to smile, but it looked like a grimace of pain.


  He walked around the breakfast bar until he stood in front of her. “I stopped by your office. I was going to take you out to lunch, but your secretary said you left early, looked like you weren’t feeling too good. What’s going on?” He didn’t know why he decided to stop by after picking up his car from the dealer, but apparently it was lucky he did.


  “Nothing, really. Nothing’s wrong. Just didn’t sleep well last night.”


  “Did your headache go away?”


  The puzzled look on her face confirmed his suspicions.


  “You know, the headache you had yesterday. Did that give you a hard time last night?”


  “Oh, no. It went away last night, thank you.”


  He circled her, stalking her, examining her until he was face-to-face with her again. “Jenna, I don’t like it when people lie to me. Why do I get the feeling you’re lying to me?”


  She rapidly shook her head again. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


  He looked down and saw the object in her hand. “What’s this?” he reached for it and she drew a step away.


  “Nothing, nothing. Just my ATM card.” She slipped it into her pants pocket.


  He sighed. “Jenna, I don’t understand.” He turned to set his soda can on the counter and out of the corner of his eye saw her bolt. Reacting quickly, he stuck his leg out, tripping her. She fell to the floor and he was on her in a flash.


  He pinned her to the carpet, facedown, feeling the familiar surging in his loins. He knew he would have to kill her, despite the fact that it was very risky. The need had returned again.


  Leaning down, he placed his mouth against her ear and whispered, “I want that card, Jenna.” She squirmed ineffectively against his superior weight and strength as he slipped a hand around and over her hip into her pocket. He found the card and sat up to examine it, planting a knee squarely in the center of her back while he read.


  “This is interesting. Where did you find it, Jenna?”


  When she didn’t answer immediately, he shifted more weight to the knee in her back and she cried. “In the loaner Porsche. Under the seat.”


  “Well, damn.” He slipped it into his pocket and grabbed a healthy handful of her hair, jerking her to her feet. “I suppose you saw the news then?”


  “No,” she answered, “I didn’t.”


  “Then why are you acting like you’re afraid of me?” He shook her by her hair. “Why?”


  


  * * * *


  


  She didn’t know what scared her more, his calm tone of voice or the brutal force he used against her. “John,” she sobbed, “stop it! You’re hurting me!”


  “Stop it, you’re hurting me,” he mocked, shaking her to emphasize each syllable. “Jenna, what will I do with you?”


  He dragged her, kicking and fighting, into the bedroom and threw her on the bed. She came up off it, determined to fight to the very end. She didn’t see his fist come around, but the sudden explosion against her right ear made her cry and fall to the floor, nearly blacking out.


  When she regained the majority of her senses, she found herself tied to the bed, naked, a gag in her mouth and her clothes and pillows on the floor. John stood over her, still fully dressed, sipping the rest of his soda. Not a single hair on his head looked out of place.


  “Well, welcome back, sweetheart.”


  She knew she was going to die.


  


  * * * *


  


  The hunter in him told him this was an improper kill, the circumstances weren’t right. Too much of a risk. But he was far past being able to resist this now. Somehow, he had let himself slip from the role of hunter into that of prey, now under suspicion for the bombing, scrutinized over the incident of the Emmerand, and now tied to the death of Melody Matthews.


  “I want to do a little investigating to see exactly who you’ve been talking to, to see what I need to do to correct your interference.” He patted her on the leg. “Don’t go away,” he darkly chided.


  Her cell phone lay on her desk in the office. Scrolling through the numbers in its memory, he found what he expected.


  “Son of a bitch,” he muttered. “Damn you, Mitch. You just can’t keep out of this, can you?”


  He went back to the bedroom, where Jenna struggled against her bonds. She stopped when she saw him.


  “It won’t do you any good to fight. It’ll only make it worse.” Her eyes widened as he started working on his belt, slipping off his slacks and carefully folding them, laying them on the chair on the far side of the room.


  “You really should have ignored all of this, Jenna.” He shook his head sadly while removing his shirt. “I honestly liked you. You interested me. I would never have hurt you.” He stripped down to bare skin and his erection, freed from the confines of his briefs, waved stiffly in front of him. “You just got in the way. I can’t have you ruining what I’ve got.”


  She started struggling again, crying out against the gag. John quickly covered the distance to the bed in two long strides and backhanded her across the temple, dazing her. When she came to again, he stood over her with one of the steak knives from her set in the kitchen.


  Fear took control of her and she tried screaming. He pressed the knife against her throat and whispered, “If you don’t stop, I’ll cut your vocal cords out so you can’t scream.” She tried to make the mattress swallow her, pressing herself down into it, cringing away from him. “I’ll do it, too, like an emergency tracheotomy. Only without painkillers.”


  Jenna froze, her body shaking in an attempt to stifle her sobs.


  “You called Mitch, didn’t you?”


  Jenna slowly nodded, cringing even further away from him.


  “You talked to her?”


  She nodded again.


  “That was her on the phone when I came in?”


  She nodded.


  “You told her about Melody?”


  She nodded.


  He smiled. “That’s all I needed to know.”


  He put down the knife and grabbed a condom. When he approached the bed again, he picked up the knife, an evil grin on his face. As he settled into position between her bound legs and held the knife up for her to see, she started screaming around the gag.


  


  * * * *


  


  Not the kill he was proudest of, but it would do. Carefully sitting back on his heels on the bed, he examined himself for her blood and determined he would be able to make the two or three steps to the bathroom in relative safety. Painstakingly slow and with the knife in hand, he rose from the bed and stepped into the bathroom, immediately flushing the condom he’d used down the toilet. He turned the shower hot as he could stand it and climbed into the tub, standing under the shower, raising his arms up and turning, not touching the walls, watching her blood run down the drain and paying close attention to rinsing the knife well. He did this for several minutes before laying the knife down and taking the soap and lathering himself with it, rinsing squeaky clean after. Repeating this procedure three times, he finally stepped out and toweled off, turning the water to full hot behind him and letting it run, thoroughly rinsing the drain.


  He flushed the toilet twice more in quick succession to help ensure the condom made it all the way out of the trap and into the sewer line. Dropping the used towel on the floor, he padded, naked and barefoot, into the kitchen. Jenna kept the cleaning supplies under the sink. He found the bathroom cleaner and an extra sponge. Back in the bathroom, he turned off the water and emptied most of the bottle into the tub, carefully scrubbing the walls and tub to remove as much residue as he could. He knew the police forensics team would still be able to find trace amounts, but the less there for them to find the better for him.


  Leaving the water running again, he dropped the sponge on top of the towel on the floor and returned the bottle of bathroom cleaner to the cabinet, placing it in the back. For good measure, he randomly touched other bottles of cleaner there, from dish detergent to dusting wax. It would be plausible to police that since he was her boyfriend and spent a great deal of time with her, his fingerprints would be widely found all over the house. It would not be plausible, however, if they were only on the bottle of bathroom cleaner.


  Studying the bathroom, he considered his options, the hunter once again in control of his mind and actions. The two options were to leave her body or remove it from the apartment. The second would delay the discovery of her body, but would be severely risky to undertake. Leaving it was the prudent option.


  How to leave her was another question to ponder altogether. Leave her as is and make it look like a robbery gone wrong? Leave her as is and have it appear to be a random killing? Or…


  The possibility flared in his mind as he stared at her body. Lifting up a corner of the sheet, he found the answer. A waterproof mattress pad protected the bedding from all sorts of nasty stains.


  Gives a whole new meaning to the phrase “assisted suicide.”


  He smiled.


  Working quickly, he first pulled the shower curtain out of the way, then found an old beach towel in her linen closet and spread it out on the floor between the bed and the bathroom. After untying her, he folded her arms across her chest and pulled the sheets and mattress pad off the other three corners of the bed, carefully wrapping them around her, folding her a temporary funereal shroud.


  Her body still felt warm when he picked it up and quickly moved it to the bathroom, laying it in the tub and somehow managing to not spill a drop of her blood. Making sure to keep everything inside the tub, he pulled the sheets and pad out from under her, rolling them up in a tight ball with the clean side of the pad out. He deposited it on the towel on the floor. The next step was to set up the tableaux, her head back, legs outstretched, arms to her side.


  He turned the water back on, straddling her body while standing under the spray of the shower head to rinse off a little blood that got on him.


  “Sorry, sweetheart.” He grinned down at her lifeless form. “Don’t mean to be rude, but I’ve got business to take care of.”


  He stepped back out and patted himself dry with the beach towel, then added it to the growing pile before him. An inspection of the mattress showed no blood, miracle of miracles. John quickly untied her bonds from the bed frame and tossed them onto the pile. He found a spare set of sheets and made the bed, remembering at the last minute to change the pillow cases so they matched. All the bedclothes he wadded up and pitched into the bathroom after making the bed.


  He scanned the room. Her clothes were next. He picked them up and took them into the bathroom, placing them on the closed toilet lid. Something looked wrong, and he studied it until he glanced at his own pile of clothes in the bedroom and realized what it was. Her underwear was on the bottom when, naturally if she’d removed her own clothes and piled them there, they would be on the top. He rearranged the clothes to look more authentic before he returned to the kitchen.


