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        July, Eastpoint, Florida

      

      

      

      It was like hell. Chaos strangled the residents of Eastpoint as the blaze swept through the small community. It wasn’t meant to happen like this. The last large fire in Franklin County was back in 2018, the result of a controlled burn. 

      Controlled. Captain Drake Casey snorted. This was far from it. 

      What should have amounted to burning a small patch of underbrush no larger than 520 acres, to ensure the health of the ecosystem and reduce wildfires, had turned into a raging inferno as the wind-driven fire devoured everything in its path. 

      The bright orange haze arced over the commercial fishing town and illuminated the sandy streets of the waterfront as horns honked and sirens wailed on fire trucks from Eastpoint Volunteer Fire Department. Sitting up front, level-headed firefighters wore their usual protective gear, their faces, a picture of calmness.

      For them it was just another drill, another day at work, except for one firefighter, it was his first day on the job and he was a bag of nerves. Casey reached over and patted the newbie’s leg. “Hey Joel, just remember, follow instructions, rely on your training. You’ll do fine, kid. It’s just first day jitters, we all get ’em.” The truck barreled down the road, strobe lights flashing wildly. 

      Casey thought back to his younger days when he was wet behind the ears. It seemed almost a lifetime ago. He glanced out the window. The glow of the fire reflecting off the glass revealed only a fraction of the damage. The flames chewing up properties was disheartening. Forty homes had been wiped off the map last time. The fire in 2018 had cost over $1.7 million in damages and destroyed 800 acres, along with many businesses, vehicles, boats, and travel trailers. Fortunately, no one died. Still, two years later and many of those impacted were still picking up the pieces. Despondently, he shook his head. How could this happen again? Once again there was going to be one hell of a class-action lawsuit.

      In a town this small, they were almost always the first on the scene and that evening was no different. As they swerved to a stop outside what was left of a new hotel just off Bear Creek Road, firefighters burst out of the doors, and without him needing to bellow orders, they fell back on their training, hoisting out lines of fire hose. Even wearing protective gear the heat was intense. In less than thirty seconds, a rope of water shot out the end, curling over and dousing the flames. Black smoke billowed high, choking the sky, while a deep orange spread throughout his peripheral vision. Three more fire engines zipped by them ready to tackle the fire farther down. 

      From the parking lot that wrapped around the five-star hotel, a large woman in a cream-colored top bellowed as she jogged over to them, her face blackened by the smoke and full of pain. “Oh, thank God you’re here.”

      “Is everyone evacuated?” Joel asked.

      “I thought so, but there is still one guest unaccounted for. She’s on the third floor, room 12. I tried to alert everyone by phone but I got no answer, I went to get a key to open the room but the fire was getting too close. I…”

      He placed a reassuring hand on her shoulder to let her know they had this from here and gestured for her to get to a safe distance while Casey made his way over, shrugging the tank onto his back. “What we got, Joel?”

      “She thinks there is a guest, a female, on the third floor. No response when she knocked.”

      “I’ll get the aerial up,” Dan Parker said, turning back to the truck, not wasting a second.

      “She could already be out, or anywhere in that building.” Casey turned and pointed to two guys, one of them was Joel. “You, you, come with me. We’ll head around. Parker, vent the upper floor.” Ventilation was crucial. The key was to ventilate smoke and heat closest to the seat of the fire. The method varied based on what they were tackling. One-story, two-story, attics, basements, the approach was similar but slightly different. And businesses like this, well, they were a challenge. The key was to control the flow path of air entering a structure so they could reduce backdrafts improve the conditions inside for trapped occupants and firefighters heading in. 

      Casey didn’t wait to see Parker lift the aerial platform to the third floor. They worked together as a team, some might go in the rear, others through the front, it depended on where the occupants might be. As much as he trusted Joel, he’d seen new guys freeze. In a building that was already on fire, there was no way he was taking chances. Wielding a Halligan bar like a battle axe, Casey led his group, breaking into the rear and making his way past flaming walls.  

      Casey kept Joel behind him as he entered and began the preliminary search. Thick gray smoke clogged his view, his breathing heavy and labored as he forged ahead, scanning. “Parker, have we got a vent?” he asked over the radio.

      A response came back fast. “We’re good.”

      They double-timed it into a stairwell and made their way up to the third floor. Fire was chewing through the walls, leaving huge black holes with tongues of orange licking around the charred edges. It didn’t take them long to reach room 12, they tried to breach the door but it wouldn’t open. Casey took the ax from his back and began hacking. Pieces of door spat in every direction until they could see inside. He stuck his hand in and shoved a chair out of the way that had been jammed against the door. As soon as they had the door open, they were in. He raised his forearm as the flames burst forth to meet him. The fire had already consumed much of the walls, and furniture. The heat from the fire was getting worse, if they didn’t get out soon there was a chance the floor would collapse and they would go down with it. 

      “Captain, over here!” Joel yelled.

      Consumed by fire, there on the floor of the bedroom was a charred body.
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      Skylar awoke with a gentle shake. Her eyes blinked open and she squinted at the sight of her therapist, Dr. Ben Walker. “Unable to sleep again?” he asked, stepping back, looking every bit ready to tackle the day as ever. That was the big difference between her and him. He was a go-getter, a wake up early, run five miles kind of guy while she was the opposite. It took her a while to crank her engine and get it firing. More often than not she’d spend the first few hours pushing through the head fog of a hangover, or the tiredness of another sleepless night. By the time all cylinders were firing, others in the department were winding down. She yawned and stretched out as he set an espresso shot on the side table.

      He’d made it from his fancy high-end machine that was among his other overpriced kitchen gadgets.

      “Ah, you know, bad dreams, racing thoughts, love lost, loved gained, the usual cycle of hell that comes from an aching heart.” She chuckled as she swung her feet off the couch that was in his sunroom. Ben took a seat across from her in a wicker chair sporting a plush cushion. His Mediterranean home screamed high-end bachelor pad. She couldn’t imagine what he would be like to live with. Everything had a place, a purpose. He’d chewed her ear off for hours justifying his reasons for buying it all. Her, as long as her appliances worked, and furniture didn’t have a crack or a hole, she was good to go.

      She reached for the warm drink and breathed in the aroma. She swirled the contents around purposely, knowing that it would niggle him. Swirling was for savages, stir, you need to stir, he would say. She blew on it and tossed it back like water while he sat cross-legged, sipping on his and eying her over a cup that looked as if it should have been in a kid’s toy house.

      “How did you get in?” He asked.

      “The window, which I might add you should have kept closed. The smell of smoke last night was tremendous. You should speak to your neighbors about their fire pits.”

      He rolled his eyes.

      “You did say I could stay.”

      “Yeah, that was before.”

      “Before?”

      “Before our agreement.”

      “We agreed?” she asked, setting the cup down.

      “Skylar.” Before he could get into it, his phone buzzed. Ben glanced at it then at her, he tapped a button and went to continue but Skylar was quick to reply.

      “Look, I get it. I would have phoned you but it was three in the morning.”

      “You still having nightmares?”

      “Something like that.”

      His phone buzzed again.

      “You’re popular.” She eyed the clock on the wall. “Didn’t think your clients text you this early.”

      He didn’t reply but simply tapped his phone and breathed in deeply before looking at his wristwatch. Ben was wearing a denim shirt, the one that she’d bought him for his birthday the year before, and a pair of dress pants with brown shoes. It was rare he ever looked scruffy. It just wasn’t in his nature. Maybe that’s what made him a good therapist. He had a way of categorizing life, setting things in boxes, keeping chaos confined to a place, a time, a moment when he was ready to tackle it versus allowing it to run him. Skylar, on the other hand, just bulldozed through hers like a hippo through thick mud.

      Skylar ran a hand through her wavy, fiery red hair that she’d recently cropped to a bob because keeping it long had caused her no end of problems.

      He noticed. “You’ve cut your hair.”

      “Yeah, it kept getting in the way. Tangles and whatnot. Listen, you wouldn’t know of something natural that works for sleep, would you?”

      “Yeah, it’s called laying off the alcohol. I told you it might help you get to sleep but it throws your body out of whack, that’s why you are waking up in the middle of the night.”

      “Right. Well, I was thinking you might suggest a pill.”

      “Melatonin.”

      “Tried it. It knocks me for six. Plus, it gives me dreams of camels and Arabian men, and let’s just say that I’m not exactly enjoying being one of a harem of women.”

      “Are you sure they don’t represent all the guys you’ve been dating?”

      She cocked her head. “Our session isn’t until Thursday this week so how about we avoid the mumbo jumbo dream interpretation?”

      He smiled, and his phone again buzzed. He glanced at it as it buzzed.

      “Aren’t you going to answer that?”

      Ben scooped up the phone and she got up and stretched out, walking the full length of the sunroom as he swiped through his phone.

      Before he set it down, Skylar caught what he was looking at in the reflection of the window. “Dr. Walker. That wouldn’t have been a dating app, would it?”

      “What?”

      His cheeks flushed red.

      “You know, Tinder, Bumble, OkCupid, swipe left if she resembles Medusa, swipe right if her cup size grabbed your eyes.”

      “I’d have you know that there is a little more depth to me than that.”

      “Is that so?” she said, leaning down allowing him to catch a glimpse of hers because her shirt wasn’t fully done up.

      His cheeks went a deeper shade of red and he ducked his head under her arm and collected her cup. “Look, I need to get ready.”

      “So are you dating again?” she asked as he disappeared into the kitchen.

      “No.”

      “Window shopping then?”

      “Not exactly.”

      “Come on now, are you telling me out of all those ladies blowing up your phone, you haven’t gone out on one date?”

      With his back turned he went about cleaning the cup, drying it, and putting it away. He was never one to leave anything on the countertop. Too messy.

      “What does it matter to you?”

      She leaned against the frame of the doorway peering in, arms crossed. “It doesn’t. You’re free to date whoever you want just as am I. I’m curious.”

      “Well, I still haven’t found what I’m looking for.”

      “U2?”

      “You as well?” He asked.

      “No, the band. U2. You said, I still haven’t found what…” She waved him off. “Ah forget it.” She wandered into the house and noticed two glasses on the table. One had lipstick on it. As she leaned down to pick it up, Ben was quick to cross the room and scoop them up. She smiled.

      “Ahhh… so you have been on a date.”

      “One. It didn’t go well.”

      “No? What happened? She didn’t like your cooking? Leave a fork out of place?” Skylar chuckled as she disappeared into the downstairs bathroom and relieved herself, leaving the door wide open. Ben caught sight of her and his eyes bulged.

      “What? When nature calls, nature calls,” she said. Stepping back out, she noticed he looked flustered as he wiped down the counters.

      Skylar leaned back against the wall. “Why do I get the sneaky feeling that it did go well?”

      “Why would you say that?”

      “Oh, I dunno, maybe because you’ve wiped the same spot on that counter three times now, and have a fresh set of flowers on the table, and you’re wearing your lunch pants. So when is the lovely lady coming over again? Tonight?”

      “I’ll have you know these aren’t lunch pants. Whatever the heck that even means.”

      “It means you’re planning on having lunch with her. Which means it must have gone well. On the six times we had lunch you wore the same ones.”

      He leaned against the counter. “Don’t you have somewhere to be? Like, work?”

      “Well, now you mention it,” Skylar said, patting down her pockets. “Oh man, I think I’ve lost my cell phone.”

      “No, it was in the backyard. You must have taken a tumble, and took out my garden gnome.” He glared.

      “Oops, my bad,” she said with a smile.

      He reached into his pocket and handed over her phone. She powered it on and noticed several texts from Davenport. They’d come in bright and early. It was a little after eight, and the texts were timestamped 7:18. “Listen, I’ll catch up with you later. Maybe you can introduce me to the lucky woman.”

      He narrowed his eyes.

      “Or not,” Sklyar said with a smirk as she headed out. “Thanks again, Ben.”

      He grumbled.
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      On the far side of town, just off River Road, Harvey was dashing around frantically trying to get out the door. His shirt was half tucked in, his laces on his shoes undone and he had one arm in his jacket and a piece of toast stuck between his teeth. “Remember to phone the mortgage specialist about the renewal. Don’t take the offer in the letter. They always expect you to take that.”

      “And rip us off,” Elizabeth said, thumbing through the morning mail. “Yep. You say this all the time.”

      He removed the toast. “And you know I’m right.”

      She rolled her eyes as she served up some fresh fruit to Michael and Payton. Both had their noses in a phone. Harvey shook his head. What was becoming of the world? He couldn’t walk down the street without seeing someone walk into a lamppost because they weren’t looking where they were going. Distractions, they were everywhere. It didn’t help that Elizabeth was permanently attached to hers. Lately, he’d noticed that she’d become very guarded around him when she was on it, to the point that he’d begun to wonder if she was having an affair. Of course, he wasn’t one to snoop or jump to conclusions but a few days earlier she’d left her laptop open and he’d happened to walk by and see a message pop up on the screen, someone he didn’t recognize. An Alex Gonzales. While the message wasn’t exactly telling, it certainly made him wonder, especially after she started coming to bed late, and dashing out at all hours of the day saying she had errands to run.

      His phone buzzed in his pocket.

      Now, he considered himself old school. He was still rocking one of the early ’90s cell phones, an archaic piece of machinery that his kids would joke was akin to an abacus instead of a calculator. He glanced at the caller ID: It was Skylar. That was a novelty. It was usually him having to chase her down. A quick flip of the phone and he brought it up to his ear.

      “Am I still dreaming or are you awake before me?”

      She cracked one of her sarcastic jokes, before telling him that they were needed on scene, in Eastpoint, a body had been found. “On my way,” he said before hanging up.

      “All good?” Elizabeth asked, taking a brief second to cast a glance his way.

      “We’ll see. Now don’t forget…”

      “Yeah, yeah, mortgage, discount rate,” she said before her eyes widened as she looked back at her phone and walked off.

      Harvey’s brow furrowed. “Is there something I should know?” he asked the kids.

      “What?”

      He waved at them as he headed out into the warm sunshine. “See you tonight.”
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      It was a devastating sight to behold. Incinerated homes and blackened trees so close to the famed seafood houses. A large chunk of the oceanside town had been reduced to ashes and melted aluminum. While the fire was contained, smoke still carried on the wind as firefighters sought to make sure hotspots didn’t resurrect.

      Outside homes, residents sat, paced, and spoke on their phones, waiting to go inside to see what was left of their properties. Along with the fire department, police, and media, there was a large number of FWC officers from the Fish and Wildlife Conservation on scene. Skylar flashed her badge and one of the trucks which were blocking the road moved out of the way. Throughout the short trip from the Franklin County Sheriff’s Office, Harvey had been jabbering about Elizabeth and his concern that all the hours he was putting in were affecting his relationship. “She’s withdrawn. At first, I thought it was my deodorant but…” He sniffed under his armpit. “What do you think?” He waved his hand, wafting his body odor her way.

      “Please. Harvey. I’m trying to drive.”

      “Anyway, apparently there is this new guy at her work and well, now she’s connected with him via social media. Isn’t there a rule against that?”

      “They’re friends.”

      “Yeah, friends,” he said, lifting two fingers and creating a quote sign in the air.

      “You have females at work, do you not?”

      “Sure but…”

      “Well, it’s the same.”

      “Okay, but I don’t go out of my way to private message them.”

      She cut him a glance as they swerved to a stop outside the Lazy Cypress Hotel, or what was left of it. Most of it was gone, and the rest was charred wood covered in soot, certainly of no use to anyone. That was going to cost the insurance company a bundle.

      “Well, there is a chance she could be seeing someone,” Skylar said as she shut off the engine and looked at the large crowd gathered.

      Harvey bristled. “What?”

      “Well, it’s the way people connect nowadays. Dating apps, messaging, videos, dick pics.” She got out of the truck and stretched out, holding her coffee in hand. It was nearly empty. That first cup never held enough.

      “Wait. Hold on. Dick pics? You don’t think he’s sent any of those, do you?”

      “Harvey, Harvey, reel it in. You are blowing this way out of proportion. You’re projecting your lack of sex life on some guy that works with Elizabeth. He’s new. They are probably talking about work. She’s his boss after all.”

      She ducked under yellow tape that cordoned off the area and Harvey followed in her shadow. Firefighters were sifting through the ashes, while Deputy Oliver Hanson was taking photos, and Deputy Jevaun Reznik was taking down statements from bystanders.

      “Boss? Hold on. What, are you implying that this is some kind of dominatrix thing?” She rolled her eyes. “And I would have you know my sex life is perfectly fine.”

      “Yeah, sure it is,” she said. “That’s what all married couples say.”

      He stopped, frowned, and got this confused expression.

      “Skylar. Hey, hold up.”

      Peter Dawson, the fire chief, was on scene. A local volunteer for the small town, he’d seen his fair share of incidents. He was usually there to determine the source of the fire and was the incident commander. He was talking to EMTs who had a victim zipped up in a black body bag in the back of an ambulance. The doors were wide open, and a paramedic was tending to one person who had burns on their arm. Hanson caught them approaching out the corner of his eye and lowered his camera.

      “Well, if it’s not Starsky and Hutch. Say cheese,” he said, lifting his camera at them.

      Skylar lifted her forearm to block her face. “Not a good day. What have we got?” Skylar asked.

      “It’s not what we have, it’s what we don’t. Follow me…” He led them over to the back of the paramedics’ truck and unzipped the bag, giving them a lovely shot of a charred corpse. The wind picked up the aroma of burnt flesh and it stung Skylar’s nostrils.

      “Meet John Doe, minus his head.”

      Both of them stared down at the corpse. Harvey was the first to point out the obvious. “So we have a fire, a guest, a charred body, and…?”

      “He wasn’t a guest.” Hanson pointed to a distraught woman who was speaking with Reznik.

      “Then who was he?”

      Hanson shrugged, removing from his jacket an evidence bag. “We don’t know right now and neither does the woman whose room he was found in. She said she booked in alone. The front desk recalls her arriving alone. A guess time will tell. However, we did find a couple of rare coins in the victims pocket, the tip of a steel blade in his hand, and an Android phone that is…” He lifted it out of the bag. “A little overcooked.” It resembled a large lump of coal.

      Harvey got close and screwed up his face. “You think we can get something off that?”

      “That, we’ll have to run it by Axl.”

      “And the fire?” Skylar asked.

      “Chief says a local fire services company was under contract with the Florida Fish and Wildlife. A controlled burn.”