  The spare razor blades were in the junk drawer where he remembered them. A piece of paper towel served as a useful impromptu glove and he carefully withdrew the blade from the box without adding or deleting any fingerprints from it. He carried it back into the bathroom and placed it in her right hand. Holding her thumb and index finger in place around it, he used the blade to trace the original cuts he made. He turned the water back on and aimed it at her head, thoroughly rinsing her hair and shoulders off where the blood had pooled around her on the bed.


  He left the water running and stood back, examining the scene from the bathroom doorway, trying to decide if it looked believable. Indecision flooded his mind on whether or not to leave the water on, and he finally decided that on would be best. There wasn’t enough blood to leave her in a tub full of water, most of it being soaked up in the sheets. A running shower would help dispel some questions, at least.


  Next came the knife. He took it into the kitchen and opened the refrigerator door. There was still a large, pink, rare slab of London broil roast wrapped in plastic film. He sank the steak knife into it, wiggled it around for a moment, and returned the steak to the fridge. He then cleaned the knife in the kitchen sink, dried it, and returned it to the drawer with the rest, mixing it in to the middle of the knives. He hoped any residual blood on it would be masked by that of the roast.


  He stuffed the pile into a black plastic garbage bag scrounged from under the kitchen sink. Tomorrow was trash day, so it would look innocent if he was spotted carrying it downstairs. He examined himself in the bathroom mirror one last time and found no visible blood. He took a towel from the linen closet, wiped the tiled bathroom floor in the off chance there were any of his own bare footprints to be found, and laid it out like a bath mat.


  Satisfied, he left the bathroom light on and took the bag into the bedroom where he dressed.


  What else to do?


  He had the card, he cleared her cell phone and wiped his prints off with his handkerchief.


  Damn!


  He risked going back into the bathroom. Turning the water off for a minute, he pressed her fingers against the cell phone, then turned the water back on. There was only a drop or two of water on the phone. He carefully blew on it, drying it, trying not to erase any of her prints with the handkerchief.


  He clipped it back onto her purse and relaxed. Moving quickly once again, he cleared all his things out of the apartment and gathered them by the door. The process took only a minute. Using the handkerchief again, he dialed his own number from her apartment phone and waited until his answering machine picked up before hanging up. His Caller ID would record the call, and he could honestly tell investigators he didn’t have a key to Jenna’s place. By the time she was discovered, hopefully, there would be a enough of window of opportunity where it would be plausible she called him.


  He already had the story formed in his mind. The secretary had told him she acted upset during the day but didn’t say what was wrong with her. The reason, he would later explain to investigators, would be a breakup. She caught him with another woman.


  The truth, in part. The more truth in the lies, the better.


  When she confronted him, he simply broke up with her rather than swear to stay faithful.


  She was crowding me.


  She wanted more from the relationship than he was willing to give,


  She wanted a commitment, wanted to get married, and we’d only been seeing each other a short time. She was obsessive.


  She seemed devastated when he told her Sunday night, and he tried to find her, to make sure she was okay.


  I’ll have to remember to call her apartment from my phone.


  Nodding to himself, he double-checked to make sure the ID card was in his pocket. He spied her laptop on the counter and for a brief second considered penning a suicide note on it. He negated that idea and was about to leave when he reversed his decision. Using the hunt and peck method with the middle knuckles of his index fingers, he imitated women he’d seen with exceptionally long fingernails who couldn’t type conventionally, leaving no fingerprints. He kept it simple, to the point.


  And the time/date on the computer file would correspond with the call on his phone, backing up the time of death and throwing investigators off the trail.


  “Dear John…”


  He had to force himself not to laugh at the irony of the salutation and decided to scrap that, substituting, “To Whom It May Concern,” instead.


  “There’s no reason for me to go on. I love John, but I know in my heart he doesn’t share those feelings and never will. He just had me fooled. I thought he was special, but I guess I was wrong. I’m tired of keeping up this charade, of pretending I enjoy my life alone. After having someone, the emptiness is that much greaterand it’s intolerable. Please tell my family I’m sorry, but I just don’t have the energy to go on anymoreJenna.”


  He read it three times, closed his eyes, counted to ten, and read it once more. It sounded genuine, although a little melodramatic. He saved it and left it up on the screen for someone to find. He would be called a bastard by many, but better that than a murderer.


  Besides, he was used to being called a bastard.


  One final trip around the apartment showed nothing else. Using the handkerchief one last time, he let himself out and locked the door behind him. The garbage bag appeared totally innocent, but fortunately for John, he met no one on the stairs or in the parking lot. He tossed the bag onto the passenger-side floor of the Porsche and carefully drove away, watching for any witnesses. If there were any, he didn’t see them.


  He drove in the opposite direction from his condo and dumped the trash bag into a nearly full Dumpster behind a Holiday Inn approximately ten miles from Jenna’s apartment. By this time, it was nearly four o’clock.


  He stopped by Jenna’s office again, found the secretary, and pulled her to the side.


  “Are you sure Jenna hasn’t called in or anything?” he asked, fixing her with his blue eyes.


  She shook her head, concerned. “What’s going on? Did you two have a fight? She just wasn’t herself this morning.”


  He put on as shameful a face as he could muster. “I guess she didn’t tell you.”


  The secretary shook her head again.


  He sighed. “I’m afraid I have to admit this was my fault.” He looked her in the eye. “She wanted a commitment out of me I wasn’t ready to give. She pressured me, and when she saw me at a bar last night, well…”


  “She exploded.”


  “Well, that was part of it. I told her I thought we should back up a few steps, see other people, that she was getting more serious than I was ready for right now.” He sighed again, hoping he wasn’t laying it on too thick.


  The secretary, Karen, he finally remembered, looked upset. “You men are all alike, you know that?”


  “I deserve it,” he meekly admitted. “I know this hurt her, but I had to do it now. It would have been worse to lie to her and lead her on.”


  Karen fixed him with a steely glaze of her own. “Well, thank God you had enough sense to realize that. She’s crazy about you. How could you do this to her, you son of a bitch?”


  “I know. I feel horrible about it, but I didn’t have a choice. I stopped by her apartment right before I came here, but I guess she either wasn’t home or she was ignoring me, because there wasn’t any answer when I knocked, even though her car was outside.”


  He looked at his watch. “I’m sorry, but I’ve got to run. I have to get back to Tampa. I’ve got a meeting in the morning. Next time you see her, please tell her to call me. I’m worried about her.”


  He thought she mumbled some less-than-kind words at his back when he left, but that didn’t concern him. Everything added credence to his story.


  He stopped at a park on the way to his condo and parked away from the few people there. Rummaging around in his briefcase, he came up with a lighter he rarely used. Melody’s ID card didn’t burn exactly, but it melted beyond recognition on the parking lot asphalt. He waited for it to cool and picked it up with his handkerchief, throwing it all away in the bathroom of a fast food restaurant he stopped at for lunch.


  There were probably quite a few land speed records set during his whirlwind visit to his condo. Within ten minutes of arriving, he had everything he needed packed and sitting by the door, waiting to be loaded into the Porsche. Back in Tampa, he would make sure to detail and thoroughly clean the car.


  He quickly checked his answering machineno messages. The Caller ID showed Jenna’s number, among others.


  Perfect.


  The last loose end to tie up would be Mitch. She would have to be killed. Without her, their case should fall apart.


  Not that he intended to be caught in the first place.


  Contingency plans were very important in his line of work. All it took was the DEA or Coast Guard to capture the wrong personor the right one, depending on your point of viewand the entire network would crumble. Although he would admit it was partially his own pride that led to this situation. It would not have progressed to this if Mitch had not involved herself.


  He would take care of her himself this time.


  Good help is so hard to find.


  He took a last look at the condo. Probably would never see it again. Not as John Tyne, at least. Quickly loading the Porsche, he sped toward Tampa.


  Chapter Thirty-One


  


  Sam sat in his office Monday morning and studied the case file. His gut told him Mitch was right, that John was behind not only the Emmerand, but the bombing as well. Yesterday’s interview with him only served to confirm the suspicion, but he had no proof, and the problem was he couldn’t get a warrant or an indictment on gut instincts.


  “Dammit!”


  “What’s wrong?”


  Sam started at the voice and looked up. Jim McGuiness leaned against the door frame.


  “I know John Tyne is our man. Problem is tying everything together to convince the State Attorney’s office and a judge to get a warrant.”


  His partner nodded. “I’ve been thinking that, too. I want to go out there and take another look at the scene before we go ask for a warrant this afternoon. Out in Aripeka.”


  Sam shrugged. “What the hell. I’m certainly not doing any good here. You drive.”


  


  * * * *


  


  There were only a few cars in the lot. They parked next to the dive shop. Sam noticed Ed’s truck was missing.


  Dan looked up from the computer when they walked in. “Hi, guys. What’s up?”


  “Ed and Mitch playing hooky today?” Sam asked.


  Dan laughed. “I’m sure they’re playing something, but I don’t know if it’s hooky.”


  It was Sam’s turn to laugh. “Probably more like slap and tickle from the way they looked the other day.”


  “With a lot more tickle than slap,” Dan chimed in.


  Jim shook his head. “All right, you two, quit picking on the lovebirds. Dan, you told us about a guy who came into the shop looking for Mitch on Friday, before the bombing. Can you remember anything else about him?”


  Dan turned away from the computer and thought about it. “No, I’m sorry. I can’t. I really didn’t pay that much attention to him at the time.”


  “Do you know where he was parked?” Sam asked.


  “I think he was over by the trees, but I can’t swear to it. I’m sorry.”


  “That’s okay, Dan,” Jim reassured him. “You had no way of knowing.”


  “Jim, let’s go walk around over there again. I know it’s probably a waste of time, but it certainly won’t hurt.”


  “Okay.” They left the shop. With their footsteps crunching in the shell lot, they walked over to the stand of trees where the Bronco met its demise. A few remaining, charred palm fronds on the trees rustled slightly with the breeze coming off the Gulf.


  Sam took a deep breath. “I know this was pretty well gone over, but let’s try one more time. We know Mitch parked here.” He sidestepped into the center of the blackened spot. “That would leave room for at least two more vehicles to park here.” He sidestepped toward the Gulf. “And here.” He moved over one more space. “And nobody was parked next to her on either side. Ed’s truck and Dan’s car were up by the dive shop.” He pointed over his shoulder. “And everybody else was either in front of Bob Keith’s store or over closer to the docks.”


  “Point being?” Jim asked.


  “Point being, if you’re going to rig a car to explode, you’re not going to park all the hell away from it and tote stuff back and forth from your car. So you’re going to park as close as you can to it. Especially if you need your own vehicle as a shield to keep people from seeing what you’re doing. So chances are, he parked here.” Sam walked to the space between where the Bronco had been and the shop and scanned the area. “Mitch’s Bronco would have shielded him from the water side.”


  A chain-link fence separated the parking lot from the property next door. Spanish needles and knee-high grass grew unhindered on the property. Inspiration struck Sam.


  “Jim, are you sure they searched over there?”


  


  * * * *


  


  Three hours later, a crime scene team brought Sam a plastic evidence bag.


  “How far in?” he asked.


  The technician checked his notes. “Twenty feet.”


  Sam looked at Jim. “An easy throw from this side of the fence for a lazy hit man.”


  Jim smiled. “Pray for prints.”


  


  * * * *


  


  They returned to the office after lunch. Sam sat at his desk and studied a couple of reports that arrived while he was gone. One was from Hillsborough County, about the serial killer they had working the area, listing particulars to look for and the appropriate contacts through their department and the FDLE. Kenny Schoenborn was listed as the lead officer. The next detailed a murder near Orlando that was tentatively being connected to the same case. The autopsy showed the victim died in the same manner and her stomach contents revealed boiled peanuts.


  Great. Just what I’d need on top of everything else going on right now. A serial killer.


  Jim stuck his head in the door a couple of hours later. “Good news, they fit Mitch’s Bronco. Bad news, no prints.”


  “None?”


  “Nada. Must’ve wiped them clean and used gloves for the job.”


  Sam sighed. “Well, that makes sense. Figures we wouldn’t get that lucky.”


  “But it does add credence to Mitch’s theory. Her own keys were still in the ignition when it blew.”


  “It’s not going to be enough for the State Attorney. I’ll have to talk to them. I know I don’t want to lock John up and have him skate on the charge. We have to come up with something more solid than this.”


  “Patience, my friend, patience. Something will happen. It always does.”


  Sam snorted. “That’s what I’m afraid of.”


  The phone on his desk rang.


  “Sam Caster.”


  “Sam, it’s Mitch.”


  Jim started to leave, but something in the tone of her voice made him motion to Jim to stay. “What’s up, Mitch?”


  He listened as she told him about her conversation with Jenna and how she’d heard no word from her. Instinct told him John had probably got to Jenna first. “Hold on.” He rifled through papers on his desk, looking for his investigation notes about Jenna Stephens. “I’ll call the Orlando PD and have them send a car over. I’ll call you back.”


  He broke the connection and immediately called the Orlando PD. They would take lead on the case since her listed address was inside city limits. He gave the information to a detective and was put on hold while they sent a unit to investigate.


  Jim sat down across from him, his eyes questioning. Sam gave him a brief outline of what Mitch said.


  After ten long minutes and several repeats of public service messages that played while people were on hold, the detective returned to the line.


  “She’s dead, apparently a suicide. There’s a note on her computer. She slit her throat in the bathtub.”


  “That doesn’t sound right at all,” Sam said.


  “Tell me about it. But that’s all the info I have right now. I’ll head out to the scene and call you back when I’ve got more information. In the meantime, give me this man’s name and I’ll put out a BOLO on him.” Sam relayed John’s vitals and tag number and description of the Porsche.


  “I’ll put out one here in Pasco. I’ll also contact Kenny Schoenborn in Hillsborough in case this guy shows up at his house there.”


  Sam ended the conversation and sat back, filling Jim in on the details.


  “Shit,” Jim swore, rubbing his face with his hands. “Want me to call Mitch?”


  Sam shook his head. “No, I’ll do it.” He dialed the phone.


  


  * * * *


  


  When Mitch didn’t hear from Jenna two hours after she talked to her, she called her and left a message on her voice mail.


  It wasn’t necessarily a reason to worry. There were many reasonsall innocentwhy Jenna might not return her call.


  She didn’t believe that for a second.


  Finally breaking down, she called Sam and relayed the entire conversation to him.


  “Hold on, Mitch.” She heard papers rustling. “I’ll call Orlando PD and have them send a car over. I’ll call you back.”


  When her phone rang thirty minutes later, she snatched it up. “Hello?”


  Sam’s voice sounded grim. “They found her, in the tub. Looks like a suicide. She slit her throat.”


  Mitch felt the phone slip from her hand, and somehow, almost magically, Ed was there, taking it from her, walking into the kitchen to talk to Sam.


  She looked up at him after he hung up.


  “There was a note typed on her computer. Apparently, John broke up with her,” Ed explained.


  “People don’t kill themselves over John, Ed. He kills people.”


  “Mitch, you don’t know that.”


  “The hell I don’t.” Her fury drove Ed back a step. “He’s a cold, ruthless son of a bitch!”


  “You didn’t make him that way.”


  Tears rolled down her face. Ed took her into his arms as she sobbed. “Why didn’t she listen to me? Why didn’t she call the police from her office? I told her not to go home first.”


  Ed held her at arm’s length. “Listen to me. The first thing is that you are not responsible for what’s happened. You did everything humanly possible. John is a psycho. The second thing is, we have to get out of here. He’s had enough time to get over here from Orlando. He might be on his way here now. He tried to kill you once. What’s to say he won’t try again?”


  Mitch looked lost, uncertain. “Call Ron. He’ll know what to do.”


  “Mitch, I know what to do. We’re getting the hell out of here. Sam said he may try coming for you again. They found the spare keys to your Bronco in the lot next door to the marina.”


  


  * * * *


  


  “Get her out of there, Ed,” Sam told him. “Go now. He’s had a couple hours’ head start on us. He might be over here by now. Just get the hell out of there.”


  “Okay, Sam. Thanks.”


  When he hung up with Ed, he put out the BOLO and called Kenny Schoenborn to update him.


  Kenny wasn’t any too thrilled either. “I’ll get someone over to Tyne’s house now, but I don’t think we’ve got enough for a search warrant. A judge’ll give me a hard time with nothing more than circumstantial evidence.”


  “I know. That’s the bitch of it.” Sam thought about the computer records Mitch had and reconsidered. “We’re working another angle right now, though. I might be able to get you enough to sway a judge.”


  Kenny perked up. “Well, why don’t you let me in on this?”


  “I can’t just yet. It’s got to pan out. Hopefully, it will.” He hung up and ordered a car over to Ed’s house, then called Ed back.


  “I’ve got a unit on its way right now. Uniformed. We need that computer evidence. Forget what I said about moving. You just got yourself a new houseguest.”


  “Who?” Ed asked.


  “Me.”


  Chapter Thirty-Two


  


  John wasn’t sure how long it would be until someone discovered Jenna’s body, but he figured he had at least an hour head start. He jumped off I-4 in Plant City and drove through Zephyrhills, down State Road 54. He connected to Dale Mabry Highway from there, which led him right into his subdivision.


  His first pass by the house showed nothing amiss. With a mental list of items he needed, he called a cab on another throwaway cell phone and was assured it would arrive in twenty minutes. On his second pass, he used the garage door opener and parked inside, making sure the door was down before getting out. He worked fast.


  Early on he knew there would be too much risk if he didn’t diversify a little, spread his funds out. It seemed now it proved to be a wise choice. He took two large suitcases from the closet and put them on the bed, filling them with basics he’d need. From the wall safe Mitch didn’t know about, he pulled a large, bulging manila envelope. Inside were credentials for four different identities and several bankbooks for various offshore accounts. Next, he pulled five bundles of bills out, over twenty thousand dollars in cash. The suitcases he placed by the front door while the cash and envelope went into his briefcase.


  He checked his time. Ten minutes had passed since calling the cab company.