      “Again? It’s not the same company as last time, is it?”

      He shook his head. “Oh, no, from what I recall they folded after the lawsuit. For now, the FWC will be investigating and finding out if that’s it for sure but right now that appears to be what caused the fire.”

      “Yeah, but not responsible for taking this guy’s head,” she said, glancing at the body again.

      “Are you sure it didn’t disintegrate in the blaze?” Harvey asked.

      “Harvey. Take a closer look,” he said, beckoning him forward and pointing to what appeared to be a clean-cut, surgical even.

      “I prefer not. Weak stomach, and all.”

      “You’ve been a cop for how many years?” Hanson asked.

      Harvey narrowed his gaze at him.

      A strong wind pummeled the property, kicking up ash and making them all squint and cough. Hanson continued. “Anyway, we think the wind shifted, that’s why this body is still here. Had it not, chances are it might have disintegrated in the blaze.”

      “And without him listed as a guest, that would make it easy to dispose of a body. Who found the vic?”

      Hanson pointed. “A newbie volunteer. On the third floor. Goes by the name Joel Henderson.”

      Skylar placed a hand on her hip and looked over at the firefighter who was perched on the back of a truck, downing a bottle of water. His skin was pale, and another firefighter had a hand on his shoulder and was giving him a pep talk. “Has Reznik spoken with him yet?”

      “Of course. We’re not like you two slackers. Which reminds me, what took you so long getting here?”

      “Dating apps.”

      “That’s not what she was on, Skylar.”

      “Who was on?” Hanson said.

      His gaze bounced between them. “Anyway, no estimation on when the vic died or if he died here.” He looked off toward the rubble. “No witnesses. No one heard anything. And, well, it would seem odd that anyone could drag a headless corpse into a hotel without being seen. And before you ask, you can forget surveillance. The storage was located in a room in the east wing that no longer exists. Of course, we’ll have the fire guys dig through the ashes as who knows what we might be able to recover off a backup drive but….” He looked over at the mess. “I highly doubt it.”

      Skylar nodded. “But don’t they back up to the cloud nowadays? This was a fairly new hotel.”

      “Maybe. You will have to run that question by the owner, Jane Callum. Over there.” Hanson pointed to an average-looking middle-aged woman with blonde hair, wearing business attire and black pumps. “Though check with Reznik as he might have beaten you to the punch.”

      Having been with the department a considerable amount of time, Skylar was beginning to see why Harvey didn’t get along with them. The two of them seemed to be in constant competition with other officers as if they had something to prove, or possibly, something to hide. Harvey wouldn’t let go of the blame he placed on Hanson and Reznik for an incident that led to the death of his sister. Although he didn’t blame them directly for her death — that was something he placed squarely on the shoulders of local businessman and troublemaker Callum Jackson — he still felt that someone in the department was taking cash under the table and leaking information. It was an ongoing conspiracy theory of Harvey’s, one that was born out of a refusal to let his sister rest.

      “So there was no ID on the victim, and without a skull, we can’t run a dental record check, and the chances of getting a print off those fingers are slim to none. However, we should be able to get DNA from the bones” she said, pointing out how badly charred the body was. She surveyed the area. “The guests. You got the list of names, people who visited, and so on?”

      “I know I work wonders with the ladies, Skylar, but do I look like a miracle worker? While you two were playing swipe left, swipe right, Reznik and I have been doing all the heavy lifting. It’s time you earn your paycheck.” And with that said, Hanson turned and walked off, leaving them to ponder how an adult male no longer having a head found his way into a brand new hotel, up to the third floor, and inside a room belonging to a different guest without anyone noticing.
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      Reznik had a wide grin on his face as they ambled over to speak with the guest. He lifted a finger at them and shook his head. “Well, well, well, if it’s not the B team. Glad to see you could drag yourself out of bed for work today.” Harvey went to walk past him and Reznik placed a hand on his chest. “Uh, I don’t think so, sunshine. I know you want to give this your best effort but I’m afraid us real cops already beat you to the punch. I’ve got her statement. There’s nothing you can extract from her that I haven’t already.”

      “Is that right?”

      “Madeline Carter, 43, married, Florida native, great teeth, a perfect…” he trailed off.

      Skylar got close to him, making him back up a little. He hated anyone getting in his space. He said it was his Delta training, some bull crap about situational awareness and whatnot but that was a farce. “So what was her reason for booking in?”

      “She needed a place to rest her head for the night.”

      “Rest her head for the night?” Skylar looked at Harvey and he raised an eyebrow. “Please tell me that isn’t what you wrote down.”

      Reznik swallowed hard. “She was here for pleasure, like most. Visiting the area.”

      “Visiting the area,” Skylar repeated.

      “That’s what I said.”

      “And why is that?”

      “Why is what?”

      “Why is she visiting the area?”

      “Why does anyone visit the area? Take in the sights. Browse. Get some sunshine.”

      “So she’s from where?”

      “Wewahitchka.”

      “And she couldn’t get sunshine there?” Skylar rubbed her tired eyes. “Reznik.”

      “What? People head down this way all the time. She lives a good hour from here.”

      “I don’t disagree with you. But did you ask if she was traveling alone, or here to meet with someone?”

      “Well, I… I never got to that… I…”

      Skylar patted him on the shoulder. “Don’t worry, Reznik, I’m sure those double Ds were distracting.” He looked as if he wanted to say something as she brushed by him to finish collecting her statement. While Reznik had gotten sidetracked, he’d had the good sense to tell her to not leave until they had concluded their investigation and spoken with the owner of the hotel.

      “Mrs. Carter.”

      She turned, her eyes red and slightly swollen from crying. She wore a tight white top that revealed her ample chest, something that Skylar noticed also caught the attention of Harvey. She nudged him to snap him out of the almost trancelike state. “I’m Detective Reid and this is my partner…”

      “Detective Baker,” Harvey said, quickly introducing himself with a handshake.

      “I already told them everything.”

      “I know and we appreciate that but we just had a few additional questions.”

      She tucked a strand of dark hair behind her ear and closed the door on her silver SUV.

      “I’m not sure there is anything else that I can tell you that they don’t already know.”

      “Our colleague said you were from Wewahitchka, and you’re here visiting the area, is that right?”

      “That’s correct.”

      “And Mr. Carter?”

      She dipped her head and instinctively touched her wedding band finger, except there was no band on it. However, there was clear evidence that she’d been wearing one as her skin was a lighter shade in the area. It was possible she’d removed it temporarily, however gauging by her expression, and the way she carried herself when asked, Skylar didn’t think that was the case. “He’s back home,” Madeline replied.

      “So, just you then?”

      “That’s right. He couldn’t get away from work.”

      “Oh. Too bad. Do you mind me asking what he does for a living?”

      “Beekeeper.”

      “Beekeeping?”

      “Yeah, Tupelo honey.”

      “And yourself?”

      “I sell baby products online.”

      “Oh, nice. You have kids?”

      Madeline screwed up her face and her gaze bounced between them. “Is that relevant?”

      “Just curious.”

      Skylar looked around at the rest of the people still gathered and then back at her. Of course, she didn’t want to jump to conclusions or insinuate something that wasn’t. Married, single, women of all ages took time out from the daily grind to escape to the water but most who did that in this area, either went with a girlfriend or they visited the picturesque St. George Island or one of the waterfront spots; they didn’t stay at a lodge that far inland unless the purpose of the visit wasn’t to see the water.

      “And how many nights was your visit for?” Harvey asked.

      “Two nights.”

      “Have you been here before?” Skylar asked.

      “No. I mean, I have driven through the area but not stayed here.”

      “You mind me asking where your wedding band is?”

      Madeline touched her finger again. “Oh, um. I take it off at night.”

      “Right. So you weren’t planning on meeting anyone while you were staying here?”

      “No. Why would you ask that?”

      “It’s rare to see someone come down from Wewahitchka in the middle of the week. Most tend to get away on the weekends.”

      “Like I said, I work online. I can take my work wherever I go.”

      “Right,” Skylar was skeptical of her answers. Years of interviewing people in rooms and on the streets, she’d become quite attuned to when someone was trying to conceal the truth. It was small things. The way they carried themselves. Resistance to certain questions. Hesitation in replying. The list went on. “You wouldn’t happen to have the number for your husband, would you?”

      Her nostrils flared. “Why?”

      “To let him know you’re okay.”

      “No need. I’ve already phoned him.”

      “Of course you have,” Skylar said, making it clear she didn’t believe her. There was something about her story that didn’t add up. Of course, anyone, married or single, could escape for a few days, but it was rare to do it without a friend, spouse, or children, and usually, folks who were from the area didn’t remain in the area, they’d head south to Tampa or northwest to Pensacola. Again, though, she might have been telling the truth but with a body found in her room, they had to consider everything she was saying as a lie.

      “I gather you gave all your details to the last officer.”

      “I did.”

      “When they began evacuating people you were in your room?

      “Yes. Sleeping. I mean, I was until I was awoken by a knock at the door. By the time I answered, whoever had knocked was gone.”

      “And the body found inside your room?”

      “It was just me,” she said sternly.

      Skylar nodded. “And in your time here, you didn’t hear anything strange, no one approached you, no one knocked on the door at any other hour?”

      “No.” Madeline folded her arms as the wind picked up. “Look, do you know if I’ll be able to leave soon?”

      “Under the circumstances. We’ll need you to stick around a little longer.”

      “But I’ve told you everything I know.”

      “And yet I get a sense you haven’t.”

      Madeline’s brow furrowed. “I think I should get in contact with my lawyer.”

      Lawyering up. It wasn’t a declaration of guilt, it was smart. Anyone with a lick of sense knew where this could go. The problem was with minimal to zero evidence remaining, they were going to be hard pressed to find something that could connect her other than a body was found in her room. “Sure. By all means,” Skylar said. “We just have a few more questions to ask the owner and then we’ll give you a ride over to the department.”

      “Am I under arrest?”

      “You are being detained. I gather they read your Miranda rights?”

      She nodded. “So am I being arrested?”

      Skylar turned to Harvey and he could tell without her saying that she wanted him to take over. “Harvey will explain everything,” she said to Madeline.

      Before she walked away Skylar lifted a finger. “Oh, one last thing. We’ll need to speak with your husband.”

      “But I told you he already knows.”

      “No, I understand, but even if you didn’t know the victim who was found in your room, your husband may know someone who might have wanted to do this to you, or him. You know, make it look like you killed him.”

      “So he was killed?”

      Harvey groaned.

      “Look,” Skylar said. “Right now, we are investigating the situation. If you had nothing to do with it then you have nothing to worry about. We just need to rule you out. Okay?”

      Madeline’s head dropped. “My husband doesn’t know I’m here.”

      Finally, they were getting somewhere. She had a feeling she was holding back but didn’t want to make an accusation. It was easier to get the truth out of people by placing them in a situation where they had to admit it.

      “But you told us,” Harvey said.

      “I’m sorry. I’m embarrassed by this whole thing. I shouldn’t have even come.”

      “You were here to meet someone else, right?” Skylar said, turning back to her.

      She nodded. “But he never showed. He was meant to meet me at the bar in the hotel at eight. After he didn’t show, I texted him but he’d ghosted me.”

      “Ghosted?” Harvey asked.

      “Yeah, his profile was gone. I met him on a dating app.” She went red in the face. “Listen, my marriage has been on the rocks for a while. My husband is always working and well, I’m at home by myself. My work doesn’t exactly allow me time to socialize. I mean I have friends but it’s minimal and well…”

      “You were looking for some attention,” Skylar added.

      She pursed her lips and shifted her weight from one foot to the next. “Something like that. Anyway, I met this guy on a dating app.”

      “A dating app.” Harvey’s eyes widened. “What is the deal with dating apps?”

      “Tell me about it,” Skylar added.

      Madeline looked confused.

      “Sorry, continue,” Skylar said urging her on.

      “We hit it off. Chatted for a few weeks. He wanted to meet sooner but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. Nerves, I guess,” she said. “Anyway, eventually we decided to meet.”

      “Does this guy have a name?”

      “Daniel Matthews.”

      “And is he from here?”

      “He said he was. He never gave a home address and neither did I.”

      “And do you have a photo of him?”

      “I did, but he’s blocked me now and well…”

      “Was Daniel what he went by on this dating app?”

      “Yes.”

      “And what did he say he did for a living? Did he give you his phone number?”

      “He said he was in the fishing industry. That he worked for a company here in Eastpoint.”

      “But he never told you the name?”

      “No.”

      “So you decided to meet a stranger at a hotel?” Harvey asked, sounding flabbergasted by her confession. He was old school. Besides one other woman, Harvey had only ever been with Elizabeth. Back in his day, dating apps weren’t a thing but today they were all the rage, a means of weeding out thousands of people without ever having to say a word aloud, or deal with an awkward exchange in a bar.

      “We’d been chatting for several weeks.”

      “Via message? What about over the phone?”

      “No, but he did give me a phone number with a voicemail.” She pulled out her phone and brought up a number and showed them but said that it was no longer working.

      Sure enough, when Skylar tried to dial the number using Madeline’s phone, there was no answer. As she finished the call, she quickly scanned her contacts and took a mental snapshot of a few names, one of which was her husband, Robert Carter. “So this voicemail. Did you hear his voice?”

      “Yes.”

      “So you might recognize it if you heard it again?”

      “Maybe. I don’t know. Look, are you going to tell my husband about this? I mean, I really shouldn’t have come down here. I don’t know what I was thinking but I swear, I don’t know how that body ended up in the room. When they evacuated I left my room and exited the building using a side exit.’’

      “Did you leave the door ajar?”

      “No. I mean, I don’t think so. I was in such a rush to get out that…”

      “You weren’t paying attention.”

      Skylar looked at Harvey. It was possible in the haste to escape that anyone could have dragged a body in there but if her door was locked they would need a means of access. Skylar’s eyes flitted over to the owner.

      “Look, give us a second,” Skylar said before walking a short distance away, out of earshot.

      “You buy her story?” Harvey asked, looking over at Madeline who was now leaning against her SUV.

      “Yes. No. Until we can establish who she was in contact with, it’s all hearsay. I’ll speak with the owner and see what she has to say and then I’ll get a list of missing people in the area. See if there isn’t someone who can put a name to our John Doe.”

      “Skylar. You look tired. You getting enough sleep?”

      “What’s sleep?”

      “Go home. I’ll handle this.”

      “And give Hanson and Reznik more fuel?”

      “Ah screw them. You can’t think clearly if you’re tired and…”

      “I’m fine. Okay? Just see what else you can get out of Madeline and take her back to the department. I’m sure she’ll get her lawyer in but we need to hold on to her for as long as we can while we try to get answers.”

      He nodded and walked off.

      They were getting answers just not clear ones. Hearing that Madeline was at the hotel because she had some sordid encounter in the cards for the evening wasn’t a shock. Adults all over America were doing it — going behind their partner’s back, acting like fools for a moment of pleasure. She understood it but it didn’t mean she agreed with people cheating. Still, everyone had their reasons and justified it in their mind. For some it was sex, for others it was because they were lonely.
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        * * *

      

      “Jane Callum?” Skylar asked as she came up behind the impeccably dressed businesswoman. “I’m Detective Reid.”

      She was quick to turn away from an employee and stab a hand out.

      “Everyone accounted for?” Skylar asked.

      “Yes. Fortunately. I can’t believe this has happened. We were just starting to get our name out there. Have you found out who the victim is?”

      “Not at the moment. Madeline Carter. The lady in the room where the body was found. Do you know if anyone met with her last night?”

      “We get so many people. I couldn’t tell you. Now if I had access to our files and the surveillance…”

      “No cloud-based backup?”

      “Unfortunately not. My husband was always against that. Costs too much, he said.”

      “Ah, and where is your husband?”

      They began walking away from the rest of the crowd for some privacy.

      “Probably screwing someone half his age. We are going through a nasty divorce.”

      “A divorce?” Skylar asked.

      Jane was quick to clarify. “Oh. He wouldn’t do this. Too much of a coward. If that’s what you’re implying.”

      “I will need his name, phone number, and address if you have it.”

      “That I can give you,” she said, pulling out her phone. “He resides in Tallahassee now.” She handed over her phone and Skylar jotted down his name and number. “Frank Callum.”

      Jane reeled off an address. “Though best of luck trying to get hold of him. He tends to ignore my calls.”

      “Because?”

      “Child support. He says we won’t be getting a dime but my lawyers have reassured me that he won’t be able to escape that.”

      “Mrs. Callum.”

      “Call me Jane. I don’t like to be referred to as Mrs. or my last name, which I plan on changing very soon back to my former name.”

      “Jane. Anything unusual last night? Anything out of the ordinary? Any employees having problems or needing to be reprimanded?”

      “Besides my husband. No. My staff are the best. I just feel bad that I’m going to have to lay them off for the time being. The insurance will cover rebuilding this place but...” She trailed off. “It was my husband’s idea, you see.”

      “But you carried on after separating.”

      “Well of course. It’s my bread and butter. He had other businesses, rental places he could take care of up in Tallahassee.”

      “You mind me asking what led to the divorce?”

      “A 26-year-old blonde named Lucy Jenkins. But I can reel off a list of names if you wish. They all were part of destroying our marriage. But ultimately it was him. He let what was between his legs guide him.”

      Skylar took down a few more notes and when she realized she wasn’t going to get anything more, except a bitter story about her husband going behind her back, she thanked her and parted ways. Another wave of tiredness hit her and she knew if she didn’t get some more caffeine in her system she was liable to fall asleep standing up.

      “Harvey, I’ll meet you back at the station,” she said. She took the truck and headed for the one person who had the best coffee in Carrabelle.
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        Carrabelle, Florida

      

      

      

      The Vagabond was buzzing with activity that morning when Skylar arrived. The tiny café located in the heart of the Moorings of Carrabelle had quickly become a favorite spot for both locals and tourists. Its unique brand of coffee and variety of baked goods appealed to many, even winning over some of the locals who weren’t in favor when it first opened. 

      Of course, the jump in business had been a sore spot for Barb, the rival owner of the Carrabelle Junction, a swanky little diner that had for the longest time ruled the roost in town. It wasn’t like she had anything to fear. The Carrabelle Junction was famous for its great food, its friendly atmosphere, and its ’50s vintage motif. And, well, the Vagabond mostly drew in boaters and those wandering the waterfront, while Barb took the lion’s share of folks meandering through town. Still, that didn’t stop Barb from bellyaching about Donnie Wu, or as she liked to call him, Mr. Miyagi. Skylar had told her time and time again that he wasn’t Japanese but Chinese, but she might as well have been talking to a wall. Once Barb had her hooks in someone, there was no convincing her otherwise. 

      Outside, boaters clustered together drinking coffee at patio tables, chatting, and taking in the blue sky. Skylar glanced at the A-frame sign outside that listed the special brew of the day. High Octane: Put some fuel in your engine. Let the rubber hit the road and awaken your inner rebel with this smooth, bold flavor that will explode your tastebuds with its subtle notes of cherry and chocolate. If this doesn’t wake you up, I would check your pulse as you might be dead. She snorted. It sounded exactly what she needed. Skylar pushed into the store, and the bell above the door let out a shrill. Every table inside was in use. She hadn’t seen it this busy since the last Carrabelle Riverfront Festival. Cutlery clinked, chatter ensued and the aroma of roasted coffee beans permeated the air.

      “Oh hey, Skylar,” Bree Summers said as she set two cappuccinos on a table. Bree was Donnie’s new hire, a 16-year-old who was becoming quite the barista. She hailed from Carrabelle and had a unique style that seemed to change each month. She was around five foot four, rocking ’80s clothing, bangles around her wrists, and pink hair that was reminiscent of Cyndi Lauper.

      “It’s busy today,” Skylar said eyeing all the traffic.

      “Yeah, there was a busload of people that showed up an hour ago. We’ve been run off our feet ever since. What can I get you?”

      “Donnie around?”

      She turned and raised on her tiptoes. “Somewhere back there. You need to speak to him?”

      “No, I’m…” Her eyes caught something, well, someone crammed into the corner of the room, their body hidden behind a large newspaper. She might not have given them a second look if it wasn’t for their unusual manner of peering over the paper. It took a second to realize who it was behind the cheap, Halloween style wig and dark glasses, but the rest was unmistakable. It was her shoes that gave her away. She always wore the same ones. Barb. Bree turned and followed Skylar’s gaze. 

      “Oh, yes. She’s been here every day for the last two weeks. Usually for an hour. Spying on Donnie.”

      Skylar stifled a laugh and gave her order to Bree and then slipped through the knot of people. As soon as Barb saw Skylar heading her way she lifted the newspaper and pretended as if she hadn’t seen her.

      “Barb. What are you doing here?”

      She didn’t reply so Skylar placed a finger on the top of the paper and pushed it down. The woman with a round face and a large frumpy dress looked up at her. 

      “Barb?”

      “I don’t know any Barb.”

      “Oh, jeez Louise. Is this what it has come to? Spying on Donnie? Barb. I know it’s you. The jig is up.” 

      Barb let out an exasperated sigh and dropped her glasses down ever so slightly so she could peer over them. “How did you recognize me?”

      “How could I not? You always wear the same shoes. Then again, you suck at spying. You couldn’t make it more obvious. And where did you get that wig from?”

      “It was my mother’s.”

      “Gross,” Skylar remarked. “So, what’s the deal this time?”

      “He has a new espresso machine. Some Italian brand. I was trying to find out what model it was.”

      “So you can get the same one?”

      “You got it.”

      Skylar shook her head and pulled up a chair as someone got up and left from a table over. “So… while you are conducting this highly covert surveillance mission, who is manning your store?”

      “My employee,” Barb replied in a hushed voice.

      “You don’t have an employee.”

      She stared back at her then turned and looked at Bree. “Ah. Donnie hires someone, so you hire someone. Oh, man. Seriously, Barb. Don’t you think you are taking things a little too extreme?”

      “No. Not at all. You must keep your eyes on your competitors. Today is extreme, tomorrow, I could be closing up shop.”

      “So who did you hire?”

      “Well,” she cleared her throat and muttered something.

      “What was that?” Skylar asked.

      Again she replied but in a low voice that she could barely hear. However, this time she thought she caught it. “Did you say, Dougy?”

      Barb nodded.

      Skylar offered back an incredulous expression. “But Dougy is the town drunk.”

      “And a damn fine employee. Well, at least a stand-in while I’m here.”

      “So you haven’t hired him exactly, he’s simply watching over the store?”

      “Something like that.”

      Skylar didn’t even want to imagine what folks were going through trying to place an order with him. He was often two sheets to the wind.

      “It’s my break. Okay?”

      “So you didn’t hire him.”

      “No. Look, what has this got to do with you? I’m minding my own business.”

      “Are you?” Skylar replied as Bree came over and handed her a large coffee. She gave her a few dollars extra as a tip and thanked her. 

      “Thanks, Skylar. Glad to see some folks still tip,” she said glaring at Barb. Barb screwed up her face as Bree walked away. Skylar took a gulp of the coffee and her eyes widened.

      “Holy cow, that is strong.”

      Immediately Barb lowered her paper. “Did you order the special of the day?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I knew it. It tastes awful, doesn’t it?” She was full of glee and had a sparkle in her eye as she leaned forward expecting Skylar to toss the cup. 

      “No, actually it’s astonishingly good. I haven’t tasted a cup of java this fine in…”

      “Don’t say it.”

      Skylar laughed. “Seriously, Barb. You’ve got to give up this hovering and spying on him. Donnie is a good man.”

      “I didn’t say he wasn’t. Besides, I’m allowed to come here and have a coffee.”

      “Strange looking coffee,” Skylar said looking at the half-drunk glass of water in front of her. “Let me guess, tap water?”

      “Well, I’m not supporting my downfall. Every dollar here is another nail in my business’ coffin.”

      Skylar sat back and sipped on her coffee.

      “Don’t you have somewhere else to be?” Barb asked.

      “I do but that’s the beauty of my job, I get time to slip into places like this and support local business.”

      “I don’t see you supporting mine. In fact, I haven’t seen you or Harvey in over two months. He isn’t getting his coffee from here, is he?”

      “And what if he was?”

      She narrowed her eyes, huffed, tossed down the paper, and made a beeline for the exit without saying goodbye. Minutes later, as the crowds thinned out and the last of the rush was gone, Donnie made his way over and sat in the same seat Barb had been in. He tossed a kitchen towel over his shoulder. “I thought I saw you talking to her. How is the old bat?” he asked. Donnie had always been very cordial but as of late even, he was starting to lose his patience with the woman.

      “Oh you know, same old, same old. How’s business?”

      “Booming. Couldn’t be better. That’s why she keeps showing up. I approached her the other day and tried to have a normal conversation. She denied she was Barb and promptly walked out.” He rolled his eyes and shook his head, leaning back. “Anyway, enough about me and the battle-axe. How are you doing? You look tired.”

      “Hence, the reason I’m here.”

      “You not sleeping again?”

      “Bad dreams.”

      He mused as he nodded, pursing his lips together.  

      “There is a saying,” he muttered something in Chinese.

      “What’s that mean?”

      “Southerners don’t dream about camels, and northerners don’t dream about elephants. In simple terms, it means our dreams don’t usually deviate far from our reality and environment.” He paused. 

      She nodded, contemplating his words. He was never one for fully explaining them. More often than not he would leave it with her and immediately change the subject, today, not so. “What is bothering you?” he asked.

      “What is not? The U.S. Marshals have been back in touch. They wanted to know if I was interested in returning to my position.”

      “And how do you feel about that?”

      “The thought gives me panic attacks.”

      He nodded, bringing a hand up to his salt-and-pepper goatee. “I think I have just the thing you need. Wait here.” He got up and made his way into the back room. He emerged a few minutes later with a small jar of green powder. “Put one scoop in a cup of warm water and take it before you go to bed.”

      “What’s it do?”

      “Helps you sleep.”

      She set it on the table in front of her. “Uh, I dunno, Donnie. There are very few things that help me.”

      “That will. Trust me. Give it a try.” He tapped her on the shoulder “Anyway, I should get back to work.”

      “Me too.” He walked away.

      “Donnie,” she called out. 

      “Yeah?”

      “Thanks.”

      He smiled and returned to assisting Bree who was single-handedly managing to serve three customers like a professional. She would go a long way, perhaps even own her own café one day. Skylar turned the jar of unusual green powder in front of her, wondering what was in it. Her thoughts drifting to her nightmares, dreams of her fiancé dying in an explosion, and the months after losing her baby. She squeezed her eyes shut and did what she always did and pushed the memories deep down. Time in Carrabelle had allowed her to heal but it was always the same around the anniversary of his death, her sleep suffered. Skylar took another sip of coffee and headed out into the bright day, a little less tired, a little more hopeful. 
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        * * *

      

      Captain Joe Davenport was in the can standing in front of a urinal when Harvey entered. “Ah, just the man I was looking for.” 

      He groaned. “Ugh, I can’t even have a pee in peace.”

      Davenport zipped up his pants and crossed to a sink to wash his hands while Harvey straddled a urinal and continued. “That bad, huh?”

      Waste gushed out of the faucet, some of it spraying onto his pants.

      “Great. Just great!” he growled as he clutched multiple paper towels and proceeded to dab at his pants. It would now look like he’d peed himself and he didn’t have his extra pair of pants in the locker because he’d dropped mustard on them the day before. “Since this fire, I’ve been run off my feet dealing with emergency management. What’s the update on the body?”

      “Axl is looking into the cell phone found at the scene. He thinks he can work his magic and retrieve the data. I’m hoping so, otherwise we are flying blind on this one.”

      “And the body?”

      “It’s with Jenna at the moment. Not that there’s much to work with as there is no head and the vic’s burnt to a crisp.” Harvey made his way over and joined him as Davenport got beneath the hand dryer and attempted to dry his pants. Another cop came into the room and glanced at him and he stopped wiping his pants. The cop disappeared into a stall and closed the door. 

      “By the way, your wife hasn’t said anything about Elizabeth, has she?” Harvey asked.

      “Like what?” Davenport replied, distracted as he returned to drying his pants, an act that was hard to do being as the machine was halfway up the wall. He had to thrust his hips up, which only made him look like he was humping the wall.

      “An Alex Gonzales. It’s a new employee at her store.”

      Elizabeth had been running a vintage store for the better part of eight years. It had grown organically, originally by purchasing items from different places around the states and posting them on Etsy. The demand had led to her opening a store. 

      “No. Why?”

      “I don’t know. I mean. I get the whole employer and employee chin-wagging thing but you would think that would be confined to working hours not texts after work, right?”

      “And that’s a problem because?”

      Harvey cleared his throat. “Well, you know.”

      Davenport snorted. “You worry too much.”

      “That’s what Skylar said.”

      “Perhaps you should listen to her. Which reminds me, where is she?”

      “Home. Here. You know, she moves to the beat of her own drum.”

      Right then, Hanson and Reznik sauntered into the bathroom. Harvey looked over at them. “Let me guess, Hanson needed to go and Reznik, you agreed to hold his hand.”

      “Hilarious,” they both said at the same time as they strode over. Davenport lifted his hands to the dryer, pretending he was still drying his hands. Out of the entire department, if anyone was going to crack a joke and drag it out for a week, it would be them. They were like two schoolchildren. As they gathered around, he had to keep turning to avoid them seeing his water-soaked pants. 

      Hanson set his shoulder against the wall and leaned in to speak with Davenport.

      “What is this, a public gathering?” Davenport asked.

      “Got some information on our vic. Well, at least what we found on him. Seems those rare coins he had were part of a collection dating back to a 1715 Spanish shipwreck that sank off the southeastern coast. Each one is worth around five thousand dollars. He had two of them on him.”

      “Aha me hearties! There’s gold out there,” Reznik said, doing his best impression of a pirate with one eye closed. 

      “I hardly think we are dealing with pirates.”

      “But we might have our motivation,” Hanson said.

      Harvey nodded. “Strange. You’d think that if someone killed him for those, they would have taken them all.”

      Davenport chimed in. “Maybe they didn’t know the true value. Or perhaps they planned on it but were interrupted — you know, between killing and trying to dump the body.”

      “It’s possible.”

      Skylar waltzed into the bathroom as though it was no big thing, holding in her hand a folder. All eyes shifted to her as she stopped and scanned the room. “Huh, so this is what a male bathroom looks like?”

      “Reid, do you mind?” Davenport said.

      “I do, very much so. Waiting that is.” She gave a jerk of her head. “I was waiting outside but you guys kept yakking. Look, I got a lead and a problem.”

      “That problem wouldn’t be walking into men’s bathrooms, would it?” Hanson asked.

      She smirked. “The lead. Two names. People still missing over the past year. I’m getting our guys to cross-check the records with the state medical examiner’s office. And I’ve spoken with Madeline Carter’s husband. He has no intention of coming down here or speaking with us. In fact, he hung up on me. So it looks like Harvey and I are on a road trip.”
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        Wewahitchka, Florida

      

      

      

      The city, if it could even be called that with a population of just over two thousand, was a mouthful to pronounce. Skylar had offered up multiple versions of it, leaving Harvey more than amused. “It’s pronounced Wee-wah-hitch-kuh.”

      Skylar leaned back in the truck as they headed north on State Road 71. She had set her feet up on the dashboard. She was allowing Harvey to drive while she tried to catch a few winks but was failing to do so. “Yeah, that’s exactly what I said.”

      “No, you said…”

      “Harvey. Who cares? Wee wee, Wah wah. Does it matter?”

      He went quiet for a second or two before getting one last jab in there. “Well, it does to the residents.”

      She gave him a pensive stare before rubbing her eyes and sitting up. “Well, that was a nice three-second nap.” She yawned. “I thought Donnie’s brew would wake me up but it barely scratches the surface when you’re yakking in my ear.” Before he had a chance to protest she continued. “By the way, did you follow up with Jane Callum’s husband?”

      “Yeah, the guy has an alibi. Multiple people vouched for him. Said he was in Tallahassee.”

      “Maybe he hired someone.”

      Harvey nodded, bringing down his window and letting some of the warm air in. “He’d have to have a few screws loose if he thinks planting a dead body in a room would do anything. No, I don’t buy it. Okay, they’re going through a separation. But that hotel was money in the bank. Even if he didn’t keep it or stay involved in the day-to-day running, Jane would have had to either sell and split the equity or come to some agreement with him through the lawyers.”

      “Maybe they’ve already gone that route and he didn’t like the arrangement. People do a lot of crazy things when they are going through a breakup.” She pulled out her phone and started scrolling.

      “By the way, what was the deal behind that comment you made about dating apps?”

      “What?” she asked, looking up from her phone, slightly distracted.

      “Dating apps.”

      She waved him off. “Ah, it was nothing.”

      He smirked as the road wound its way through an ocean of cypress and banyan trees. The brush was thick, wild, and unruly. “Come on, I never figured you one for using dating apps, you’re more of a bar girl.”

      “A bar girl? What are you implying?”

      “Hey, just calling it as I see it. You frequent the bars a lot.”

      “I do not.”

      He cut her a glance and she nodded. “Okay, I go a few times a week but not any more than anyone else. Besides, I’m not into these newfangled dating apps. You never know who’s on the other side.”

      “So if not you, who?”

      She sighed and looked out the window. “Ben.”

      “Our Ben Walker? Come on, he’s a professional. He wouldn’t use these.”

      “All types use these apps. It’s all the rage nowadays.”

      “And yet you prefer bar hopping.”

      “It’s what works for me,” she said. “I like to look a man in the eyes. Size him up.”

      “Size him up. Are you referring to…”

      Her brow furrowed. “Get your mind out of the gutter.”

      Harvey laughed. “So Ben is back in the game. On the prowl. Sowing his seeds. And how do you feel about that Reid?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t care what he does.”

      “No?” Harvey looked over. Skylar ignored him and tapped out a number and brought her phone up to her ear. It rang a few times but no one picked up.

      “Who you calling?”

      “Do you remember Madeline saying the guy’s name she met on the dating app was Daniel Matthews and he worked in the fishing industry in Eastpoint?”

      He gave a nod.

      “Well, I found a Daniel Matthews working for a company called Coastline Charters. There was a mugshot of him on their website, so I showed it to Madeline while you were busy playing with your tallywacker in the bathroom.”

      “My what?”

      She chuckled. “And, apparently that wasn’t the image that was on the dating app.”

      “It’s not him?”

      “Um, we don’t know that for sure. First, she could have been lying, and second, well, people are known to use fake photos on dating apps.”

      He snorted. “Imagine that. You think you’re about to hook up with Prince Charming and a frog shows up for dinner. How can that even work?”

      “It doesn’t, but it depends on the intention of using the app. Was he ever going to meet her? If he wasn’t, it didn’t matter what photo he used. Was he playing games? Did something come up? Or perhaps he was just catfishing.”

      “Catfishing? What is that?”

      “You’re kidding, right?”

      The engine growled as Harvey tightened his grip on the steering wheel and gave the truck some more gas. “I’m not familiar with today’s dating lingo.”

      “Catfishing is luring someone into a fake relationship using a fictional online account. Fake photo, fake name, etc.”

      Harvey’s face twisted up. “People do that? Geez. You’d think folks would have better things to do with their time. Why?”

      Skylar lowered her phone and twisted toward him, placing an arm across the back of the seat. “Well think about it. You’re lonely, struggling to make connections, and you know you don’t stand a chance of scoring a date because you’re unsatisfied with the way you look. This way, they can play around, communicate, have some form of connection without having to meet. For others, it’s a game or a means of getting back at those who have let them down.”

      “So a guy contacts an attractive woman, she turns him down and because he’s burned, he creates a fake account with a fake profile and pretends to be what she wants only to leave her sitting at a bar by herself waiting for him to show?”

      “Bingo! Though I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s sitting nearby so he can take videos of her, humiliate her more, and string her along. Though I might add, it’s not always men that do this. Some women do it too.”

      “Really. And would you have experience in this?” he asked as the vehicles ahead slowed to a crawl because of an accident up ahead.

      “Of course not. Like I said, I don’t use these apps.”

      “Why not?” She didn’t reply so he continued. “Hey, I have an idea, you should see what Ben’s profile says. Do you know what app he’s using?”

      She glanced out the window. “I might have caught sight of it.”

      Harvey gave a mischievous broad smile. Although he liked to perpetuate the myth that she was the troublemaker, he had a bad boy streak in him just waiting to be unleashed. He tapped the steering wheel. “Well, it doesn’t look like we are moving anytime soon. So come on, create an account. Let’s see what your therapist has been getting up to.”