  Into a large tote bag went all his CDs and several three-ring binders full of codes and instructions. He booted the computer, and, with a sad sigh, started his nuclear program. The hard drive would thoroughly scrub itself and rewrite the data several times before reinstalling an image of a pristine operating system. He doubted the Sheriff’s office had a geek smart enough to recover the data. If they did, by that time, he would already have salvaged some funds and be untouchable.


  That’s when he noticed the new footprints.


  He followed them throughout the house. Before leaving the house the last time, he’d run the vacuum, of that he was certain. And he kept that in the kitchen pantry, so there were no footprints when he left.


  He followed them around the house, from the garage straight to the den, to the computer desk.


  To the file cabinet.


  Who did they belong to? There was only one set, all the same size. If it was a police officer, they’d still be here, with a search warrant, waiting for him. Putting one of his own feet alongside one of the phantom prints, he realized what had happened.


  For the first time in his life he felt unbalanced. The answer was obvious, but she had given him back his keys.


  He thought about it. She could have made a spare set. He immediately discounted that theory, remembering the prints came from the garage, not the front door.


  Then he remembered.


  Garage door opener.


  All his loose ends were tied except for Mitch. She had to be taken care of. Unless she was dead, the killings would always be hanging over his head.


  A dead witness couldn’t testify.


  He finished and waited by the door for the cab. It arrived only two minutes later than predicted, and the driver helped him load his bags.


  “Where to, sir?”


  John thought for a moment. “TIA. Cayman Airways departure.”


  Chapter Thirty-Three


  


  Mitch stirred the large pot on the stove before returning to the table where Ed, Ron, Sam, and Jim pored over the printouts. “It’s there, Sam, I know what we need to nail his ass is in that damn computer somewhere!”


  At the center of the pile was the copy of the mysterious fax received from Texas. After placing a few phone calls to the Texas Rangers, Sam reported to the group that the office there was forcibly closed, its assets seized, and both state and federal agents were poring over records, looking for information to tie them into John’s purported drug smuggling.


  The list was a series of dates and times for the next two months, with some codes that probably represented places, but Mitch had yet to connect the dates with anything in John’s records on the computer.


  He shook his head. “We have to have proof, Mitch.”


  She sighed. “I know.” She popped a peanut open and sucked the meat out of the shell.


  Sam reached out and took one from the bowl in the center of the table, shelled it and ate it, dropping the shell onto the paper plate. “These are good, Mitch.”


  “Thanks. I like to make my own.”


  He studied her. “Do you make those a lot?”


  She shrugged. “I used to. John loved them. They’re easy to make. This is the first batch I’ve made in months.”


  Startling realization flooded his brain and he staggered to his feet, his mind reeling. “Oh my god. Oh my fucking god!” he yelled.


  Jim frowned. “Sam, what the hell is wrong with you?’


  He grabbed his cell, his fingers obviously trembling with excitement as he dialed. “Yes, this is Sam Caster, Pasco County Sheriff’s Office. Put me through to Kenny Schoenborn immediately, please. Yes it’s urgent!”


  Mitch and Ed exchanged puzzled glances while Jim looked like a lightbulb had gone on in his brain. “Oh, shit!” he exclaimed.


  “Sam, what is it?” Mitch asked.


  He turned. “What color is the interior of John’s Porsche?”


  She thought for a moment. “Tan, I think, or beige, or whatever they call that color.”


  “Kenny!” he interrupted her, talking on the phone again. “Sam Caster here. Listen, get your men over to John Tyne’s immediately! Suspicion of murder. I’ll have you a witness for a probable cause search warrant in about one hour.” He turned to Mitch. “Yes. She’s sitting right here.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Sam and two deputies drove Mitch and Ed to Tampa to Kenny Schoenborn’s office, where she gave a sworn statement. They got an emergency bench warrant and as soon as it was signed, Kenny gave the team on the scene the word to enter the house.


  The Carrollwood house lay empty. The Porsche, however, sat in the garage. After the crime scene technicians finished and secured it, it was towed to the sheriff office’s lab. Matching fibers were found to connect him with Denise Stanley.


  Now all they needed was their suspect.


  Sam had his deputies drive Mitch and Ed back to Ed’s house to wait for news. He told them he’d return in a couple of hours and to sit tight.


  Ron showed up before Sam, and was already trying to talk the two into leaving. Sam picked up the argument immediately upon his arrival.


  “Ed, take Mitch, and go off for a couple of days. Get a rental car and leave your truck here. We’ll post a couple of deputies that resemble you two and hope John does something stupid.”


  Mitch still didn’t like the idea of leaving. She knew Aripeka, grew up in its close-knit confines. A stranger was easily identifiable. If they did leave and John managed to follow them, there was no telling how much danger they’d be in. There would be no way to watch their backs and know for certain that John wasn’t close behind.


  “How long are we supposed to keep our lives on hold? How long are we supposed to keep running? What happened to keeping a close eye on the key witness?” Mitch sniped.


  “What about the fact that he’s got some sort of connection either here or up in Hernando Beach or Bayport? Someone who knows the area? How about the next time he tries something we find you scattered all over Bob’s parking lot and we bury you in a coffee can after we pick you up with table spoons?”


  Mitch recoiled from his words as if slapped. He softened his voice and tried again. “Mitch, I can’t force you to go any more than I can force you to stay unless I locked you up under protective custody. I’m your friend, and I’m not going to do that. I’m asking you, not telling you, as your friend, please get the hell out.”


  She looked up at Ed. “Well?”


  “You already know my feelings on the matter.”


  “Shit.” She walked over to Margarita’s cage and took the bird out, petting her. “What about Margarita and Pete?”


  “I’ll stay here with them,” Ron volunteered. “Or we can move them to my house. Whichever you prefer.”


  “No, you can stay here.” She sighed. “Give me a little while to get packed and Ron can drop us by the Ford dealership.”


  The men all looked at her quizzically.


  “If we’re leaving Ed’s truck here, we need a vehicle. I need to replace the Bronco anyway, so I might as well do it now. I’d at least like to have that much stability in my life, that I’m in my own goddamn car.”


  She went into the bedroom to pack, wishing John would show up and get his ass shot just so her life could return to normal. Along that line of thinking, she remembered to pack the 9mm, the extra clips, and a full box of ammo for it. Probably an unnecessary precaution, but it made her feel a little better nonetheless.


  


  * * * *


  


  An hour later, they were at the dealership. The deputy, under orders to remain with them until they left in their new vehicle, shadowed them while they looked. She narrowed it down to three different choices and asked the salesman to give them a few minutes alone. He walked back to the showroom while she discussed it with Ed and the deputy.


  She decided on a blue Expedition, a like-new four-door with a V8 engine and all the safety features, including antilock brakes and air bags. The only thing it didn’t have was power locks, but she didn’t care about that. They trooped into the sales office to find the salesman. An hour later, the deputy helped them transfer their luggage into the new vehicle and waited until they were safely on the road.


  


  * * * *


  


  The deputy never saw the car across the street pull out and follow Mitch and Ed. He had a picture of John Tyne supplied to Sam by Mitch, and any cars that drove into the lot he scrutinized for a familiar face. Perhaps if he’d been a former military man or Secret Service, he would have spotted the threat, but instead he called in to Sam Caster that everything went fine and then checked out, his shift over an hour earlier, and drove home.


  


  * * * *


  


  Mitch was in no mood to enjoy her new vehicle, and had practically shoved the keys in Ed’s hands when the salesman handed her the paperwork.


  “I just can’t drive, Ed. I’m too upset.”


  “That’s okay, hon. Where to?”


  She waved her hand at the windshield. “I don’t care. South. Key West, hell, Cuba for all I care.”


  He gave her hand a gentle squeeze. “It’s nearly dark. How about we stop around Sarasota and get a good night’s sleep, and we’ll discuss it from there.”


  Mitch leaned her head back against the seat and closed her eyes. “Whatever. I don’t care.”


  


  * * * *


  


  The western horizon had melted into deep purple, the sun already down, by the time they crossed the Sunshine Skyway bridge. They drove mostly in silence, Ed’s attempts at conversation early in the trip unproductive.


  I don’t know what to say to her.


  He felt the change in her. Ever since learning about Jenna’s death, the anger and personal outrage she’d felt about John had been subtly replaced by guilt and even fear. He’d seen the full spectrum of Mitch’s emotions over the years, but never anything quite like the withdrawn, almost impenetrable brooding mask she now wore. Aching for her, he left her to her own thoughts and concentrated on driving.


  He drove on for another fifteen minutes before turning off the interstate and heading west for Sarasota. He found a Holiday Inn on the ICW that had plenty of rooms available and a restaurant on the ground floor. Once they were checked into a room with a water view and unpacked, Ed called Sam and gave them the room number as well as the tag number and description of the new Explorer.


  “Where are you going to end up?”


  “I don’t know,” Ed said, looking at Mitch. “Wherever we end up at.”


  “Hopefully, it’ll be safe enough for you to come home within a week. I’d say if he doesn’t show up or we don’t find any sign of him before then, he’ll be long gone. We’ve got border patrol notices up, but that doesn’t mean he isn’t already halfway to Texas or jumped a fishing trawler or something. Or he could have already hopped a flight out of TIA before we got the BOLO out.”