      Skylar groaned. “Harvey, no.”

      “Aren’t you at least a little curious?”

      She pursed her lips and looked down at her phone. Honestly, it had been eating away at the back of her mind since the morning. Their relationship, if it could be called a relationship, amounted to her telling him all her problems and him dishing out advice for an hour a week. They’d been on a few dates but nothing had come of it. While she would have jumped into the sack with him the first chance she got, he was cautious. His wife, Tracey, had died in a skiing accident six years earlier and although Ben didn’t like to think he was still carrying around that grief, he was. That’s why he’d only dated a few women since.

      “Come on, Skylar.”

      “All right. But I’m deleting the profile right after.”

      She downloaded the app, appropriately called Fishy, to which Harvey had a good chuckle. “Catfished on fishy. Oh, the irony.” She gave it her email and password, then it asked for a profile picture otherwise she couldn’t create the account.

      “See, I told you. We can’t do this. I’m not putting my photo up.”

      “Create a fake one.”

      “I’m not doing that.”

      “Come on. You must know his type. Use a photo found online.”

      “Harvey. I can’t believe you are suggesting this. We work for the police. This is a form of identity theft.”

      “Then use your own. But I guarantee you if he sees your mugshot he’s liable to close his account or change his profile. The best way to get a bead on what he really thinks is to pretend to be someone else.”

      “I think you are buying into this whole catfishing thing a little too much.”

      “It’s just to see his profile, you’re going to delete yours after. You’re not contacting him. Though you could if you used a fake photo.”

      Skylar shut the app down. “I’m not doing this. It’s stupid.”

      He shrugged as the vehicles began moving again. “Yeah, you’re probably right. I mean, he’s probably just browsing.” There was a short pause. “Or…”

      “Harvey!”

      “Okay. Okay.”

      They spent the next twenty minutes listening to some of Harvey’s jazz music until they arrived at a farm just north of the city in close vicinity to cypress swampland. There was a large two-story farmhouse with cream-colored siding, weathered and peeling brown shingles, and multiple wood and steel outbuildings. The muddied lot outside had a few rusty beaten-up trucks that had weeds growing up around them and flat tires. Harvey parked the vehicle and they both got out and looked around. A savage-looking beast tied to a chain bolted toward them only to be yanked back by the noose. It barked multiple times and they figured someone would hear and come out of the house, but no one did.

      “Anyone home?” Skylar asked, drumming her knuckles on the storm door and partially opening it just in case the occupant couldn’t hear. “Franklin County Sheriff’s Office. Robert Carter?”

      “Maybe he ducked out,” Harvey said.

      Skylar stepped off the old porch and stretched out her back to work out some of the tension. She wiped sweat from her brow as she looked off into the distance. Smoke rose, wisps of white. She made a gesture and Harvey followed her, giving the angry dog a wide berth. As they came around a long building, nestled among the tall trees and knee-high underbrush were three men dressed in beekeeper’s suits. Puffs of white smoke rose above them as they went about tending to bees contained inside colorful wooden beehives that were dotted throughout the terrain.

      Skylar tried to get their attention without getting too near but their backs were turned and they were lifting out sections of the hive that were covered in bees and dripping honeycomb. As they waited, Harvey began swatting the air.

      “You okay, Harvey?”

      “Perfectly fine,” he said, pretending he wasn’t bothered by the cloud of bugs buzzing around his head.

      Eventually, one of the beekeepers noticed them and broke away, ambling through the lush, leafy green vegetation. He was carrying a steel smoker in his hand and his face was obscured by a hat with netting covering his head. “Can I help you?” he asked as he got closer.

      Skylar took out her badge and flashed it. “Franklin County Sheriff’s Office. Skylar Reid. You are Mr. Carter, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “We spoke earlier today.”

      “And I told you. I’m busy.”

      “Your wife has been detained related to a body that was found in the room she was staying in. Surely, that is a concern to you?”

      “My wife stopped being a concern to me the day she started sleeping around,” he said as he passed them by and removed his hat. He set both his hat and smoker down and made his way around the building. They followed, trying to keep up.

      “And yet you’re still married,” Harvey said.

      He stopped and turned, giving them a better look at him. He was older than Madeline, at least he appeared that way. She was in her late thirties, while he had to have been mid-fifties. His hair was thin, his face long and he had this distracting mole on his cheek.

      “I don’t believe in divorce.”

      “Well, that’s admirable,” Skylar said. “We were hoping to speak to you about your wife, the situation, and…”

      “Look, I have a lot of honey that needs to be packaged and distributed. Whatever questions you have, email them to me and I will reply when I get a chance.”

      “Yeah, that won’t work,” Skylar said, taking a step closer.

      He grumbled and looked past them. “Paul! Start getting those boxes on the truck.” He nudged with his head toward the house and they followed.

      Skylar, in her usual fashion, was quick to bombard him with questions as she knew time was precious. She wanted to learn as much as she could in a short time about him, his background, and anything that might stand out as a red flag. “So you sell honey. Must be tricky in this day and age with so much honey being imported.”

      “This isn’t any kind of honey. It’s liquid gold.”

      “Liquid what?”

      Harvey, a native to the area, knew a little more and wanted to make it clear he didn’t share her naivety. “Tupelo honey. It’s famous around these parts.”

      Mr. Carter glanced at him. “That it is. Hard to come by nowadays, especially after that last hurricane we had. There are few of us and the demand has gone down because of cheap honey buyers,” he said, making it clear that it wasn’t a problem with what was being imported but with those choosing to buy it instead of supporting local beekeepers.

      Entering the home, they were led into a kitchen that looked every bit as haphazard as the property outside. The table was strewn with baby products, and nearby there were boxes of bottled honey. Skylar heard Robert curse under his breath as he cleared off the table to give them some space to sit down. “Can I get you a coffee?”

      “I would love one,” Skylar replied, taking a seat. After putting the kettle on, Robert returned to the table with a jar, he opened it and gave her a wooden honey stick. “There, try some of it. I guarantee you’ve never had anything like that.”

      Unlike other honey, this had a distinctive light green tint to it. Skylar placed some of it in her mouth and it was soft, light, and buttery. It had a hint of cinnamon with something else, she couldn’t quite put her finger on it at first.

      “What do you think?”

      “Citrusy.”

      “That’s it.”

      “Wow. That’s incredible.”

      “Liquid gold,” Robert said before turning away and preparing the coffee. Harvey was quick to get in on the action and scooped a huge amount into his mouth while Robert had his back turned. He looked like a chipmunk with his mouth full. “Not everyone can afford it but that’s the cost of producing something as delicious as that,” Robert continued.

      “You been doing this business for a long time?”

      “That I have. It’s been the family business for two generations. We have over 800 hives. I learned from my father, and he learned from his.”

      “Those two out in the field. Employees?”

      “My sons.”

      “Right,” Skylar said as she took a deep breath and got down to business. “About your wife. What can you tell us?”

      “She’s not to be trusted,” he said, returning to the table with a French press and a pot of boiling water. “Whatever she tells you, consider it a lie and you will be closer to the truth.”
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      Chasing leads didn’t always amount to much. What might be overlooked in the preliminary interviews were often tied together later in the investigation. Hindsight was everything. A name dropped in conversation, a photo seen, an incident that seemed unrelated could be the key to breaking a case.

      Unfortunately, the conversation with Mr. Carter was uneventful. Despite his candor and lack of desire to help his wife out of the situation, there really wasn’t anything about him that led her to believe that he was involved.

      If anything, what Madeline had said was confirmed in person. He was an aging, busy man, single-minded — focused on beekeeping and producing honey, to the point that he’d neglected his wife and in turn, she’d sought out attention elsewhere.

      Still, unlike the owner of the hotel whose husband had an alibi, Mr. Carter didn’t have one. His sons weren’t around the day of the murder. No one saw him. Besides working on his hives, he’d worked into the late hours on an addition to an outbuilding.

      Realizing he lacked an alibi, his wife’s history, and the circumstances surrounding the body made him a person of interest, he was more than willing to offer any information that would exclude him from the investigation. That included giving them a tour of the property, introducing them to his sons and giving them a business card.

      If that wasn’t enough, he’d also gone on to apologize for hanging up on Skylar and explain that it was a knee-jerk reaction to hearing about his wife and probably wasn’t his finest moment. According to him, it hadn’t been the first time he’d learned that she’d been seeing someone else on the sly. When asked why he put up with it, he didn’t say it was because he loved her, only that he didn’t believe in divorce.

      “Come on, Skylar, he hasn’t got an alibi, he’s humiliated, and angry at his wife for doing this again, and he has zero desire to get involved to help her out. Doesn’t that strike you as a motive?”

      “It strikes me as someone tired of his wife’s antics and wants her to stew in the misery and uncertainty of it all. Has there ever been a time Payton or Michael has screwed up and you haven’t wanted to step in and bail them out? I don’t mean bail them out of jail, but fix their problem?”

      “Of course but this is different.”

      “I don’t know. Seems the same to me.”

      “If he cares so little for his wife, why not just divorce?”

      “Well, I would have thought that seems obvious.”

      “He doesn’t want to get divorced,” Harvey added.

      “I’m not sure that’s entirely true. He seems like a man who doesn’t like having a headache. No, I think he doesn’t want to lose his family business. Think about it. Divorce isn’t a walk in the park. It’s costly too. Some people will stay in a loveless marriage for all manner of reasons: children, finances, belief they won’t find someone else. People are more hesitant to pull the trigger when something is at stake, and clearly, his love for his family business supersedes his love for his wife. It’s evident by his lack of interest in her. The question is, did he lose interest when he found out she was sleeping around, or before? Some folks are workaholics. They have blinders on. It looks like they’re not interested in children, spouses, or friends, when they are just so caught up in their work, keeping things running, that they don’t know until they wake up and their children have grown up, their spouse has walked out and their friends no longer answer their phone calls.”

      Harvey mused, nodding his head. “Do you think that’s the issue with Elizabeth? That’s I’ve been neglecting our relationship because I’ve been too busy?”

      “It happens to lots of cops. You wouldn’t be the first.”

      “Yeah, but has it happened to me? I mean, Elizabeth knew what she signed up for when she married me. Right?”

      “Knowing,” Skylar said tapping the side of her head, “and experience are two different things. Besides, we’re often blinded by love when we first meet someone. We assume everything will be hunky-dory until it’s not. But look, I think you’re jumping the gun here. Elizabeth worships the ground you walk on. She trusts you, and in turn, you need to trust her.”

      “I do. I just think I don’t trust myself — you know, to not screw things up.”

      “Now you sound like me,” Skylar said, letting out a laugh. “Perhaps, you should book an appointment with Ben too.”

      He snorted and wound the truck back down into Eastpoint toward the waterfront, where they were heading for Coastline Charters.
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        * * *

      

      Further investigation into the gold coins had led Hanson and Reznik to a pawn shop in Port St. Joe, where the owner was able to verify the age, the value, and some history. He’d also told them that a guy had been in months earlier asking how much they would pay if he brought in a stack of coins. That man was Daniel Matthews.

      “I do think we should let them know,” Hanson said as they pulled into Coastline Charters. “You know how uptight Harvey gets when we charge in without…”

      “Oh screw him,” Reznik said, checking his hair in the sun visor mirror before getting out of the cruiser. “For once I’d like to close a case. Besides, they have their hands full in Wewahitchka.”

      Hanson got out and scanned the yard just off Millender Street. A large sign with a marlin attached to a line had the name Coastline Charters below it. Nearby there were fishing boats and several trucks.

      It was a new charter, one of several that had cropped up over the last few years. Each was looking to cash in on the booming tourist trade in the fishing capital. Between March and August, fishermen would flock to the coast, hire a charter boat captain and head out into the Gulf of Mexico to pull out marlin, tuna, cobia, and dolphinfish just for the thrill of it. For many around these parts, it was their bread and butter, the only means of supporting their families.

      Making their way into the lobby of the only building that looked like an office, they were greeted by an attractive young woman manning the counter. Reznik smiled as he sauntered over and leaned against the counter. “Morning, sweetheart.” He flashed his badge. “Here to speak with Daniel Matthews.”

      “Is he expecting you?”

      “Probably not and to be honest, we’d like to keep it that way. If you’d kindly point us in the direction of where he is, that would be dandy.”

      Her gaze bounced to Hanson. She jerked her head over her shoulder. “He’s out back. Working on one of the boats.”

      “Thank you.” Reznik picked up the pace and made his way around, leading the way and passing several offices before pushing through a door into a huge maintenance warehouse where boats were in different states of repair. There were only a few people out back, two guys repainting one boat while another in blue overalls was clanking around on an engine that was hoisted up.

      “Now which one of you fine gentlemen would be Daniel Matthews?”

      “Who’s asking?” a heavily bearded fellow asked, appearing from behind a boat. Reznik pulled out his badge and the second he did that, the guy bolted out of the open doors.
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        * * *

      

      Skylar was in a heated debate with Harvey over the Vagabond and the Carrabelle, his preference being the latter, when they swung the truck into the lot and saw Reznik trip over as he was charging after a guy in blue overalls. With a mouthful of dirt, he looked up and yelled, “Sonofabitch!”

      Skylar was already out of the truck and gave him a thumbs-up. “We’ll take it from here,” she said with a grin as she took off through a grove of trees. Harvey flipped on the lights and siren and spun out, hoping to cut him off on Patton Drive.

      “Police. Stop!” Her voice was lost in the hard wind. Even though the fire was north of their location she could still smell the toxic aroma of melted plastic. It lingered, heavy and thick. Her legs pounded the ground, as he darted in and out of trees. She leaped over fallen limbs and angled her way through low branches that scraped at her skin.

      It wasn’t long before she burst out of the tree line and darted across the road into Gulf Coast Storage, a facility with three rows of storage units. For someone who worked on boats for a living, he sure was athletic. Skylar didn’t have to indicate where Harvey needed to go, there was only one road on the other side of the storage facility and that was Island Road, a two-lane that divided the tip of the peninsula and provided access to St. George Island.

      Like a gymnast the guy catapulted over a fence, heading west. He slipped down a narrow pathway, through a row of palm trees, and nearly caused a traffic accident as he emerged on the road. One vehicle swerved over the centerline, barely missing an RV making its way south. Like a frantic prison escapee with no care for anyone but himself, he knocked over a lady getting into a car across the street, hoping to take the vehicle, but the keys couldn’t have been inside as he got out and continued running.

      No amount of bellowing orders made him slow and Skylar wasn’t going to fire her gun, even if it was just a warning shot. She’d done that a couple of times in the past and it had worked, but Davenport had grilled her and told her that might have flown when she was a reckless U.S. Marshal but those days were behind her.

      Harvey’s truck swerved into the open field that led up to WOYS-FM Apalachicola, the number one radio station serving four counties in Northern Florida. It bounced over the uneven ground, passing Skylar and Matthews. It almost looked like he was planning on driving past him before he swerved sharply to cut him off. Unfortunately, it wasn’t enough and Matthews just bounced up into the back of the truck bed and over, continuing toward the radio station.

      While Harvey had failed to stop him, he’d slowed him enough to let Skylar catch up. The gap between them was closing fast.

      Then she lost him.

      He’d disappeared behind one of the many trailers in the lot. A lot that looked as if it was going through heavy renovations as there were piles of dirt and construction machinery everywhere.

      Stopping to catch her breath, she dropped to a crouch and scanned beneath the trailers, figuring he’d rolled underneath. If he had, he wasn’t there now. She slapped the side of the trailer hard, figuring she’d lost him. That’s when she heard the heavy rumble of an engine and saw a white salting truck roll out with Matthews in the driver’s seat. Unable to get up to speed in time, Skylar managed to jump onto the back and climb up while Harvey attempted to come around the side and block him in. By now, Hanson and Reznik had shown up and were barreling their way toward them. She couldn’t imagine what she must have looked like to them as she clambered on top of a pile of dirt in the back and the truck swerved erratically to stop Harvey. At some point, the truck slammed into Harvey’s vehicle and sparks flew, she figured that wasn’t the only thing flying. It was a brand-new vehicle and Harvey had to be livid.

      She struggled to hold on as the truck rolled around the lot, seemingly with no direction other than to avoid both Harvey and Reznik’s vehicles which were trying but failing miserably to pin him in.

      Finally, Skylar managed to make her way to the top of the cab. There was no rear window so the only way she could stop him was to climb down and open the door.

      So, that’s exactly what she did.

      In a brave or reckless move, she swung her body down over the side, and inched her way along before tapping on the window with the butt of her gun. Matthews cut her glance and she grinned back at him, holding the gun toward him and mouthing the words, shut it off.

      The truck hissed to a stop, and as soon as he opened the door, Skylar had him on the ground and in cuffs. “Now that wasn’t a very smart move, was it?”

      “I’m innocent.”

      “Yeah, because running from the law is what innocent people do.”

      She hauled him up just as Reznik got out of his vehicle, bellowing and charging over. “All right, I’ll take him in.”

      “Ah, I don’t think so,” Skylar said. “Sorry. Finders, keepers.”

      “We were the ones who got the lead on him. We get to take him in,” he said latching on to his one arm while Skylar had the other. A tugging match ensued for a few seconds before Harvey’s piercing wail split the air.

      “Oh man, you’ve got to be kidding. Not again! This paint job is going to cost an arm and a leg or send my insurance through the roof!” Harvey said, standing outside his truck and observing the lines of damage. He turned, glaring at the guy.

      Hanson nudged Reznik as if to give him the heads-up. Reznik might have wanted to bring him in but not that bad. “Okay, we’ll leave it to you,” he said hurrying back to his vehicle.

      “See you back at the station,” Hanson said as Skylar shoved Matthews into the back of Harvey’s truck and slammed the door closed.

      “What a mess.”

      She stood back and looked at the vehicle. “Oh, I don’t know. A good spit and shine, and it will come out nicely.” She spit on her hand and wiped it over the huge gashes, before using her forearm to buff it out. Of course, it did little to change it and she was just winding him up. “Or not.”
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        * * *

      

      Back at the station in the interview room, Skylar opted to take the first stab at the guy as Harvey was liable to rip a limb off if left alone with him. Matthews sat across from her in cuffs, while Skylar listened to his reasoning. “Okay, let me stop you there. You ran because you thought we were there for an unpaid parking ticket?”

      “I’m on the tail end of my probation period. I forgot to check in with my parole officer this month. I figured you were here to arrest me, and, well...”

      “And so you thought jumping in a truck and using it as a weapon would help your case, if caught?”

      “I wasn’t trying to hurt anyone. I…” He groaned. “Oh, it’s useless.”

      “Yes. Yes, it is. Look, I couldn’t give two toots about an unpaid parking ticket or that you missed touching base with your probation officer. You’ll have to deal with that in time. What I want to know is if you have been using a dating app since being out? And whether or not you know this woman,” she said, turning and showing him a photo of Madeline Carter.

      He leaned forward and screwed his face up. “I’ve never met her.”

      “I didn’t say have you met her. I said, do you know her?”

      “No. Why would I? I wouldn’t use that app.”

      “No? A man like yourself with a shady past gets out of prison, is single, and he doesn’t think he can score online?”

      “It’s not that.”

      “Then what is it?”

      “I’m gay.”

      Her eyes widened as if she’d just had a strong shot of espresso. Skylar sat upright. “You’re gay?”

      “Yeah. Is that a problem?”

      “No problem. I’m all for the colors of the rainbow. In fact, Skittles are my favorite candy.” Matthews offered back a puzzled expression. “All right. So you’ve never seen, talked with, or known Madeline Carter. What about her husband? Robert Carter?”

      He leaned back in his seat. “Never heard of him.”

      “You sure about that?”

      “For goodness’ sakes, I just told you.”

      Skylar looked over at the one-way mirror and shook her head. “Listen, Daniel. Let’s say I buy your story. How did your name wind up in a dating app, and why does this lady say you’re from Eastpoint?”

      “How should I know? Anyone could have scraped my name off the company website. There are those at my workplace that know my past. If someone wants to set me up they could have easily told her it was me. Did this woman have a photo of me?”

      “She did but you blocked her.”

      “I wasn’t on the dating app, okay? Now shouldn’t I get a phone call or something? Isn’t that how it works? I mean, do you guys even have anything on me? Is this woman dead, raped, did I supposedly rob her or something?”

      He was shutting down and for good reason.

      “I’ll cut to the chase. A body was found in the Lazy Cypress. In a room that belonged to this woman, who was meant to meet you, or someone pretending to be you.”

      “A body?” He shook his head and looked scared and he had every reason to be. If he was connected, this was liable to send him back to prison for a very long time. “I’ve never been to that hotel. Why would I go there? I live here. If I was planning on meeting someone I would bring them back to my place, not a hotel. And like I said…”

      “You’re gay,” Skylar added.

      “Right.”

      Skylar tapped the table and sat back in her seat, observing him. With no surveillance footage and an alibi, they were coming up to one dead end after another. “So if you weren’t involved, why were you in the pawnshop in St. Joe’s asking about unloading a large amount of rare coins?”

      “Because in my line of work we come across amateur treasure hunters who use our services. They often want to know value, and where they could sell coins if they find any. I figure it’s additional money in the pocket if I can do that work for them. Some of them figure we might be able to get a better price because of our connections with local businesses. You got to remember, detective, April, and May are two of our best months but even then we might only bring in $30,000 each month, as a new business we are still trying to establish ourselves. Now with this fire, there will be less incentive for tourists to come to Eastpoint at least this year. So forgive me if I look into ways to supplement my income.”

      She nodded. “Well, that’s convenient. You see, the victim was found with a couple of coins in his pocket, the same ones you were enquiring about.”

      He laughed. “Please. You ask any charter along the Forgotten Coast and they will tell you stories about the 1715 Spanish fleet of gold. Every armchair treasure hunter is looking for their slice of the pie. And that’s just to name a few of the gold coins that are found by scuba divers and folks browsing the beach with metal detectors.”

      There wasn’t much she could argue with him on.

      “So where were you that night?”

      “Out on a boat, doing some night fishing with a buddy.”

      “And this buddy got a name?”

      He was a little hesitant to say.

      “A name?”

      “Braden Wiles.”

      “You got a number for him?”

      “I’ve got one better. I got his photo, his number, and his heart.”

      “Heart?”

      “I’ve been seeing him on a dating app. A gay dating app. Get my phone. I’ll show you.” While his profile and background fit, something about it didn’t add up. Skylar tapped the table and got up and went out to collect his phone which had been taken along with the rest of his belongings and bagged.

      “Any luck?” Harvey asked, placing a hand over his phone.

      “Maybe. Who are you talking to?”

      “My insurance company.” He sighed.

      Skylar retrieved the phone and went back into the interview room and had Matthews enter the code to open it up. He swiped, tapped, and opened up Grindr. He was mumbling under his breath as he swiped through, then he turned the phone. “There we go!” As soon as he showed the photo, Skylar smiled, thanked him, and went to head out.

      “Hey. Can I go now?”

      “Hang tight.”

      As soon as she came out, she grabbed up her jacket off the back of her chair and made a beeline for the door. Harvey hung up and sidled up beside her. “Skylar. Hey, where are we heading?”

      “To speak with one of Robert Carter’s sons.”
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      Harvey was adamant that Skylar take her vehicle as he had a few things he needed to do later. While he wouldn’t say what, she already figured he wanted to spy on Elizabeth, thinking she was cheating. She might have brought it up but he would have spent the next hour chewing her ear off and right now she was untangling a thread that she only hoped led somewhere. As Harvey followed behind her in his busted-up truck, he phoned her. “I thought we were going to speak with one of his sons?”

      “We are. But before I do that, we need to run by the medical examiner’s office. No point racing up to Wewahitchka without getting a full picture of what we’re dealing with. I’m hoping Jenna has something for us by now.” It was still early, a toxicology report would take four to six weeks unless they put a rush on it, but it wasn’t that she was waiting on, it was a preliminary examination. With little to go on in terms of identifying their John Doe, any scrap of insight into when he died, where he died, and how would help. Of course, without his head, it would have been easy to assume he died that way but that’s what they were there to find out.

      Skylar cranked up the air conditioning because the heat of the day had turned the inside of her truck into a sauna. The Chief Medical Examiner’s Office was a recently renovated one-story tan building with a red steel roof. Outside, the landscape had seen an overhaul, with different green shrubs and river rocks. Skylar got out and Harvey joined her striding up the interlocking pavers to dark-tinted double doors with white lettering.

      “So what did Matthews tell you?” he asked as he pulled the door open.

      “It wasn’t what he told me, as much as it was what he showed me. A photo of one of Robert Carter’s sons, however, the name he gave doesn’t match the ones given when we visited earlier this morning. Seems a lot of folks are using pseudo names on these apps.”

      “Are we talking about catfishing again?” he asked as they entered the plush lobby with leather seating, hardwood floors, and a front desk that was manned by a no-nonsense looking woman with pursed lips. Neither Harvey nor Skylar had met her before.

      “Can I help you?”

      “Here to see Jenna,” Skylar said.

      “And you are?”

      “I was about to ask the same question,” Harvey said. “Where did Davey go?”

      “Davey?”

      “Yeah, the fella that manned this ship.”

      “Ship?” She looked confused. “And who might you be?”

      “Me? Harvey Baker of course. And you?”

      “Priscilla Solomon. But you can call me Ms. Solomon.”

      “Can I,” he said, stifling a laugh and nudging Skylar in the ribs. His amusement faded fast as he coughed to clear his throat when he saw that she wasn’t smiling.

      The middle-aged woman, with graying hair, pulled back into a severe ponytail, turned up her sharp nose, and eyed Harvey with disdain. “Do you mind,” she said, noticing he was leaning on the counter. “I just wiped that down.”

      “Oh excuse me.” His lip curled as he cut Skylar a glance and the woman proceeded to spray where his hands had been with sanitizer. As she wiped the counter down she answered his question. “Dave Harrison has moved on to calmer waters.”

      “Really? I figured he loved working here. Lucky for you, right?”

      “Lucky. Yes. Please take a seat. I will let her know you are here.”

      They wandered over to a group of chairs and sank. Harvey scooped up a home and garden magazine and thumbed through it before looking at Skylar over the top and scanning the room. “They’ve replaced the old coffee machine with water and lemon, and I don’t recall them having magazines in this place the last time I was here. I wonder if it was Ms. Solomon’s doing. Very snooty.”

      Skylar rolled her eyes. A minute later, Jenna Madden emerged wearing her usual white smock covered with blood as if she’d spent the last few minutes wading through a human’s innards. She held the door to her sterile workplace open with her back. “Come on in, guys.”

      They strode over and Harvey took a second to help himself to some water. “You should consider getting that old coffee maker back in. This water tastes like soap suds.” He winced before he tossed his paper cup. It missed the bin, and Ms. Solomon glared as he walked on, not realizing.

      Entering the sterile autopsy room, Skylar caught sight of her tired eyes in the reflection of the stainless steel refrigeration compartments. There were dark bags under her eyes and she looked as if she’d died. She made a mental note to use some coverup when she got back to her truck.

      They made their way over to the examination table where what remained of the corpse was laid out in full view, though now having been cut and pried open. A weighing machine contained one of the organs.

      “How are things, Jenna?”

      “Oh, same old, same old. You look tired, Skylar.”

      “I told you,” Harvey added.

      Skylar waved him off and got down to the matter at hand. “So, what have you got for us?” Jenna came around to the head of the examination table, picked up her tablet, and swiped it a few times. She tapped it then set it back down.

      “Well, I must say this is an interesting case. You certainly don’t see this too often.”

      “That would be true. Any luck with the chunk of metal found in his hand?” Harvey asked. “Figure it came off a blade.”

      “That’s where you would be mistaken,” Jenna said, bringing over a steel bowl and showing them the now clean pointy metal. “It’s not a blade so to speak, though it might be found on a multi-tool. It’s a—”

      “Marlinspike,” Skylar said looking up at them.

      “That’s right. How…”

      “Scott has one on my boat. A Myerchin Generation 2 Bone Handle Captain’s Knife.” She looked at Harvey with a smile. “Yep, this city girl knows a thing or two about fishing.”

      “I wasn’t going to say you didn’t.”

      She leaned forward again to get a better look. “You had that look.”

      “What look?”

      Jenna chimed in. “Anyway, yes it appears to be that. A piece broke off in his hand. Defensive wound from what I can tell. But that’s not the interesting part,” she said, turning and collecting a vial which had strands of material inside, blue in color. “I managed to pull this off it.”

      “What is that, hair?” Harvey asked.

      “Rope.”

      His brow furrowed as he squinted in an attempt to get a better look. He took out a pair of glasses and set them on his face. “There was rope found on it?”

      She nodded. “And several strands melted into the skin around the neck.”

      “He was strangled,” Skylar said, straightening up.

      “Exactly. Then his head was severed, probably to prevent anyone from identifying him.”

      Harvey looked confused. “Not that I couldn’t find out, but what is a marlinspike again?”

      “You don’t know?” Skylar asked.

      “No, I know. It’s just slipped my mind.”

      “Slipped your mind. Right. You’re telling me in all the time you have been here in Florida, a native, a fisherman, and you don’t know?”

      “All right. Lap it up. You know something I don’t. Look, I don’t go marlin fishing so I wouldn’t know.”

      Skylar and Jenna chuckled. “Should I tell him or should you?” Skylar asked.

      “I don’t know. Might be better coming from you.”

      “Would one of you just tell me!” he said in a grumpy manner.

      “It’s used in marine ropework. It’s longer than this, usually around six to twelve inches, though it will be shorter if you find it on a knife. Looks like a large nail or knitting needle. It’s mostly used for working with heavy cables, ropes, making and untying knots. However, it has been known to be handy as an improvised weapon or as a handle versus gripping a line with your hand alone.”

      Jenna stabbed a finger in the air. “Exactly. From what I can tell he was strangled with boat rope, one end was tied around a marlinspike and in the struggle, when our John Doe reached back to get the rope away from his neck, his hand slammed into the tip of the spike and it broke off, embedding in the bone.”

      “That’s not very strong. Are you sure?”

      “She’s right,” Skylar said. “At least that’s the way I would see it go down. So you think he was killed elsewhere, perhaps on a boat, and then his body was brought to the hotel?”

      “Everything that I have been able to see from the body, that would make sense. The blood lividity would fall in line with the theory of moving the body.”

      “So somewhere our guy’s DNA is on a boat,” Harvey added.

      “Maybe a boat. It could have happened anywhere to be honest, especially if that marlinspike came from a multi-tool. Find that and you might be closer to finding who did this. However, again, it might not have come from a multi-tool.”

      “So answers, but more dead ends,” Skylar added.

      Jenna shrugged. “Sorry I can’t be of much more help. We have put a rush on the toxicology but based on what I have been able to determine I don’t think it will play much of a role unless he was drugged or drunk when it happened. Asphyxiation was what killed him, not cutting his head off.”

      Harvey let out a large sigh. “I would say let’s go get some lunch but I think I’ve lost my appetite.” He headed for the door. “Keep us updated on that toxicology report.”

      Once they were outside, Harvey stopped, placed his forearms on the ridges of the truck, and looked over at her. “Those two missing people you found in the database. Did either of them work in the fishing industry?”

      “One of them. I’m just waiting to hear back on a cross-check we’re doing with the ME. Damn it!” She tapped the air with a finger, turning back to the office. “I knew there was something I was meant to ask her. Hey, listen, why don’t I meet you in Wewahitchka outside the Carter property?”

      “I can’t do it. You’ll have to ride this one out alone. I have a few things to do.”

      “What can be more important than this case?”

      He raised an eyebrow.

      “Come on, Harvey. You are not serious about spying on Elizabeth.”

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “You didn’t need to, your eyes told me.”

      He frowned then cut a glance at his side mirror as if trying to gauge whether something was giving it away. “Harvey.”

      “I’m not. There’s no point in both of us going up to Wewahitchka, while we still have Matthews, I figured I could go and see if we can get a warrant to search Coastal Charters boats and his property. Who knows what we might find. We have coins found on our vic, Matthews has confirmed he was looking into selling some, and we have a marine tool that was used in the murder of our victim.”

      “Leave that to the odd couple.”

      “Yeah, because they did a fine job in securing Matthews last time. Come on, Reid!”

      She groaned and narrowed her eyes at him. “All right, but no poking around at the antique store. Elizabeth is far too decent to go behind your back. Trust me on that.”

      He gave her a thumbs-up and got back into his vehicle and the last she saw was him pulling out of the lot before she headed back inside.

      “Back again so soon?”

      “Yeah, I need to speak with Jenna.”

      “Your friend. Um, colleague, I mean. He wouldn’t be… uh…” She sniffed the air. “Single, would he?”

      “Who, Harvey?” She chuckled. “Well, he might be at the end of the day if he continues down the path he’s heading.”

      “Heading?”

      She waved her off. “Long story. No, he’s taken. Believe me. Count yourself lucky, as from what I hear he’s a real handful.”

      “I bet he is,” she said, getting this glint in her eye.

      Skylar lifted an eyebrow. “Okay. Well. Um. I’ll just go speak with…”

      She walked away and looked back to see Ms. Solomon biting on the end of her pencil and staring out the window. Skylar chuckled and shook her head as she entered. “Oh hey, I forgot to ask. I was wondering if you managed to get any information back on those two missing people.”

      “I did. One second,” Jenna said as she removed her bloody latex gloves and tossed them down. She washed her hands and dried them off before picking up her tablet and swiping a few times, then handing it over to her. “One of the missing was found and the body was released to the family before they received back the DNA results they were waiting on. According to the University of Tallahassee, the individual’s remains were excluded from being a relative of the Lomar family but did belong to an Eric Whyman.”

      Skylar frowned, taking in the information. “But they released the body back to the Lomar’s and told them it was their son.”

      “Somehow the clerk responsible for filing it away no longer works for the state, and it wasn’t entered into the system.”

      She tried to wrap her head around this. “So we have two missing people, one of which was found four years ago, misidentified and released back to the family before the DNA was verified. And the body the Lomar family received was Eric Whyman? What a screw-up.”

      “I would say so. I wouldn’t like to be the one to tell the family after that. And maybe that’s why the state never did.”
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      It was late afternoon by the time Skylar made it to Wewahitchka. Wrestling with new information about what appeared to be an unrelated case, she wanted to tell the two families, but she didn’t wish to lose an opportunity to speak with Robert’s son, so she opted for the most pressing matter. Ideally, it would have made sense to phone and have him come in but something told her that if she contacted his father or even reached out to him that there was a chance he might slip through her fingers.

      Nope, instead, she opted to see him in person. There was a lot that could be determined about whether someone was telling the truth or not by looking them in the eye. A person might be very adept at lying but face to face it was much harder to do.

      To avoid a potential blow-up at his father’s home, Skylar opted to wait for him and follow him back home. As she was killing time, sitting in her truck a hundred yards from the mouth of the Carters’ driveway, her thoughts turned to Ben and what Harvey had said. She glanced down at her phone on the passenger seat then back, then back down again. “No. No, I’m not doing that,” she said, talking as if Harvey was there urging her to find out. Maybe he was paranoid about Elizabeth cheating on him but he was married to her. Ben owed her nothing nor were they an item, so to speak. They hadn’t gone out for dinner in over six months. Sure, she wound up at his place from time to time, and sure, it was outside of the usual visiting hours but that was friendship, a need to have a listening ear. He’d okayed that. He would not okay this.

      Her fingers drummed out a beat on the wheel.

      She turned on the radio and surfed through the channels until she hit WOYS-FM Apalachicola. They were talking about the fire in Eastpoint. It wasn’t long before they shifted to the body found at the hotel. News spread fast in Franklin County. While not everyone knew each other, in Eastpoint, they were a close-knit community and there was very little that occurred that folks didn’t eventually hear about. 

      Skylar turned it to a station that had some peaceful music playing and then looked toward the opening. Another glance at her phone and she couldn’t resist satisfying her curiosity any longer. No one would know. She’d make it quick. She brought up her phone and opened the app she’d downloaded earlier. A big logo of a fish loaded on her screen and she glanced up, slightly nervous. She felt like a teenager smoking a cigarette for the first time. As quick as a flash, before her brain could talk her out of doing it, she tapped in her email, a password, and then stopped. Once again it was asking for a photo before allowing her to create the account. If she took a photo of herself, and Ben happened to browse and see her, she’d have to explain. Her brow furrowed and then she lifted her camera and took a shot of her boots and uploaded that, figuring the app would deny her. She chuckled when the app accepted it but said the photo was under review. 