  “Okay, Sam. We’ll keep in touch. Call us if anything happens.” He hung up and turned to Mitch. “Are you going to eat something, or will I have to force-feed you?” He smiled, trying to keep his voice light.


  “No, I’ll eat, dammit. But I’ll be glad when we can go home.” They went downstairs. By the end of the meal, Ed had managed to coax a few smiles and tentative laughs out of her. Her state of mind, while not the best, was at least a little improved from that afternoon.


  Their room came with a large whirlpool tub, and they made good use of it, taking time to soak in the warm water, simply holding each other, trying to ease the day’s tension away. Ed thought he’d managed to relax Mitch when he carried her into the bedroom and laid her down on the bed until she took a moment to unpack the 9mm and put it in the nightstand drawer, fully loaded, a round chambered. Only then did she allow him to make love to her.


  “You sure know how to interrupt the flow of things,” he gently chided her.


  She nibbled on his ear. “It gives me a little peace of mind. I felt like someone followed us down the entire way today.”


  He kissed a line from the base of her throat to in between her breasts. “You’re just jumpy, that’s all.”


  “I hope you’re right.” She softly moaned as he took one of her breasts into his mouth and teased her with his tongue.


  “I am. Just lay back and enjoy yourself.”


  What he didn’t tell her was he’d had that same feeling. He didn’t mention the Chevy that appeared to stay with them all the way down US 19 to the interstate and across the Skyway. He didn’t really think it was anything to worry about, but he didn’t want to be caught on the road after dark either.


  Mitch’s hand found its way between his legs. As she slowly massaged his balls before wrapping her fingers around his cock and stroking it, he soon forgot about the Chevy and concentrated on loving her.


  He closed his eyes and enjoyed the feel of her fingers sliding up and down his hard shaft. So many times he’d imagined her hands on him, her body underneath his, and now his dreams had finally come true.


  When he couldn’t take it any longer, he rolled her over onto her back. “I want to taste you,” he hoarsely said before lowering his lips to her pussy.


  Her eyes fell closed as her fingers plunged into his hair. If anything, his cock grew even harder at the taste of her sweet juices as he fucked her with his tongue. He clamped his fingers around her thighs and held her still as he slowly teased and tormented her. Only when she started begging him to make her come did he relent. He wrapped his lips around her clit and sucked, triggering her explosion.


  Listening to her moans nearly finished him off. He sat up and sank his cock deep inside her, relishing the feel of her slick muscles grabbing at his shaft.


  “Please!” she gasped, urging him to start moving.


  He leaned in and kissed her. “Don’t worry, I’m going to fuck you so good, baby,” he whispered. He grabbed her wrists and encircled her with his arms, holding her hands above her head, cocooning her with his body. He kissed her again before nuzzling his lips in the crook of her neck. “So good,” he repeated.


  She tried to urge him faster, but he wouldn’t be rushed. He savored it, holding back, wanting to make her come again first. Only when he felt her body tensing, climbing toward release, did he pick up the pace.


  Her fingers curled around his. He lifted his head to look into her eyes. “I love you, Mitch,” he whispered.


  Her gaze widened. He felt her pussy clench around him as her release exploded.


  He smiled. “That’s what I wanted to feel, baby.” He began fucking her hard, fast, racing to catch up with her until with a cry echoed by her, he exploded inside her.


  Winded, he collapsed on top of her. She wrapped her arms around him. “Please don’t ever let me go,” she whispered.


  He rolled to his side with his arms protectively cradling her. “Never,” he said. “Never.”


  She fell asleep in his arms, curled up against his side. Ed thought back to their dinner conversation.


  He was acutely aware that Mitch hadn’t brought up any plans for the future, for their future, as she had been ever since they admitted their feelings for each other. He tried to force himself away from the macabre line of thinking that there might not be a future for them if John interceded, and finally drifted off to sleep, curled protectively around her.


  


  * * * *


  


  She ran. A brief, panicked glance over her shoulder was enough to send her sprinting down the stairs, across the dewy grass of the backyard, toward the dock. Whatever the dark, shapeless thing was pursuing her, identification would have to wait.


  Mitch fled down the dock, over the rough wood, picking her feet up as she ran


  Watch out for splinters!


  even this was ingrained in her from childhood, drilled into her by her father and experience.


  As the threat gained speed on her, too late she realized the jon boat was gone. Her only escape lay in the water.


  She sped up, judging her distance. After she launched herself at the water, reaching her hands out to break her entry, she realized she’d find no safety here as the water boiled and darkness broke the surface to devour her


  “Mitch!”


  Ed shook her as she screamed, his eyes wide, still confused from sleep and fright. Her frantic thrashing and cries had awoken him, and he had the 9mm in his hand, safety off, until he turned the bedside light on and realized she was in the iron grasp of a nightmare.


  Her eyes opened. When her brief disorientation passed, she collapsed in his arms, shuddering, unable to cry anymore. He held her until her shakes passed, then finally, her breathing became slow and steady as she sank back into the relief of sleep.


  He put the safety back on the 9mm and laid it on top of the bedside table. He would not sleep for the rest of the night. He sat up in bed, the TV on low to keep from disturbing Mitch, watching over her.


  


  * * * *


  


  Mitch woke up before dawn from habit. As the day’s first, grey light crept into the room, she told Ed about her nightmare and her terror.


  “And what if he’s out there right now? What if he’s watching for us in the parking lot?”


  He bit his tongue, wanting more to calm her fears than add to them. “I doubt that, hon. He can’t possibly have followed us.”


  She wanted to believe him, but the dream’s firm grip refused to let go. Darkness behind, darkness ahead, terror no matter where she turned.


  Chapter Thirty-Four


  


  John took a room in the hotel across the street from Mitch and Ed, where a twenty-four-hour Denny’s operated in the lobby. He asked for a five a.m. wake-up call and went out in search of a drug store. After making a rather unusual purchase at a CVS, he returned to his hotel, made sure their vehicle still sat in the lot, and went to his room.


  By the time he went to bed, his hair had been buzzed short with the clippers he bought and was now a light blond. He hadn’t shaved since that morning, and his stubble was coming in quickly. The wire-frame reading glasses he bought were the weakest magnification he could get but still messed up his equilibrium a little. It didn’t matter, because he wouldn’t need to wear them very long. Only long enough to approach Mitch without her recognizing him until it was too late.


  The dark knee-high socks and black rubber beach sandals were certainly touristy, combined with a pair of shorts and T-shirt that read, “Lovin’ the Sun in Sarasota.” The cheap flowered beach tote concealed the .38 he picked up near the airport after renting the car. He topped the ensemble with a Florida Devil Rays baseball cap and examined the results with a satisfied eye. It probably wouldn’t fool a cop for long, but all he needed to do was get close to Mitch and Ed.


  He undressed and showered before getting into bed. He knew he had to bide his time. As much as he wanted to take them immediately, he forced himself to wait. He was glad he’d decided to go back to Pasco after leaving the Carrollwood house. John despised loose ends, and Mitch was the last one.


  Getting rid of Ed would be a bonus.


  After the cab driver dropped him at the Cayman Airways ticket area, John had carried his luggage down to arrivals and waited for a rental car shuttle. Alamo was the first to arrive, so they were the lucky contestant on “Hide the Fugitive.” With his ID labeling him John Tyne left in a garbage can at the ticketing area at TIA, he was now “Kyle Roberts.”


  Kyle Roberts rented a Chevy Cavalier and drove to Pasco, purchasing the stolen .38 on the way. His intuition that Mitch and Ed would disappear for a few days was valid, and he figured that taking them out on the road would be easier than in the armed encampment that Ed’s house had become.


  He watched Sam Caster coordinating deputies and saw Ed and Mitch, bags packed, climb into the cruiser and depart. The thought did cross John’s mind that he might have to shoot the deputy as well if their destination turned out to be TIA, but that proved unnecessary when they turned into the Ford dealership.


  The cops would expect him to either retaliate immediately or run. If it came up, the cab driver would say he dropped a man fitting John’s description at Cayman Airways. A little more misdirection to buy time.


  He finally drifted off to sleep debating whether to kill Mitch outright or let her watch Ed die first.


  


  * * * *


  


  Mitch’s funk returned at breakfast. Ed finally gave up trying to lighten her mood. They ate in silence, Ed worried about her state of mind and Mitch brooding about Jenna’s death and John’s unknown whereabouts. Ed called Sam before they went to breakfast and found out about the cab driver dropping John at TIA, but even this didn’t cheer her.


  Ed didn’t blame her. He still felt they were being watched, and although he didn’t tell Mitch, he thought some of her unease was brought on from the same feeling.


  They checked out of the hotel and took their time winding through Sarasota. Ed decided on a side trip and headed over the Ringling Causeway to the St. Armand’s Circle shopping district.


  Mitch perked up enough to inquire what they were doing.


  “Relaxing, that’s what.” He parked the SUV and they started meandering around the circle. An hour later, he found the store he wanted and stepped inside the air-conditioned showroom, leading Mitch in by the hand. It took her a minute to register what they were there for, but Ed sat her down in one of the provided chairs and told her not to move.