      She was in.

      For how long, well, that was to be determined.

      She glanced up. Nope. Still no sign of Robert’s son.

      The app wanted her to fill out her profile. A few words about what she was looking for, what kind of woman she was, her height, hair color, build, and so on. “I’m not filling all this out.” She tapped in a few things then hit save and thankfully it let her proceed with a profile that must have looked odd among the pretty photos of women. A blank head, a photo under review, and a profile that amounted to… What the heck…? Her finger must have slipped twice when she was selecting options from the dropdown as it had her down that she was over seven feet tall, with a shaved head. She snorted and continued to browse, swiping down through a series of photos. Men with dogs, men with cats, men wearing masks, men showing their abs, men… well the list went from ordinary to creepy. She’d come across her fair share of oddballs in the bars but this was on another level. Somewhere, buried among the ocean of faces was…

      Join for only 9.99 a month and access another 1500 profiles.

      “Oh come on. What a joke. It’s not even free?! Ugh!” she groaned and dropped her phone on the passenger seat. She could already hear her conscience telling her — I told you so. You shouldn’t have done it. 

      Another twenty minutes went by, her eyes were beginning to get heavy when a black Ford 4 x 4 rolled out and started heading her way. She watched it shoot by and caught sight of him. The same guy from the profile. Robert’s son, aka Braden Wiles.

      Skylar turned over the engine and spun out, following behind him and several other cars that pulled in front of her. The 4 x 4 wound its way through the community over to the west side of town where it pulled into a church lot. She brought her vehicle to a crawl beside the edge of the road and observed him go into the church. He wasn’t in there long, maybe five minutes tops before he returned to his vehicle and pulled out following the road down to William Street, where the truck stopped in the driveway of a two-story home. Skylar stopped across the road, a few cars up, and watched as he got out and a young, dark-haired woman came out to meet him. Running ahead of her was a little boy, no older than three. She observed him drop to a crouch and give the boy a big hug before they went inside. A quick check of the address online yielded the names L and L Carter. Skylar killed the engine and got out and sauntered over to his home. She peered in the back of his truck bed. Nothing but a tool box. Beekeeping gear. Shovels. On the passenger side were a pack of smokes, a jersey, and an empty coffee cup. 

      Once she made it to the door, she gave it a knock and stepped back, looking out across the yard where there were kids’ toys scattered all over the grass. The door opened, and it was the female. “Is…” she glanced at her hand and saw a ring, “your husband in?”

      “Who is it, Lydia?” she heard him call out.

      “A… um… who are you?” she asked.

      “Skylar Reid. Franklin County Sheriff’s Office.”

      “Liam. Why are police at our door?”

      “It’s okay, ma’am, it’s just a follow-up from our visit to his father’s place today. I just had a few other questions to ask. Your husband has been very helpful.”

      “Oh. Okay.”

      Liam, a tall bald guy, appeared in the doorway. He looked a little taken aback by her visit but like anyone who might feel under the watchful eye of the police, he was quick to step outside. 

      “It’s all right, Mrs. Carter. This should only take a minute,” Skylar said. 

      She gave a nervous smile and Liam closed the door. Out of the beekeeping uniform, he looked bigger, more muscular, taller even. He was wearing a faded red T-shirt, jeans, and a pair of work boots. He had leather twine wrapped around his wrist and a nice watch that looked expensive. “What’s this about?”

      She gestured that they step away from the house. Skylar guided him over to his truck. “You look like you have a lovely family there. How long you been married?”

      “Four years.”

      She nodded, glancing into the driver’s side of his truck. “You know, when she answered the door I nearly asked if Braden Wiles was in.” She looked at him and all the color drained out of his face. 

      He swallowed hard and looked back at the house then walked even further away. “Look, if this is about Madeline, I don’t know anything. Like I told you today. How did you…”

      “Does she know?” Skylar asked, cutting him off.

      He looked toward his home. His wife was peering out the window.

      “No. And I would like to keep it like that. I… I’m not out of the closet and, well, I’m not ready to leave all this behind because…”

      “You don’t know if you’re gay?”

      He took a deep breath, went red in the face, and nodded.

      “What you do behind your wife’s back is your business but it becomes our business when the man that your mother was supposed to meet was the guy you’ve been seeing.”

      “What?” He looked genuinely surprised.

      “Daniel Matthews. Has your mother ever met him?”

      “No. No!” he said earnestly. “No one in my family knows about this part of my life. If my father ever found out he would…”

      “Would what?”

      “Let’s just say it wouldn’t be good. He’s a staunch God-fearing man and…”

      “You’re not? Or was that visit to the church earlier your way of asking for forgiveness?”

      Liam stepped closer to his truck, this time making sure he was out of sight from his wife who was undoubtedly curious. He slumped down to a crouched position and placed his hands over his face and brought them down. “What’s done in the dark will be brought to the light,” he said.

      “What?” Skylar asked.

      “It’s from the Bible. Paraphrased. It’s…” He groaned. “Look, I’ve struggled with my sexuality all my life. I grew up in a very religious household that frowned upon this kind of… lifestyle.”

      “And your mother?”

      “Madeline? That’s not my mother. My mother passed away when I was four from cancer. Madeline is my father’s second wife.”

      “That would have been good to know. Seems like everyone enjoys keeping secrets.”

      “Or you’re not asking the right questions,” he said looking at her as he rose to his feet. He sighed again. “Look, are you going to tell my wife?”

      “Not if you didn’t have anything to do with the murder.”

      “I didn’t do anything. I swear to God. I didn’t mention the alias I use online because I didn’t think it was related. You never mentioned Daniel otherwise I might have said something.”

      “I think it’s clear you wouldn’t have.”

      “All right but still. I’m telling the truth.”

      “The question is, is Daniel Matthews?” She turned and paced. “So when you see Daniel. Beyond the obvious. What do you do?”

      “Have a few drinks, go fishing, take some poppers, and have sex. That’s it.”

      “Do you know Matthews has a criminal background for breaking and entering, theft, fraud?”

      “He never told me that. Listen. I’ve met all types online. I’m not the only married guy out there. And not everyone uses their real names. Half of the people don’t show you a photo and you only know what they look like when you show up.”

      “To have sex?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Is that all you do?”

      He shrugged and looked embarrassed. “No. I mean. Some of them. That’s all they want, others, well, they want companionship, friendship, someone they can go have a beer or fish with. There are a lot of lonely men out there, detective. Good people, just lonely, and…”

      “Confused?”

      “I can’t speak for others. Most are comfortable in their skin and accept their sexuality. For me, it’s always been a big mess.”

      “And the church?”

      “They don’t know either. If they did, I would be excommunicated.”

      “Oh, I don’t know. I hear some churches are coming around.”

      He snorted. “Coming around. Maybe elsewhere, not in Wewahitchka.” He brought a hand up and ran it over his face. “I’ve tried. I really have to walk away from it all, you know, for my wife and my kid’s sake, and even for my own sake but I just don’t seem able to do it.” He paused. “I know I’m a coward.”

      Skylar placed a hand on his arm. “You’re human. Look. Do you know anyone by the name of Jacob Lomar or Eric Whyman?” She showed him photos of the two men to gauge his reaction. Nothing looked out of character. There was no pause, no change in expression. 

      He shook his head. “The names don’t ring a bell. Why? Are they dead?”

      Avoiding the topic of the demise of one of them, she shifted gears. “On the night of the murder, where were you?”

      “I was with Daniel. Fishing.”

      “And your wife. How did you explain that to her?”

      “I said I was out having a few beers with a buddy. That’s it.”

      “And she buys that?”

      “Look, I feel bad enough as it is having this big secret. I know I should tell her and go my separate way but I love her. I don’t want my kid growing up without a father and… maybe this is just a phase. Something I will grow out of.”

      “I think it’s a little beyond a phase, Liam.” She set a hand on the truck and chewed over what he’d told her so far. “Anyone else know where you were?”

      “No. I don’t tell anyone, detective. I keep all this on the down-low.”

      “Does Daniel know about your double life?”

      He shook his head. “No. I wanted to keep it separate. I figured if he knew and our relationship went south, he might try and blackmail me.”

      “Why, has someone else tried to do that?”

      “No. But I’m paranoid. I don’t want someone showing up here and telling Lydia. When I’m good and ready, I will do that but when I do, it will be on my terms.” He stared back. “Are you going to arrest me?”

      “No. I have no reason to. I appreciate the honesty. However, as neither you nor Daniel Matthews has an alibi for the evening our John Doe was murdered, and Daniel Matthews was the man Madeline was supposed to meet, I would suggest you don’t go anywhere if you get my drift.” She patted him on the arm. “Thank you for your time.”

      As she walked away, Liam called out to her. “You won’t tell Daniel, will you?”

      She didn’t answer. Skylar figured that it was better to leave a few things hanging out there in the wind, keep people on their toes. It made people worry, and worrying led to actions that often revealed what words didn’t.
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      It came as no surprise to find out the owner of Coastal Charters was none other than Callum Jackson. That man had been a thorn in Harvey’s side since his arrival in Franklin County back in the ’80s. A wealthy businessman who hid behind high-profile lawyers, offshore bank accounts, and people in positions of power, he’d managed to elude arrest more times than he could count. His gaudy beachfront mansions located in St. George Island, Apalachicola and Eastpoint were just another way for him to parade his extravagant, untouchable lifestyle under the guise he’d made it with money from real estate, charters, and used vehicles. But Harvey knew that wasn’t true. They were just a front, nothing more than smoke and mirrors for the real criminal enterprise. Harvey had known for a long time that he was using them as a means to launder money, he just hadn’t managed to dig up enough evidence to prove it. 

      Every lead came up short, every attempt to perform surveillance was shut down, either by Davenport or lawyers. Simply put, Callum sauntered around, operating shady businesses openly, and there wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it.

      But that didn’t mean Harvey didn’t enjoy every chance he got to make him sweat. Today was no different. As he and a team of six other police officers raided the charter with a warrant in hand, he felt like a kid at Christmas, fishing through every little thing, hoping to find that one prize, in this case, that one piece of dirt that would bring an end to Callum’s streak of luck. 

      He thumbed through paperwork, and took pleasure in tossing papers in the air and pulling out drawers only to empty them on the floor. 

      “Hey, that’s important stuff,” said a grizzled guy with more tattoos than most gangbangers sported. 

      “I expect it is. Why don’t you call your boss, and have him come down here and pick it up?”

      “I keep telling you, I’m the manager of this place.”

      “I’m sure you are,” Harvey said looking at paperwork, distracted. “By the way, how does a criminal like yourself wind up landing such a position?” He stopped. “Oh, that’s right, you get hired by another crook.”

      “I did my time. I paid my debt to society. I’m not proud of it but I have a right to make a living just like anyone else.”

      Harvey brushed by him and proceeded to tap the walls. “Yeah, yeah, I’m sure you do. But here’s some advice. If you want to stay on the straight and narrow, don’t go working for Callum Jackson. You’ll find yourself back in a 10-by-8 cell while he’s sipping margaritas. There’s a reason why your name is on the paperwork and his isn’t. Isn’t that right?”

      “I told you.”

      “And I heard, but it means very little. I know how he operates. A silent investor. Funding enterprises. Keeping shady business afloat in times when others would close up shop.” He turned his attention to a laptop and flipped it open.

      The guy, Rick Garand, the so-called manager in charge, was quick to dart across the room and slam his hand down on the computer. “That is private property.”

      Harvey pried his dirty little fingers off the computer with a smirk on his face. “It was until ten minutes ago, now I get to see how you are paying your debt to society.”

      Rick got on the phone.

      “Be sure to send him my regards,” Harvey said as Rick walked out of the room and Harvey browsed through folders looking for any files that might stand out, tidbits of information that could be used against him. 

      As he was doing that, Gabriel, one of the SWAT team, entered the room. “Hey Baker, you might want to see this.”

      A shot of excitement went through him as he took off to see what they’d found. He was led over to a boat that was out of the water. Two SWAT guys were chatting with each other as they approached. One stepped back to reveal an open cooler that was jam-packed with fishing lures, bait, and the remainder of the marlinspike. There was still some rope tied off on it, and even what appeared to be dried blood. “Oh, beauty,” he said, crouching down and taking a better look at it. “Anything else found?”

      “We’re still running a black light over the boats. Nothing so far. However, we did find this,” Gabriel said. He climbed back up into the boat and returned with a small bag. He had Harvey hold out his hand and poured the contents into his palm. Six gold coins, identical to the ones found at the murder site, fell out. 

      “Well, I’ll be damned. Seems Matthews has been holding back on us. These are certainly incriminating. I’d be interested to know how he’ll explain this.” With his hands covered in latex gloves, he picked up the spike and rope and placed it into an evidence bag. “Where did you find the cooler?”

      Gabriel tapped the boat. Harvey nodded and turned to the employees that were clustered together outside, some smoking, others looking on curiously. “Whose boat is this?” he asked. They looked at each other but said nothing.

      Typical. Just like in prisons. No one wanted to rat. But of course, he knew there were ways to get them speaking. Loyalty among thieves didn’t exist and they all had rap sheets a mile long and were either on probation or just out. He ambled over and stood in front of them. “It must be nice breathing in the fresh salt air, smoking a cigarette without wondering who might shank you. It would be a real pity to find yourself back in a cell. So how about you cut the crap and tell us who that belongs to. We’ll find out one way or another and when we do, we’ll charge you for hindering a police investigation.”

      “It belongs to Daniel Matthews,” an old-timer said. “I mean, it’s not his property but he uses it.” Unlike the young ones who feared retribution on the inside from Callum’s crew, this guy looked as if time had taught him a thing or two about keeping his mouth shut. It never ended well and no doubt, if he was to look at how long he’d spent inside, he’d probably find the guy had done a long stretch. He didn’t want to go back. His youthful stubbornness was gone. 

      “Thank you.”

      Harvey glanced at his watch. He still had time.
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        * * *

      

      As the sun dipped behind the trees, Harvey made his way back to Carrabelle, hoping to make Elizabeth a nice meal. He knew his work had consumed him over the past few months and like anything, distractions, the mundane of life had crept in and with it, he too was beginning to feel the pinch in his relationship. He wanted to avoid swinging by her workplace, as he didn’t want to seem like a snoop, so he handed off what evidence they’d collected in the evidence locker and made a beeline for his home on River Road.

      Elizabeth finished work in ten minutes and so he figured he’d have enough time to whip something up, get the table ready, stuff a vase full of wildflowers, and tell the kids to head over to their grandmother’s. 

      However, he’d only been in the door five minutes when Patton appeared at the kitchen counter, leaning forward. “You know mom is eating out tonight, right?”

      “What?” he said, dropping the steak he was about to tenderize.

      “Yeah, she texted me earlier to say she would be home late and to throw a pizza in the oven, but hey, if you’re making steak that would work. I have to get back in touch with Stacey,” she said, looking down at her phone and wandering off. 

      Harvey grumbled then quickly darted over to the bottom of the stairs, catching his daughter on the way up. “Hey, Patton. Did she say where she was going?”

      “Uh, I think she said Giulietta, that new Italian.”

      “Really? And who did she say she was going there with?”

      “She didn’t.”

      “She didn’t?”

      “Dad, everything okay? You’re acting kind of weird.”

      “Weird. Oh it’s weird,” he said, removing the apron he had on and tossing it on the counter. “Patton, you’ll need to put that pizza in the oven. I’m heading out.”

      “But the steak. What about the steak!”

      He slammed the door behind him and hopped into his truck and reversed out, nearly rear-ending his neighbor’s car that was parked along the road because he’d opted to have over one too many friends. They were probably singing up a storm. Guitars. Drums. It was one big rock show. Holy Moses, that’s what he called him. Unlike most folks who picked one religion and stuck with it, this guy was in the habit of changing religions like his underwear. Two months ago he was a Buddhist, the next, a Catholic, and now it looked like he’d swung over to the Hare Krishna. Harvey shook his head as the tires on his truck spun and he sped away. His hand gripped the wheel tightly, his mind tormenting him. Was this it? Was this how it ended? Him finding his wife of thirty-plus years out with some man behind his back?

      His thoughts swung to Madeline Carter and her infidelity.

      Had the whole world gone mad?

      It didn’t take him long to make it to the new Italian restaurant. He’d been considering taking Elizabeth there himself back when he saw signs for them opening up. He’d just gotten a little snowed under with work.

      The quaint little diner was located just off St. James Avenue, offering a fabulous view of Carrabelle Harbor. His banged-up truck bounced over the sidewalk as he entered the parking lot. The place was packed. He spotted Elizabeth’s Toyota SUV parked inconspicuously beneath a tree near the back. Harvey swung his headlights on it and parked behind her, killed the engine, and got out, his hair or what was left of it blowing in the wind. He caught his scruffy reflection in the window as he casually crossed the lot. The windows were tinted so he couldn’t see her without entering. He grumbled and pushed inside to find himself greeted by a young woman in a black pencil skirt, sensible flat shoes, and a white blouse. She had several menus in hand and was just about to lead a couple over to a table. “I’ll be right with you, sir.”

      The room was small, five round tables down the center with four leather booths on either side of the room. 

      Scanning the dimly lit room like a psychotic mental patient, he spotted her near the back, tucked into a booth. He could only see her. His eyes narrowed and a smile formed. Got you! he thought as he barreled down the aisle. 

      “Uh, sir. I will be right with you,” the hostess said from across the room. Harvey paid no attention. As he got closer, he noticed Elizabeth’s hand was extended across the table, set on top of someone’s hand.

      “What the hell is going on here?” he said as he came around to find her hand was on top of a woman’s. 

      “Harvey. What are you doing here?” Elizabeth said.

      “That’s what I’d like to know.”

      Elizabeth grimaced, her cheeks going red. “I’m sorry, this is my husband. Harvey, this is Alex Gonzales.”

      “But, but, but you’re a…”

      As the words failed to come out, a male sidled up beside him and sat down beside Alex. “Oh and this is Joe, her fiancé. They just got engaged.”

      His mouth widened. Elizabeth narrowed her eyes at him, knowing full well why he was there. “Engaged? To him?”

      “Who else?” Elizabeth said, rolling her eyes.

      “Oh, that’s fantastic. Congratulations. I…” Again words failed to come out.

      “Excuse me a moment,” Elizabeth said, rising from the table and grabbing his arm and pulling him out of earshot. “Is the house on fire?”