  


  * * * *


  


  On a normal day, Mitch might have taken slight umbrage at that, but she felt too tired to resist, and sat looking at the glass display cases.


  Ed’s back was turned to Mitch while he conferred with the clerk. She saw him pull out his wallet and hand a credit card to the clerk, who returned a minute later with a sales receipt and pen. He signed it and walked over to Mitch.


  It finally dawned on her what was happening when he got down on one knee and took her left hand in his.


  “Ed”


  “Shhh,” he quieted her, “This is my moment.” He slipped the ring, a beautiful round-cut solitaire, on her finger. “Mitch, we’ve known each other a lot of years. I’ve spent the past couple of them scared to tell you how I feel because I was afraid you’d laugh at me. I’m tired of wasting our time together. Will you please marry me?”


  She stared at the ring then looked into his eyes. She nodded her head and he swept her into his arms as the clerk looked on.


  “Congratulations,” the clerk said.


  Ed led Mitch out of the shop and kissed her long and passionately.


  “It’s beautiful, Ed,” she whispered. “But it’s got to be expensive.”


  He kissed her again. When he finally broke the kiss he looked into her eyes. “I don’t care how much it costs. I love you.”


  


  * * * *


  


  John followed them all morning. When they emerged from the jewelry shop, he watched them kissing on the sidewalk.


  They wouldn’t be doing that if they knew who was watching, he thought with glee. It was almost enough to motivate him to take them then, so he could relish the tragic surprise on their faces as he ended their lives. Problem was, it was too damn risky to take them in public. He’d have to wait until he could get them alone somehow, even if that meant tailing them all the way down to the Keys.


  He followed them around the circle all morning, watching them walk hand in hand, two oblivious lovers wrapped up in their emotions and ignoring the danger shadowing them. John constantly revised his mental plan. So far, his favorite was kidnapping them both, taking them someplace remote, tying up Ed and letting him watch while he raped Mitch, then killing Ed before Mitch’s eyes. Inflicting the deepest hurt possible upon both of them for destroying the life he’d built.


  So much for gratitude. I kept Mitch in a good quality of life while we were together, and this is the thanks I get.


  “You should have left well enough alone, Mitch,” he muttered under his breath.


  


  * * * *


  


  Mitch looked up from the dessert menu, startled. The outdoor cafe with its delicious smells had been too tempting for the couple to resist.


  Ed studied her, pushing away the rest of his sandwich. “What’s wrong?”


  She shook her head. “I’m telling you, I got a severe case of the wiggins. It’s like there’s a pair of eyes watching our every move.”


  Ed tried to deflect her fears despite his own suspicions. Mitch seemed to finally be making progress, and that was more important to him than any threat from John Tyne. If John was stupid enough to show his face, Ed would rearrange it for him.


  “Mitch, it’s okay. You’re understandably nervous.” Surreptitiously he patted the comforting bulk of the 9mm in its holster in the back waistband of his shorts. Despite the warm day, he wore a light jacket over his T-shirt to hide the gun.


  Mitch wasn’t the only one with a concealed carry permit. And as jumpy as she was, it was probably better she didn’t carry the gun.


  She turned her head, studying the crowds, looking for something out of place. Ed silently cursed John Tyne. Mitch looked like a deer ready to bolt.


  “Hon, why don’t we pay the bill and get on the road again? We can make Islamorada by dark.” Ed couldn’t deny his own case of the heebie-jeebies, and he didn’t know how much longer he could successfully conceal his unease from Mitch.


  “That sounds like a good idea,” she agreed, her eyes still searching.


  


  * * * *


  


  John watched Ed motion for the check and wait impatiently while the waitress brought their change. When the couple left the cafe, they changed direction and made a beeline back to the parking lot where their SUV sat.


  Taking a chance, he cut back between two buildings and broke into a run once he turned off the main street. Only slightly winded, he made it back to their vehicle before they were in sight.


  Quickly glancing through the tinted windows, he didn’t see any sign of an alarm system. The lack of electronic locks supported his theory. He tried the driver’s door handle.


  Locked.


  Watching for any sign of them, he tried all the doors with the same result. Finally, he tried the back hatch and it opened for him. He rolled into the cargo area and slid over the backseat before they rounded the corner at a fast walk. As they approached, he ducked down and tightly gripped the pistol.


  He heard voices. He waited until he heard the passenger door unlock and open, then close again. Ed, the eternal gentleman, had just given him his opening.


  


  * * * *


  


  Ed walked around the front of the SUV, constantly glancing around him. When he unlocked the driver’s door, he was unprepared for the look of terror on Mitch’s face.


  He reached behind him but stopped when John pointed the gun at Mitch’s temple. “Hello, Ed. Long time no see.”


  “You son of a bitch.”


  “Now, that’s not polite.” John laughed, forcing Mitch’s head to the side with the barrel of the gun. “Why don’t you just drop those keys right there on the driver’s seat and back away. Unless you want her brains splattered all over this nice upholstery.”


  Ed’s mind raced, trying to pick his options. His eyes shifted from John’s cold, crazy ones to Mitch’s terrified panic. He had no options. He let the keys drop onto the seat.


  “Wise choice, buddy. Now say bye-bye to Mitch, because her and I are going for a ride. You don’t mind if I go for a ride with my wife, do you?”


  Ed had to hand it to her. Despite her fear she still stood up to John. “I’m not your wife, you bastard.”


  “Oh, I think the State of Florida would differ with you on that one if you tried to marry ole Eddie here before our divorce went through. I do believe they’d toss you in jail for bigamy. But that is a nice new rock you’re sporting on your left hand. Now slowly pick up those keys. Ed, wave bye-bye and close the door, carefully. If you try anything stupid like shooting the tires out, she’s dead.”


  Ed’s voice cracked, his testicles felt like icy marbles shrunken against his stomach. “I’ll get you out of this somehow, Mitch. I love you.”


  She nodded, trembling. “I love you, too.”


  “Oh, how bravely touching. Not to mention stupid. Now take the keys, bitch. Ed, close that fucking door.”


  Ed shut the door and stepped away from the vehicle. John forced Mitch over into the driver’s seat and, the gun still at her temple, ordered her to drive.


  


  * * * *


  


  When the Explorer turned the corner, Ed sprinted after it. He watched the direction it headed and ran back toward the main circle just as a Sarasota County Sheriff’s cruiser turned the corner. Without thinking, he ran directly into its path, waving his arms. When the deputy screeched to a halt, Ed ran up and breathlessly explained the situation. The deputy motioned Ed into the passenger-side seat and took off almost before Ed had the door closed. While they tried to locate the Explorer, the deputy got on the radio and called the situation into dispatch. Less than a minute later, the cell phone in Ed’s pocket rang. Ed immediately recognized Sam Caster’s voice.


  “Ed! What the hell happened?”


  Ed explained John’s carjacking and where he was now. “Okay,” Sam said. “Stay with me, Ed. Don’t hang up. We’ve got Sarasota and Manatee Counties and FHP rolling on this one. We’ll get her back.”


  Ed fought back his tears. Somehow, he wasn’t sure if they would.


  


  * * * *


  


  Mitch tried to concentrate on her driving, praying Ed remembered to tell the police her cell phone was equipped with a GPS tracker. John kept his left hand around the back of her seat and clutched her throat while his right kept the pistol pressed against her temple.


  “John, this is stupid. There’s no reason for you to do this.”


  “Shut up. You have no idea what you’re talking about. Maybe you don’t fully recognize the magnitude of the situation. I know Jenna called you about what happened with Melody Matthews. But she didn’t know the half of it.”


  “John, I”


  “Shut up!” he screamed. “Do not interrupt me again! Just head for the interstate.”


  Traffic was unusually light for that time of day, and they made better than average time to I-75 despite Mitch’s best efforts to stall. At one point while they were stopped for a light, she remembered to put her seat belt on, something she usually did automatically. She kept looking in the mirrors, trying to spot any sign of Ed. A couple of times she thought she saw a Sarasota County deputy behind them, but she couldn’t be sure.


  All she could do was pray.


  “Mitch, you and I are going to have a final party together. We’re heading north, if you needed to ask. I want us to take a little boat ride together.”


  “I take it we’re both not coming back.”


  He laughed, a cold, chilling sound that sent shivers down her spine. “You always were a smart woman. One of the reasons I kept you around.”


  Perhaps there was hope. If he meant they were heading for the Sun Run, she might still have a chance to kill him. He had no clue how to operate a boat, and she had almost limitless choices of potential weapons to choose from if John simply took his eyes off her for a second.


  “You see, Mitch, I know you saw the picture of the Emmerand. And I’m sure you suspected I was connected. I still can’t believe of all people to find that damn boat it had to be you. You have cost me more money than you can ever imagine.


  “And God, I can’t believe Jenna contacted you. It was stupid of me to miss that ID.” He finally eased up and let go of her throat, but still held the gun close to her head.


  “Why did you kill that girl?” They were on the interstate now. Mitch definitely recognized the marked cruiser that fell in about a half mile behind them. Hope blossomed. John was too engrossed in his own story to notice. She wondered if Ed was in the cruiser.


  “That girl wasn’t the first or last one. She was prey. You wouldn’t understand. You’re not like them at all. I would never have done anything to hurt you if you’d kept your nose out of this. I needed you, believe it or not.”