      “No.”

      “Are the kids injured?”

      “No.”

      “Have I forgotten something?”

      “No,” Harvey said.

      “Then do you want to tell me why you are here?” She asked in a hushed voice, making it clear she was annoyed.

      “Alex.”

      “Yes. It’s short for Alexander. My new employee. The one I told you about.”

      He looked across the room toward the booth where the couple were holding hands and drinking wine. “Oh. I’m such a fool. That’s… But her Facebook account. The messages. That profile picture. That was… Joe?”

      Elizabeth nodded, folding her arms as she pursed her lips.

      Harvey swallowed and let out a nervous chuckle. “Well, that’s… great. Good news. Fabulous. I was on my way home and I saw your vehicle, and figured I would swing by and…”

      “Patton already told me,” she said, her eyes narrowed.

      “She did?”

      Elizabeth nodded. “Now, do you mind if I get back to my dinner? I told them I would take them out, to celebrate. Alexander has been a wonderful new addition to the store. Her connections on the West Coast with vintage stores are outstanding. I’m excited to be able to offer some California goods in the store.”

      “Yeah, me too. That’s…”

      “Okay, Harvey. See you later,” she said, rolling her eyes again as she returned to her table but not before scowling. 
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        * * *

      

      Back in the silence of her air-conditioned 50-foot catamaran located in the Moorings of Carrabelle, Skylar was getting familiar with the dating app that Madeline had used.

      Fishy. There it is. Once again.

      She’d already gotten on the phone with the head office and requested whatever they could provide about the account belonging to one Daniel Matthews, in the hopes that they might be able to shed some light beyond a name and a profile. In looking at the account she’d created earlier, she noticed that when the app was on, it would show how far away a person was. It could be turned off in the display preferences but it allowed each user to see how close they were to someone they were talking with. While it didn’t provide the exact location, that kind of information if stored could potentially show them where Matthews was at the time of the murder, possibly even the phone he was using. They would compare that with phone records and which tower his phone was pinging off at the time of the murder and maybe, just maybe get some specifics that could either rule him out or offer something he would need to explain. 

      She set her phone down, collected a bottle of beer from the fridge, and cracked it open. While she was chugging it down, her phone pinged and lit up. She glanced over at it and her brow furrowed. It was a notification from the dating app. She scooped up the phone and saw that a message had come through from none other than Ben Walker.

      “What?”

      Hi there. I like your profile photo. It’s different from the usual on here. Funny. Want to chat?

      “Want to chat? Want to chat?”

      She started breathing fast, pacing up and down as she realized the app had approved her photo. Why had they approved it? It wasn’t a face. They had every right to deny it. They were meant to deny it. How could they possibly think a seven-foot-tall skinhead with a profile picture of boots was real? 

      The phone dinged again.

      You there?

      “What do I say?” She was never one for being at loss for words, especially when she was out at the bar and had a few drinks in her, but this wasn’t a bar, this was an app, she was hidden behind it and about to converse with her therapist.

      “Okay. Stay cool. Get a grip, Skylar,” she told herself, taking another swig of her beer and setting it down. “You got this.”

      All thumbs, she tapped out her response.

      Yes. I’m here. Hello. How’s the view down there?

      Referencing her unusual height.

      “How’s the view down there? What are you, the giant from Jack and the Beanstalk? Oh, man.”

      He sent back a laughing emoji. 

      I see you are in Carrabelle so am I.

      “He knows where I am. Oh, no. No. No. No.” She’d forgotten to turn off location in settings. “Play it safe.”

      No, just visiting.

      Oh, too bad. I was hoping to meet someone locally. Not much choice around these parts.

      “Not much choice? What am I, chopped liver?” she said, thumbing her phone and quickly responding. I’m sure you say that to all the ladies. Just out of curiosity why did you contact me? I could be a weird serial killer for all you know.

      With those kinds of boots?

      “Damn it. Does he know it’s me?” She set the phone down and stepped away, looking at it like it was on fire. Right then she heard someone coming down the walkway, approaching the boat.

      “Skylar?”

      It was Harvey. Scooping up her beer she went topside just as he climbed aboard.

      “Harvey. How did it go?”

      He groaned. “So you heard?”

      “Heard what?” She gave him a confused expression.

      He mirrored hers.

      “Are we talking about the same thing here?” He asked.

      “Well, that depends. Did you go to Coastal Charters?”

      He tapped his finger in the air as he brushed by her and made his way down into the cabin. “That I did. And I have some good news. You mind if I grab a beer?”

      “Help yourself,” she said, coming down quickly after realizing that her phone was on the table, still turned on, and now it was pinging notifications every few seconds. Harvey glanced at it as he took out a beer.

      “Is that the app?”

      “App? What app?” she said, scooping up the phone and shutting it off.

      He smiled as he leaned back against the wall and took a sip of his beer. “You’ve been snooping, haven’t you?”

      “Snooping? Me? No. I had to contact the company to discuss releasing the data related to the account that conversed with Madeline. It will probably take another day before we receive that but at least the ball is rolling.”

      “Oh, it’s rolled, rolled downhill and right over me,” he said, crossing the room and taking a seat in the salon. “I swung by on Elizabeth this evening.”

      “Harvey.”

      “What? I had to know.”

      “And let me guess, the entire relationship between her and Alex was entirely business.”

      He sucked air between his teeth. “Alexander. Yeah. Alex is a woman. And Alex is engaged to be married.” He groaned and ran a hand over his tired eyes. “Elizabeth took Alex and her fiancé, Joe out for dinner tonight to celebrate. And…”

      “You made a fool of yourself.”

      He hung his head. Skylar slapped him on the arm.

      “Look, I wouldn’t be too hard on yourself. I imagine Elizabeth is used to it by now,” she said, collecting another beer and cracking the top open.

      “Hey, I’m not that bad.”

      “Would you like me to reel off a list?”

      Harvey waved her off with a grin. “All right. All right. But this is the first time I ever did this, and I had a good reason. She was acting all shifty like.”

      Skylar laughed. “Shifty. She probably doesn’t appreciate you hovering. Can you imagine what you would say if she did that to you?”

      Harvey set his bottle down on the table in front of him. “Point taken. Anyway, back to the case. Things are cooking now. So we raided Coastal Charters and found not only the other part of the marlinspike but gold coins as well on a boat belonging to Daniel Matthews.”

      Skylar gulped down her beer and nodded as she gave him a pensive stare. 

      “Thoughts?” Harvey continued.

      “Strangely, I don’t think he’s our man.”

      “Why not? Madeline was there to meet him, he doesn’t show and our John Doe winds up in her room. Who else would know what room she was in but him? Then we have a portion of the marlinspike found in our vic’s hand, the other in a cooler on Matthews’ boat along with a bag of coins. The same ones that were incidentally found on our vic.”

      “It seems a little too convenient, don’t you think?”

      “Sloppy you mean.”

      “No, like someone is setting him up to take the fall. Matthews’ criminal background doesn’t do him any favors and after he ran, well, that doesn’t help either. I spoke with Robert Carter’s son today. Aka Braden Wiles, the same guy that has been seeing Daniel Matthews.”

      Harvey nearly spit out his beer. “Seeing? As in…”

      “Gay. Yeah.”

      “When were you planning on telling me that?”

      “On the way to see him but you had other things to do. Anyway, I got the sense that he was telling the truth. You see, Braden Wiles’ actual name is Liam Carter and he is married and has a little boy. It seems he’s unsure of his sexuality and so he’s been playing both sides of the fence.”

      “Without his wife knowing.”

      “Exactly.”

      Harvey let out a sigh. “Well, this just got a lot more complicated.”

      “Interesting, you mean.”
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      Bright and early, Harvey came prepared to shake a few trees using what evidence they’d collected. He said time was of the essence. Skylar understood though she felt it was a little premature — until the team found what they had on the boat, all they had was his name being used on an app. But considering all things, he’d already been held for almost twenty-four hours. A few more, and he would have been released.

      A name on an app, well that was circumstantial. Open for debate. It certainly wouldn’t hold up in court. But, rope, a marlinspike, and gold coins found on his property. That was like hitting the jackpot. However, to her, it stank to high heaven of a setup but for the life of her, she couldn’t fathom who was behind it or even if there was anyone. Even career criminals weren’t beyond making mistakes. Was this his? It made her wonder if the phone found on the victim belonged to John Doe or whether it was a burner, a throwaway, one that Matthews had used to contact Madeline and arrange the meeting.

      Still, it didn’t add up. Even if Madeline was behind the murder, which Skylar didn’t believe she was, who had she killed and why? And why would anyone in their right mind leave a body in their room? Of course, unless she was trying to make it look so obvious that no one would believe she would do that.

      Skylar was holding a coffee in one hand, and trying to put her hair up with the other as she entered the interview room. Inside, Daniel Matthews was behind a table with a suit, his lawyer, a rat-faced fellow with a slanted forehead who happened to be on a retainer with none other than Callum Jackson.

      “Skylar. Glad you could join us.”

      “The traffic was madness,” she said.

      There was none but they didn’t know that.

      “You better have a good reason for this otherwise we are walking,” the lawyer said.

      Harvey approached the table and leaned forward. “Well, let’s see, shall we. Not only has your client’s name been found on an app related to the guest staying in the room where our John Doe was found, but…”

      “Circumstantial.”

      “Maybe. However, would you say it’s circumstantial that the other half of the marlinspike, with rope and hairs which match the victim and was the same one he was holding, was found on Matthews’ boat, along with coins, the same ones that were found on our victim?”

      The lawyer leaned forward, clasping his hands together, with a wry smile. “I would say one, that boat is the property of Coastal Charters, not my client, and two, that boat was stolen and recovered only recently.”

      “Well, isn’t that convenient?” Harvey shot back.

      “Yes. Yes, it is. Would you like to see the report Coastal Charters filed with the department?” The lawyer fished into his suitcase and pulled out an incident report.

      Harvey lifted a finger and turned to Skylar who was standing by the door, sipping her coffee. She got closer and spoke into his ear. “When you were performing the search, you did run a check on whether they’d had anything stolen, yes?”

      “No. I was too busy trying to find dirt.”

      “Of course you were,” she said shaking her head.

      The lawyer rose from the table, tapped the paperwork in front of him against it, and placed it back into his briefcase. “So that concludes the interview I believe. Oh, and Detective Baker, my employer wanted to pass on a message. He said the next time you want to arrest one of his employees, you might want to get some real evidence instead of being hasty. He said you would understand.”

      Harvey ground his teeth as the lawyer and Matthews got up and exited the room.

      As soon as the door was closed, Harvey kicked a chair across the room. “That sonofabitch. He’s rubbing it in my face. Just like he did when my sister died. Did you hear that? Not being hasty. That was exactly why I didn’t nail him back in the ’80s.”

      “I told you it was premature.”

      Harvey eyeballed Skylar and made his way out, almost knocking Davenport over as he flung the door open. “Whoa, whoa.” Davenport threw up his hands. “I want a word with both of you now.”

      Harvey looked back at Skylar who was calm and collected.

      “I just heard,” Davenport said.

      “He would have walked if we didn’t try. What did you expect?” Harvey replied.

      “I expected you to build a case. A solid one. So that when you did present the evidence, the lawyer couldn’t find a loophole. And trust me. You left a loophole a mile wide for him to slip through.”

      Harvey leaned back against the wall. “I don’t know what you expect.”

      “I expect you to have done your due diligence and covered all your bases. Now, this is going to look bad on the department, never mind jeopardize this case.” He glanced over at Skylar. “And what do you have to say for yourself?”

      “Hey, it wasn’t my call. I was all for letting him go and tailing his ass.”

      “Tailing him?”

      “Watching from afar.”

      Davenport ran a hand over his head. “Tell me you have something better than this?”

      Skylar tossed her empty cup into the trash. “We are still waiting to hear back on the phone that was found on the vic, and from the company Fishy. They’ll release the account information which might help us triangulate where Daniel Matthews or the imposter was at the time. And if the phone that was used, isn’t the one that was found on our John Doe, we might just get lucky and pinpoint where it is.”

      “Did you ask to look at Matthews’ phone?”

      “We already did. No app. No history of a download of the app. That phone was clean.”

      “So you think a burner, a second one?”

      “Possibly, or one belonging to someone else.”

      Davenport paced the room. “We still don’t have a name for the victim? What about DNA from the vic, or the two missing people you were looking into?”

      Skylar tapped the air and headed for the exit, hoping to get out before he brought up anything else, more specifically her recent tardiness. “Jenna is waiting on results of the DNA from the vic to see if it matches anyone in CODIS. As for the rest, thanks for the reminder, that was at the top of my list of things to do today.”

      “All right. Just make sure you don’t screw up again. Remember, when in doubt…”

      “Blame Harvey,” Skylar said, heading out and grinning at him.

      “That’s not what I was about to say. Keep me in the loop,” he hollered as they headed out into the warm morning sunshine. Thankfully, the smell of burned wood had all but gone, it was still faint but nothing like the way it was at the time of the fire.

      “We’re tailing Matthews?” Harvey asked.

      Skylar cut him a glance and shook her head. “No, Harvey.”

      “But you know what’s going to happen. He’ll head over to Callum Jackson and probably disappear.”

      “No, he won’t.”

      “How can you be so sure? I know how Callum works.”

      Skylar stopped and held the handle but didn’t open the truck door. “That would be like shooting yourself in the foot. He has the law breathing down his neck. The last thing he needs is to draw attention to himself.”

      Harvey placed a hand on the hood of the vehicle. “He wouldn’t. You see, that’s why he’s an investor. He fronts every enterprise but remains in the back, working from the shadows. The first sign of heat, he throws lawyers our way. If we ramp things up, he withdraws as an investor and the business finds itself on its own. You don’t know him, Skylar, like I do. I’ve been here since the ’80s. I’ve watched him operate. I’ve seen the way he manages to untangle from anything that leads back to him.” Harvey got all theatrical, hands raised, shaking them. “I’m just an investor, officer. A naïve businessman. I didn’t know that company was running illegal activities or I would have never agreed to help support them. I only want to support local business, isn’t that right, mayor?”

      Skylar found the whole thing amusing as Harvey acted it out like Callum was there having a conversation with those in town.

      “You need therapy,” she said.

      “No, I need to bring Callum down and I assure you, I will and when I do, I’ll be the one to slap the cuffs on him.” Harvey made his way around to the passenger side and hopped in. Skylar stood there for a moment longer staring at him through the driver’s side window. Few things got under his skin but his hatred for Callum was one.
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      Something had to link this all together, they just weren’t sure what. They had evidence, shady individuals, and a possible motive, just nothing that could stand up in a court because they couldn’t place Daniel Matthews or Liam Carter at the scene of the crime, nor could they prove the evidence came from one of them. If they went in with what they had so far, lawyers would chew them up and spit them out before they’d had a chance to present a case to a judge.

      “This is worse than delivering a death notification. How could this happen?” Harvey asked as they drove toward the family home of Jacob Lomar, a 24-year-old man that went missing four years earlier. His body had been found nestled in Tate’s Hell State Forest inside a tent with no ID, no phone, no cash or credit cards. In fact, by the time they found the body, there was nothing that could identify who it was — barring clothes and bones.

      “It was a combination of things. The appearance of someone looking to commit suicide, misidentification, similar age, appearance of clothes, location to where Eric Whyman’s truck was parked when he went missing. The fact is they made a few assumptions, took a DNA sample, and sent it in for testing, but they were told it would take up to 16 months to hear back and, well, the Lomars wanted to bury their son. Of course, the state wasn’t going to let them do that until they had confirmed the DNA, but it appears when they examined the arm bone, there was an injury that both men had at the time. They requested X-rays from the hospital and handed it over to a forensic anthropologist and well, they felt that the X-rays were consistent with the bone from the arm.”

      “So they released the body.”

      “Yep, I know what you’re going to say. It shouldn’t have happened but it did… and well… you know how things can go. It’s what I hate about our jobs. There are too many hands in the pot, and you can never be sure if Guy A or Guy B did a thorough job. So they released the body believing it to be Jacob.”

      “That’s crazy.”

      “We’ll find out more when we speak to his parents.”

      “So you’re telling me that the Lomars didn’t bury their son, they buried Eric Whyman, the other family’s son, and Jacob Lomar is still missing?”

      “It appears that’s what happened. It’s a royal screw-up, that’s for sure. What I’m curious to find out is if there is any connection with these two men to our victim’s case.”

      “But we don’t even know who our victim is.”

      “So far. I mean Daniel Matthews and the Carters.”

      He nodded as they pulled around onto Carlton Millender Road and followed it heading west, cutting through the lush green trees that swallowed most of Carrabelle. Skylar didn’t want to imagine what it would be like if a fire tore through their town. She’d come to love this coastal town and its residents. They were warm, kind people that had opened their arms to her and made her feel part of a tight-knit community.

      As the truck bounced up onto the driveway that led up to a two-story home up on stilts, she noted the family owned several toys, boats, Ski-Doos, motorcycles, and ATVs, most were covered by tarps and nestled into the woodland surrounding the property. A woman with a shock of gray hair was outside working in the garden, down on her knees. She wore dungarees and a white T-shirt with the typical brown dock shoe. She glanced over and brought a cupped hand over her eyes to see who they were. Skylar swerved to a stop and got out feeling the weight of the bombshell she was about to drop. She could have handed it off to a different officer, let them experience the full blowback of watching a family’s world crumble for a second time, but she felt it necessary to deliver the news.

      “Good morning,” the woman said, rising to her feet.

      “Hi, we’re from the Franklin County Sheriff’s Office. I’m Detective Reid and this is Detective Baker.” The woman smiled slightly but offered also a confused expression. “And you would be?”

      “Kara Lomar.”

      “Jacob Lomar’s mother?”

      “That’s right. What is this regarding?”

      She took a deep breath and looked at Harvey for a second. “Mrs. Lomar.”

      “Ms. My husband passed away a year ago.”

      “Oh. I’m sorry to hear that.” Skylar got this sinking feeling in her gut. This woman had been through a lot. Buried someone, she believed to be her son and then lost her husband. “Um. It’s probably best we go inside.”

      She looked concerned as she removed her flowery yard gloves and set them down on the wooden steps of the porch. Ms. Lomar led them inside and brought them into a Cape Cod-style living room, complete with cream-colored couches, hardwood floors, and décor that was mostly baby blue and white. The walls had different photos of the family, inspirational quotes and nautical anchors, seabirds, and sailboats. They took a seat across from her and her eyes bounced nervously between them.