  “You don’t call me walking in on you screwing a bimbo hurting me?”


  He waved the gun in the air like it didn’t matter. “That’s different. I got bored, I told you that. I needed new territory. It was nothing personal.”


  “So how many people have you killed?”


  His grin in the rearview mirror chilled her. “More than you could possibly imagine.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Ed kept Sam apprised with a running play-by on the cell phone. Up ahead, the SUV veered off to the right, the turnoff for the Skyway Bridge.


  “We can’t try to take him on the bridge. It’s too dangerous. If he got away, he could easily grab another hostage.”


  “Did you hear that, Sam?” Ed asked.


  “Yeah, I did. But Pinellas County and the FHP have already been notified and they’re blocking off the bridge. They’re going to let him on and box him in. At least, that’s the way it’s supposed to happen. If he gets off that bridge, we risk losing him. At least the bridge is a confined environment. Besides, the longer he has Mitch, the more of a risk there is that he’ll hurt her.” Ed told the deputy what Sam said and the deputy nodded.


  Two more cruisers, one Manatee County and an FHP car, were involved in the pursuit, following Ed and the deputy. Mitch was keeping the Explorer a steady seventy-five miles per hour, only five miles faster than the limit. Apparently, John was oblivious to their presence. Ed sent a silent message to Mitch to hang on.


  


  * * * *


  


  John shoved a dollar bill in Mitch’s face for the toll. “Do not freak on me, or I will kill the toll collector.”


  His growl was all she needed to comply. They made it through the toll plaza without incident, although the toll collector seemed to stare at her intently. The cruiser followed about a half mile behind them and before being joined by two other cars. She allowed herself a little hope.


  Up ahead, palm trees were pinned back by the stiff twenty-five-plus-knot breeze blowing across the bridge off the Gulf. The high-wind warning lights flashed ahead on the causeway, and Mitch started formulating her plan.


  John had eased back a little, still leaning over the back of the seat, but not crowding Mitch quite so closely. Her total compliance to his demands had relaxed him. She tried to keep him talking, keep his mind off his surroundings. It turned her stomach that she’d ever made love to him, but she kept him rambling about his many kills despite her desire to retch.


  Mitch had difficulty keeping one eye on the road and the other on John. By the time they reached the causeway approaching the main span, the cruisers were running their lights.


  Ed!


  John still hadn’t spotted them. There was a fully loaded car carrier about five lengths behind them. Mitch slowed imperceptibly and slid over into the right-hand lane to let it pass. The draft from its passing combined with the stiff winds buffeted the SUV.


  “Why are you slowing down?”


  “Because the speed limit’s only sixty on the bridge. I can speed up if you want and risk a ticket.”


  “No, just drive.”


  She risked another glance in the mirror. The largest vehicle behind her now was a full-size Chevy van.


  Her plan was dicey at best, but it was all she could do. They were at the base of the main span now, heading north. She accelerated as she started the ascent, putting two car lengths between her and the van, which now rode in the left-hand lane. For most of the length of the bridge, the travel lanes were divided in the center by a gap, until they met at the main span. There, where the supporting cables were anchored, a low, three-foot-tall berm about ten feet wide separated the travel lanes.


  As she crested the top of the span, John’s attention was on the view of the St. Pete peninsula, not her. Timing was everything. She prayed as she jammed the brake pedal to the floor while whipping the wheel around hard to the left across both lanes.


  “Son of a” was all John had time to get out. The gun flew from his hand, crazing the windshield before falling to the passenger side floor while he was vaulted over the seat after it.


  Mitch felt the ABS trying to compensate. She pumped the pedal, trying to counteract it, coaxing the skid. The SUV slid sideways. Mitch thought she’d avoided a rollover then the bumper caught the wall, flipping the Expedition onto its passenger side.


  The air bags deployed, scaring her. She barely had time to register the squeal of tires over the grinding of metal against concrete as another impact rocked the Explorer as the van, unable to avoid the collision, plowed into them. She prayed the people inside were okay.


  Her teeth clenched as she waited for additional impacts as the vehicles slid to a stop. With the passenger side facing down, she tore the now-deflating airbag out of her way and grabbed the steering wheel with one hand while scrambling to unbuckle her seat belt with the other.


  Mitch’s heart pounded as she forced the driver’s door open. Another set of tires squealed and she felt another impact somewhere along the chain of the accident.


  For an instant, anger overcame her terror. “You bastard!” she screamed. “That’s two vehicles you’ve cost me!” She heard him growl, a sound beyond human, and felt his hand clamp onto her ankle. She kicked out, screaming, and felt satisfaction when she connected and he grunted in pain, releasing her.


  The momentum had carried them nearly twenty yards down the other side of the center of the span and traffic quickly built up behind them. She knew the bridge cameras had already picked up the wreck and she prayed no one was injured.


  Besides John.


  Looking behind her to the south, she saw the emergency lights of the cruisers rapidly threading through traffic along the emergency shoulder, but it would still be at least a minute until they arrived. To the north she saw the approaching lights of an FHP cruiser. Looking back to the wreck, she saw John moving, untangling himself. In a moment, he’d be free.


  She bolted. The bridge signaling system was already stopping southbound traffic. Heading for the wall, she looked back at the sound of John’s voice.


  “I’m going to kill you, bitch!” His head appeared. “You’re dead!” He started pulling himself from the wreck.


  She could now hear the cruisers’ sirens, less than a quarter mile away, but they wouldn’t arrive before John freed himself.


  The gun!


  She mentally kicked herself for not grabbing it. Mitch jumped over the wall, dodging the support cables, and down to the other side where she ran back toward the south.


  Mitch heard John hit the pavement and jump the wall. “Come here, Mitch!”


  “Fuck you!” she screamed over her shoulder, not looking back.


  Confused motorists watched her run, unsure whether to help or not. The deputy in the lead of the northbound group spotted her and raced up the breakdown lane, finally sliding to a stop near her. Ed bounded out of the cruiser before it even came to a complete stop, the 9mm in his hand, and he jumped the wall, putting himself between her and John.


  John didn’t stop until he saw the deputy get out and jump the wall too, his weapon also drawn. Mitch and Ed watched him weighing his choices.


  “Drop your weapon now!” The deputy assumed a shooter’s stance.


  John backed away, the gun hanging limply from his hand. There was a three-inch gash over his left eye and blood ran down his face. “I never thought you’d get the best of me, Mitch.”


  “Drop the gun now!” the deputy repeated.


  John shook his head. “Never thought it’d all end like this.”


  “John, drop the gun. It’s over. Give yourself up,” Mitch said from the protection of Ed’s arm.


  John shook his head. “It’s all ruined. Don’t you understand? Game over. I’m not going to prison.” His legs hit the outer wall of the southbound span and he looked down at the water several hundred feet below.


  Turning his attention back to Mitch, he smiled, chilling her blood. “I’ll see you in hell, Mitch.” He raised the gun.


  Ed pushed Mitch to the ground, bringing his gun up and firing at the same time the deputy fired. Mitch saw a deadly red flower blossom around John’s left shoulder, the bullet’s impact knocking the gun out of his hand and pushing him over the wall.


  “No!” Mitch screamed, running to the wall with the deputy and Ed behind her. The deputy holstered his gun and called for backup on his radio.


  “Shots fired, man in the water, we need a rescue boat at the center span immediately!”


  The murky Tampa Bay swallowed John’s body, with barely a ripple as the waves swept over the area, leaving no trace. Ed holstered the 9mm and wrapped his arms around Mitch as she collapsed against him.


  “Will this nightmare ever end?” she sobbed. Hauntingly, Sami’s joking words about John jumping off a bridge came back to her. Mitch was beyond tears, but felt Ed’s on her cheeks as she crumpled to the pavement.


  Chapter Thirty-Five


  


  Authorities dragged Tampa Bay for several days. Divers searched the base of the Skyway and along the pilings of the fishing piers on either side, which were remnants of the original span that collapsed years prior after a freighter collided with it.


  Nothing.


  Without the body, it was impossible to discern whose weapon had found its mark, but the coroner’s inquest concluded there was little chance John Tyne could have survived the fall after being shot. At the time, the outgoing tide probably carried the body to the open Gulf. Ed didn’t admit it to Mitch, but he had aimed to kill more out of anger than self-preservation, and was pretty sure his bullet had found its mark.


  John Tyne was declared legally dead.


  Mitch was officially a widow.


  


  * * * *


  


  Mitch wasn’t sure what returning to a “normal” life was supposed to entail. A week after the showdown, Mitch still wouldn’t talk, wouldn’t eat, couldn’t sleepdidn’t cry. Ed turned to Sami for help. Sami was the only person who really could say she knew what Mitch had been through. Sami didn’t need a degree in psychology to tell Mitch had emotionally shut down from the shock of everything that happened


  It was an experience she knew quite well.


  Sami told Ed to pack Mitch a bag. She picked her friend up in Aripeka despite Mitch’s feeble protests. She took Mitch to a small inn on a lake near Inverness and finally, after twenty-four hours of doing most of the talking, telling Mitch the full story of what happened to her in Brooksville when Steve went crazy, Mitch opened up and let go of the pain, talked about it.


  And cried.


  Sami was the only one who could understand the fear, the guilt, the anger, the jumble of emotions all fighting for dominance, each demanding Mitch’s full attention and energy. Three days later, Sami drove Mitch home, Mitch’s mental wounds finally scabbing over.


  Two weeks after John’s leap from the Skyway, Mitch still carried the 9mm in a holster under her arm. She still triple-checked the locks on the doors at night. She still jumped at noises. It got to the point where Ed made her keep the gun on his side of the bed, fearing she’d panic during the night and accidentally shoot him or Pete.


  She still couldn’t believe John was dead. It didn’t seem real without his body.


  She still had nightmares.


  The real bombshell came five weeks after the incident. Mitch regained quite a bit of her nerves and actually stopped looking over her shoulder all the time.


  “Knock knock,” Ron called from the porch.


  “Come in.” Mitch jumped up from the couch and hugged her friend. “Wasn’t expecting you until later.”


  “I know. I need to talk to you.”


  She frowned. “What?”


  “Sit down. Where’s Ed?”


  “On his way back from St. Pete. He’ll be home within an hour or so. Why?”


  “Shoot. I wanted him to be here, but we can do this now.”


  “Ron, what is it?”


  “Sit down, Mitch.”


  She sat on the sofa and he sat on the coffee table, facing her.


  “Why do I have a feeling I’m not going to like this?” she asked him.


  “Mitch, I’ve got good news and bad news.”


  “Okay, bad news first.”


  He took a deep breath. “John had a bunch of stuff in both your names. The Feds and police have seized bank accounts and holdings in excess of five million dollars.”


  Her jaw dropped. “What?”


  He nodded. “It’s obvious you had no involvement in his stuff, so they’re not going after you. It could have been messy, but it’s not.”


  She relaxed. “Is that the good news?”


  He shook his head. “No. You get the Carollwood house. They’ve released it. As John’s widow, you get it.”


  “Sell it. As soon as possible.”


  He nodded. “I figured you’d feel that way. But that’s not the good news either.”


  She was confused. “Then what the hell is the good news?”


  Ron looked around for a second and spied a copy of the Sailboat Trader magazine, a classified advertisement for sailboats. He picked it up and dropped it in her lap.


  “Pick a boat out of there.”


  “What?”


  He smiled. “Pick a boat. Any boat.”


  “Ron, you’re not making sense.”


  He took her hands in his. “Mitch, John went out of his way to hide money. He set up accounts in your name.”


  “What?” Speech temporarily escaped her. She finally managed to choke out, “How much are we talking about?”


  He smiled. “So far, over thirty accounts, a total of sixty million dollars.”


  That floored her. “You’re kidding?” she whispered.


  Ron shook his head again. “You know me better than that. And the fact is, that’s a low estimate. We’re still finding accounts, trusts, blind trusts. It’s staggering. He invested and reinvested, sheltered, hid funds. We even found three accounts in South Africa.”


  Her knees shook but she somehow found the strength to stand and circle the room. “Probate?”


  “They’re in your name. Only the house will be subject to probate. You don’t get to keep all of them, because the Feds want to seize a good chuck of them because of John’s drug dealing. But what you do get to keep totals over two million.”


  “How soon can we”


  “I’ll get you a copy of John’s death certificate in the morning from the ME’s office and you can have a clerk marry you and Ed as soon as you get a license, if you want.”


  She squealed with delight, jumping into his arms. Ron hugged her, spinning her around playfully, delighting in her joy.


  Jack arrived then, a briefcase contrasting with his khaki shorts and parrot-print shirt. “I see you told her.” He laughed.


  She raced over to him and hugged him, too. “When did y’all find out about this?”


  “We first started finding stuff a couple of weeks ago, but wanted to make sure it wouldn’t be seized before we told you,” Ron explained. “Most of what you get to keep is foreign assets, so even though the DEA could order them frozen and fight to seize them, they’d spend too much money and manpower to get them and would more than likely lose anyway, versus they can keep the bulk of the money. They’re willing to leave some of it alone if you voluntarily surrender the bulk of the funds.”


  Mitch shook her head. “Let them take them.”


  “That’s what we figured you’d say,” Jack said, opening his briefcase and producing papers. “We talked to the Justice Department today and drew up the paperwork.”


  She picked up a pen from the counter. “Let me have them.”


  He held them away from her. “Don’t you want to read them first?”


  She shook her head again. “Nope. Let me have them.”


  Ron laughed. “Mitch, read the damn things first.”


  She glanced over them perfunctorily and signed them. Ron had his notary stamp in his briefcase, and Mitch grinned while he witnessed them.


  “Say, how’s your wedding ceremony officiating?” she asked, her eyes twinkling.


  “Mitch, I love you like a sister, but I refuse to wear a tux. Even to your wedding.”


  Ed arrived soon after and Mitch broke the news to him. Stunned, he said nothing, just stepped out onto the porch and stared out over the saw grass flats.


  Mitch followed him. “Ed, what’s wrong?” She reached out and touched his shoulder.


  “Nothing,” he softly replied. “Not a damn thing.”


  “Somehow, I pictured you a little happier than this.”


  He pulled her against him. “I’m just… I don’t know.”


  “We don’t ever have to work again.”


  “But I enjoy what we do, what I do.” He pulled away from her and went over to the railing.


  She put her arm around him. “Ed, this changes nothing between us. I love you and still want to be your wife, but it means we can afford to get what we want without worrying about budgets. We can pay Dan to work full-time, make him the manager and take off to the Keys or the east coast or wherever, whenever we want! It’s our money.” She spun him around. “You do still want to marry me, don’t you?”


  That broke his spell. “Of course I do.” He swept her into his arms. “I’m just in shock. I’m glad we’ve got this, but it’s…” He shrugged.


  “Unreal?”


  “Yes.” He smiled.


  “You haven’t heard the best part yet,” she teased.


  “It gets better?”


  She nodded. “Ron can have us a copy of John’s death certificate in the morning. I’m officially a widow.”


  Ed smiled. “That’s right. The divorce papers never got filed.” He hugged her. “What do you say we get your name changed?”


  


  * * * *


  


  Ron married them in a small ceremony at Matt and Sami’s house that weekend. Surrounded by their friends, Mitch finally pushed away the last remnants of the black cloud hanging over her. They honeymooned for a week at a lodge on Cedar Key, returning refreshed and happy.


  Epilogue


  


  Kenny Schoenborn officially closed out the Romeo case with John’s confession to Mitch and the files recovered from his computer. But he still collected newspaper articles that caught his interest. Two months after John’s disappearance, a twenty-two-year-old coed psych major from the University of Miami was found in a wooded area near Lauderhill, strangled, recently had sex, but no peanuts. Enough similarities, however, to worry him. The case wasn’t his, but he collected the specs and put them, along with the clipping, in a file next to the Romeo file. This file also contained several other items.


  


  Article from the St. Petersburg Times, dated September 30


  Missing Fisherman’s Body Found


  (Tierra Verde) The decomposing body of Wallace Porter was discovered by two fishermen in a mangrove near Ft. DeSoto Park. Porter’s boat was found drifting near Boca Grande Island three days ago.


  Porter was reported missing by his wife when he failed to return from a fishing trip on September 26. Cause of death is not certain, but preliminary findings indicated he may have fallen in his boat, hit his head, and fell overboard, drowning. The Medical Examiner’s office had declined further comment until a full autopsy has been performed. This is the second fatal incident near the Skyway in less than a week, the first being when serial murder suspect John Tyne was shot and fell from the Skyway Bridge…


  


  Article from The Boca Beacon, dated September 28


  Drifting Boat Found


  (Boca Grande) The boat belonging to missing fisherman Wallace Porter of St. Petersburg was found drifting in the Boca Grande pass yesterday. There was no sign of foul play or the missing fisherman…


  


  Article from the Englewood Tribune, dated September 30


  Useppa In Mourning


  (Useppa Island) The small community of Useppa is in shock today after the discovery of the brutal murder of island resident Dr. Thomas Rawlings. Lee County Sheriff’s spokesman Robert Hammon said robbery was the apparent motive.


  “The house was ransacked, his wallet, jewelry, and boat were taken. He might have surprised the robber.”


  The boat, a 251 Pro Line, has not been located. Dr. Rawlings had a general practice in Englewood and will be sorely missed…


  


  Article from the Englewood Tribune, dated October 2


  Stolen Boat Recovered


  (Ft. Myers) Sheriff’s deputies recovered the stolen Pro Line belonging to murder victim Dr. Thomas Rawlings. It was found abandoned on Ft. Myers beach. No clues yet as to who the murderer is…


  


  * * * *


  


  Mitch’s dreams never did stop, but they got better. The nightmares were never as severe. Sometimes, she kicked his ass. And they never happened more than once a week, usually less frequently.


  On one of Mitch’s rare days minding the dive shop, she picked up the phone when it rang.


  “Hello?”


  Silence.


  “Hello? Is anyone there?” Then a click and a dial tone.


  Mitch stared at the phone in her hand, finally replacing it as goose bumps carpeted her arms.


  


  


  THE END
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