      “Ms. Lomar.”

      “Call me Kara.”

      Skylar gave a nod. “Kara. Um. I don’t know how to put this. Well, let me backtrack a little. Detective Baker and I are investigating a crime in Eastpoint.”

      “Oh. I heard about the fire.”

      “Right. Well, as the victim is unknown and until we receive back insight into who he is through DNA, our investigation required us to look at who was missing in the area. In going through the database, it came up with two names. One of those was your son Jacob.”

      She frowned. “But we buried him.”

      Skylar sucked air between her teeth. “Before you received the DNA results.”

      “Yes. But they confirmed it was Jacob by the injury to his arm.”

      “I’m sorry to say this but a mistake was made. The body you buried was not your son, it was another man that was missing around the same time, called Eric Whyman.”

      All the color in Kara’s face drained out and a heaviness fell over her as her shoulders sank. “But they told us.”

      “I know and I apologize on behalf of the department. Those who were handling your son’s case at the time aren’t even with the department anymore.”

      She shook her head, unable to believe it was true. Skylar gave her a moment before continuing. A bombshell like that would have been hard to believe, let alone handle. Sorrow and grief masked her face as several tears traced down her cheeks. “So where is Jacob?”

      “That we don’t know but we are looking into it.”

      “How could this happen?”

      Skylar did her best to explain what she believed had created confusion without sounding as if she was blaming Kara for requesting to bury who she believed to be her son. Once she was done, Kara shook her head. “The only upside to all of this is that James, Jacob’s father, is not here to know. He died a year ago from prostate cancer. I still think he got it from the stress of losing Jacob. It was so unlike him. It was hard to hear that they found his body but it gave us some kind of closure, you know, at least knowing where he was but now… it’s back to the start, wondering, guessing if he’s still out there, alive.”

      Another long awkward beat before Skylar shifted gears and turned the conversation toward the Eastpoint incident. “We were hoping you might be able to shed some light on the current case. Do you know if Jacob knew a Daniel Matthews from Eastpoint or a Liam Carter?”

      “Jacob had a lot of friends. I wouldn’t know.” Skylar took her phone and showed her a photo of Daniel Matthews. Kara shook her head. “I’m sorry. The only friends he had were from school and many of those left Florida.” She got up and walked over to the fireplace mantel and removed a framed photo and handed it to her. “That’s Jacob the year before he left high school.” It was the Franklin County School football team. “He used to love football and he had a real shot at making it, you know to the NFL. That was his goal until the accident. He kind of spiraled down after that.”

      “Accident?”

      “You don’t know about that?”

      “I’m still new to the area.”

      “The football team was on their way back from a game when their bus was T-boned by an 18-wheeler. Six of the boys died, the rest were severely injured. Jacob’s knee was damaged as was his arm. He got hooked on pain medications, took a job working over in Eastpoint at some charter, he stopped calling and swinging by, and well, one day he just upped and disappeared. All his stuff was still at his apartment.”

      Coastal Charters had only been in operation fourteen months, so there was no connection there if he’d gone missing four years earlier.

      “Did he ever talk about leaving, or suicide?”

      “He was depressed and had mentioned traveling. I just figured he would call us.”

      “And you haven’t heard from him since?”

      She took a deep breath and sat back down. “Nope. I know he wouldn’t do this to us if he was alive. There was an announcement in the paper.”

      “Did many people know him in Eastpoint?”

      “I would assume so, he was outgoing until he blew his knee out. So… who knows. Jacob was a bit of a mystery.”

      They nodded. “Is there anyone we can call to be with you?”

      “I’m fine. Really. I would prefer to be alone.”

      Skylar felt bad for her and offered to stay but she refused and they could tell if they lingered any longer they would overstay their welcome. No doubt, and rightly so she would have a lot of anger toward the Franklin County Sheriff’s Office. They thanked her and left with heavy hearts. “I wouldn’t be surprised if she sues the department.”

      “She might,” Harvey said.

      Back in the truck, Skylar didn’t waste any time reversing out. The whole matter had left a bad taste in her mouth. She wanted to represent the department and place them in a good light and for the most part, they didn’t drop the ball. In all fairness, it wasn’t the department’s fault as they wanted to hold on to the body until the DNA result had come back. It had been a combination of several things, but mostly the forensic anthropologist who had said the arm bone was consistent with X-rays from Jacob’s accident.

      “So I guess we’re heading to the Whyman's now.”

      “You got it, though I was thinking of grabbing a bite to eat before we leave.” Skylar gestured to the paperwork. “You want to grab the address, it’s buried among that,” she said. Harvey pulled out a stack of papers and thumbed through them as they headed over to the Carrabelle Junction. Harvey stopped and squinted, then shot her a glance.

      “Well now, isn’t that interesting. Eric Whyman’s family lives in Wewahitchka. Not far from the Carters.”

      “What?” Skylar asked, distracted as she drove.

      “Wewahitchka.”

      “But Eric Whyman was listed as coming from Eastpoint,” Skylar said, gripping the wheel tighter.

      “Unless they’ve just moved there recently, and maybe that was his address in Eastpoint. As it has his family in Wewahitchka, makes you wonder…”

      “That it does.”

      They didn’t need to say it as they were both thinking about the Carters.
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        * * *

      

      She parked outside the Carrabelle Junction and Harvey went to get out, mumbling something about hoping Barb had some of her stew and dumplings on for lunch when Skylar told him. “Do you know Barb’s been spying on Donnie?”

      “What’s new.”

      “No, I mean, really. She shows up in a wig, dark glasses, and spends her lunch period doing surveillance on his shop.”

      Harvey looked back at her with an incredulous expression. “You are kidding?”

      “Nope. I swear she’s lost a few marbles.”

      “But she doesn’t have anything to worry about. Her café and diner is booming. Always has, always will be.”

      Skylar slid out of her seat and shut the door. They ambled across the lot to the main entrance. “Some folks don’t like anyone except themselves being in the marketplace. It’s kind of sad. A tide lifts all boats,” she said.

      “You’ve been listening to Donnie too much,” he said, opening the door for her.

      “Thank you.”

      The vintage ’50s and ’60s style diner was packed at noon that day. Cutlery clinked, conversation carried, and laughter ensued as those inside went about drinking coffee, eating lunch, and chatting with one another. Barb slung them a glance as she rang up a customer. “Hello, darling,” she said to Harvey. “What can I get you?”

      “You wouldn’t have some of your special stew and dumplings on for lunch, would you?”

      “I might have some out back.” She narrowed her eyes at Skylar. “I gather you would like something too?”

      “Just coffee, and one of those blueberry muffins.”

      Barb turned, scooped one up, filled a cup full of coffee, and handed it back as Skylar slid a few dollars across to her. Barb lifted each one to the light to inspect them. It didn’t matter who gave her cash, she was sure that it was fake and took every step to ensure it was valid by eyeing it and then using a blue wand that she waved over it like she was looking for blood at a crime scene. “You on a diet?” Barb asked without looking at Skylar.

      “Does it look it?”

      “You could use to lose a few pounds.”

      The nerve of the woman. Especially coming from someone who looked like she’d swallowed a whale for breakfast. Okay, maybe that was a little harsh but still. Weren’t women supposed to stick together? Sure, she’d gained a few pounds since moving to Carrabelle but that was par for the course of good local cooking. Anyway, seeing an opportunity to get back at her, Skylar leaned forward with a smirk.

      “Must be the food Donnie whipped up this morning.”

      “Which was?”

      “Stew and dumplings.”

      Barb’s eyes widened. “In the morning?”

      “Oh yeah, customers love a nice bowl of stew with their coffee.” She smirked. Harvey knew she was winding Barb up. “And I think his dumplings are catching on.” Barb huffed as she went out back. Skylar slid onto a stool and Harvey nudged her.

      “You are bad.”

      “What, it’s true.”

      “It’s not.”

      “Okay it’s not but she doesn’t know that.”

      Harvey glared. “Do I need to remind you of what happened last time? I don’t want to be banned from this place. C’mon, Skylar, I like my stew.”

      Barb emerged carrying a steaming bowl. “Oh, sorry, Barb, can I get that to go?” Harvey said. “We have to head north…”

      “Sure, would you like me to eat it too?” she said, turning on her heels and marching off. Skylar nearly burst out laughing but Harvey didn’t find it amusing.

      “Great. She’s angry. You’ve wound her up.”

      “Ah, you’re paranoid.”

      When Barb came back out, she leaned across the counter and eyed Skylar as she took a sip of her coffee. “These dumplings of Donnie’s. What recipe is he using?”

      “Recipe?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Depends. What’s your recipe?”

      “Can’t give that out. It’s unique.”

      Skylar snorted. “For dumplings? Come on, Barb. Please.”

      “It’s known throughout all of Franklin County. People travel for miles to get a bowl of my stew and dumplings.”

      “Well, that might change with Donnie’s new recipe.”

      Barb looked disconcerted by the news. “I don’t get it. He doesn’t offer hot dishes.”

      “He does now. You’re not the only one that is spying.”

      “I don’t spy.”

      “So that wasn’t you in his place?”

      “I don’t know what you are talking about,” she said. She turned and wiped down the counter, her cheeks going a pale shade of red. Harvey wasn’t paying attention. He was leaning over his stew, inhaling the aroma like an addict eager to take a line of coke.

      “So what’s so special?”

      “It’s the attention I give it.” She leaned forward. “I guess it would be okay to share the recipe. Not that he could duplicate it. It requires a special touch that a man like Donnie simply hasn’t got.” She paused. “One and a half cups of self-rising flour, a half cup of butter. Mix until it’s like bread crumbs. Stir in a quarter cup of cold water and a pinch of salt. Mix until it’s like dough. Then pinch off golf-ball-sized pieces and if you plan to cook it in a crockpot, put them in an hour before your stew is complete. Every five to ten minutes, cover with the juice of the stew and voilà.”

      “Is that what you do?”

      “No, I cook mine in the stove. Once the dumplings are in, I set the oven to 125 and let it cook for 30 minutes uncovered. It gives the dumplings a nice brown crispiness.”

      Skylar nodded, smiling. “Yeah, I don’t think he does that.”

      “Aha, I knew it.”

      “Knew what?”

      “You’re spying for him.”

      “What? Me?”

      “How else would he know? He doesn’t come in here. But you do.”

      Harvey cleared his throat and both of them looked at him. “I don’t say a word, Barb. Scout’s honor.”

      “No, you have too much to lose but this girl! Well, I guess we will see, won’t we.”

      Skylar laughed. “Well, it’s safe to say your paranoia has reached a level 10 now. But hey, you could be right.”

      Before she could spit out words in protest, or question her on that reply, Skylar smiled back, thanked her for the coffee and muffin, and slid out the door with Harvey in her shadow. As soon as they were outside making their way back to the truck, he ripped into her. “Skylar. You can’t be doing that to her.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because she’s getting on in age. Look, if she feels the need to tiptoe around and spy on Donnie, that’s her choice but you are adding fuel to the flames between them.”

      Skylar stopped and set her coffee on the hood of her truck. “Just because she was here before Donnie, that doesn’t give her a right to try and get the man kicked out of Carrabelle. Do you know she tried to put a stop on his business?”

      “I wasn’t aware.”

      “Yeah, well…” she said, scooping up her coffee after hitting the key fob. “You are blinded because of all those dumplings you are eating. Which reminds me, you eat too many of those and you’ll look like a dumpling.”

      He tapped his pudgy stomach, looking concerned. “What? Hold on…”

      She cracked up laughing as she got back in the truck and they headed northeast to Wewahitchka.
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        Wewahitchka, Florida

      

      

      

      Even though it would bring the family closure, it wasn’t good news. Unlike the Lomars, both parents were alive, and they certainly weren’t as forgiving. The father, a barrel-chested man who ran a garage on his land, was furious as was the mother. “Someone else buried our son?” He rose to his feet, still clutching an oily rag he was using to clean his hands. Doug Whyman loomed over them in a threatening manner, shaking his fist at Harvey after he delivered the news. Harvey had opted to handle this one, assuming it would go as well as the last. It didn’t. “I want answers and you better have a good reason.”

      Skylar rose from the porch seat they were on and lifted a hand.

      “Mr. Whyman, I realize this is not the news you expected or wanted but we are not responsible.”

      He threw his hands in the air and kicked a chair off the porch, his anger getting the better of him. “Of course you aren’t. It’s always someone else’s problem. I expect they will try to blame this on us.”

      Victoria Whyman on the other hand maintained her composure but she didn’t hide her disgust. “You have to understand, we have waited years. Years to find out that our son was found four years ago and buried. Can you imagine what that feels like?”

      “No, I can’t.”

      Although Skylar understood loss from losing Alex and her unborn child, having something like this dropped on her would have probably sent her over the edge as well. 

      “How?” she asked.

      “Eric had an injury to his left arm.”

      She frowned, her eyes darting to Doug. “Well, yes. How did you know that?”

      “It was one of the injuries documented.”

      “How did he die?”

      “From what they can tell, he was murdered.” Skylar proceeded to relay the details, specifics found in the medical report. It wasn’t much. They had listed it as unknown but in light of the information provided by the family at the time of Eric’s disappearance, they were sure it wasn’t suicide. 

      “Can you tell us anything about friends, co-workers, anyone that knew Eric?”

      Victoria dipped her chin and rubbed one hand. Although Doug was furious, he calmed himself for a moment to place a hand on his wife’s shoulder. “He ran with the wrong crowd. Mostly folks who had been in and out of jail,” Victoria said.

      As soon as she said that, Skylar glanced at Harvey. Her thoughts circled to Daniel Matthews and his stint inside. Had they known each other? 

      Victoria continued. “He had been trying to get off drugs.” She was quick to jump to his defense. “But he was a good guy. Married with children that loved him. He was hard-working. The kind of man that was never late. Despite his flaws and demons, he would always go to bat for you. He was loyal.”

      “How did he injure his arm?”

      Doug answered that. “Helping me in the shop.” He didn’t elaborate but just said it was an unfortunate accident that saw him in a cast for several weeks. They shared a lot about his upbringing and the school he attended, which they came to learn wasn’t the same one as Jacob Lomar. He’d grown up in town and been a student at Wewahitchka High School. After graduating, he helped his father for a while in the shop until he got a job doing crabbing in Eastpoint, and that’s why his address was different. Was it possible he had crossed paths with Jacob or worse — Daniel Matthews? They would need to cross-check the timeline of when Matthews was inside and when Eric was in Eastpoint.

      Skylar leaned forward knowing the next question might not be taken well but she had to know. “Do you mind me asking what your son’s sexuality was?”

      “What kind of question is that? We told you he had children,” Doug replied, his nostrils flaring. Victoria patted her husband’s hand and told him it was okay. She looked back at Skylar. 

      “Eric had children, two to be exact. They live over in Panama City. He would visit often, or have them come and stay here. His relationship with his wife, Jessica, was good for many years until he came out of the closet.”

      Without saying it, they had immediately offered some connection to the case if only through Eric sharing the same sexuality as Daniel Matthews and Liam Carter. The question was whether or not he knew them directly.

      “I imagine that upset her.”

      “Of course,” Victoria said. “But what can you do? At least he came clean and left on good terms. She knew he was a good father, though it did concern her being as one of her kids is a boy. But we knew he loved his kids. He would have moved mountains for them.”

      “So did he see anyone, or say he was seeing anyone?”

      “No, he kept that part of his life to himself. I did ask but he preferred not to say, so I didn’t probe any further.” 

      Skylar lifted her eyes to Doug who was scowling. “And you? How did you take the news?”

      “My son is my son. I accepted it as I did him.”

      Harvey was taking notes, scribbling furiously, mostly trying to avoid eye contact with Doug who appeared to take offense to both of them.

      “Do you know who killed him?” Victoria asked.

      “Not at the moment. We are investigating another crime that could be linked, we’re not sure right now.”

      “As you weren’t sure back then.” Doug scoffed and shook his head. “How do you folks sleep at night?”

      “Doug,” Victoria said. He pulled his hand away and strolled off across the yard to his garage, not wanting to hear any more. “You’ll have to forgive my husband but he was close to Eric. After he went missing he spent close to a year looking for him. His business suffered, his mental health fell into decline and well, it’s only in the past three years he’s managed to get back on his feet again, and… well, now this.”

      Skylar took out her phone and showed her a photo of Daniel Matthews. “Do you recognize this man?”

      “No. Never seen him before. Did he have something to do with Eric’s murder?”

      “We are investigating but currently there is no evidence that would point to that.” She took a deep breath and leaned back in her seat.

      “I’m sorry. I should have asked if you wanted a drink.” She rose and pointed toward the main door. “Coffee? Tea? A cold drink, perhaps?”

      Harvey went to say something but Skylar gave his foot a nudge and he closed his mouth and went back to his note pad. “No, it’s fine. Thank you, Victoria. Um. Just a few more questions. So you’ve lived in Wewahitchka since Eric was in high school. I expect you know most of the families in the town?”

      “Many, yes.”

      “What about the Carters? The owner of the honey production, beehives…” she trailed off trying to recall the name of the company.

      “Of course. Liam Carter was a close friend of Eric’s. They attended the same school. He spent time over at his house on weekends when they were growing up. Though at some point they had a falling out over something and that was it. But you know how friends eventually drift apart.” As she finished saying it, she looked off toward the garage. “The Carters don’t have anything to do with his murder, do they?”

      “Not that we’re aware.”

      “Then why are you asking about them specifically?”

      Skylar knew bringing it up would raise questions and with this on their plate, they would be wondering who killed him. “It’s a separate case we’re investigating.”

      “They’re not in trouble, are they?”

      “What do you know about them?”

      She shrugged. “Um. They’re hard-working. One of three companies in the town that offer Tupelo honey. Robert Carter lost his wife to cancer. He remarried, Madeline. That’s about it. Besides delivering honey, they keep to themselves.”

      Skylar nodded. “And the relationship between Robert and Madeline?”

      She was pushing it. Knowing that Victoria would be wondering why she was asking when the whole purpose of visiting them was to tell them about their son.

      “Let’s say most know that Madeline isn’t exactly there for love. She’s younger than him, and he has a fair amount of money.”

      “Fair?” Harvey asked.

      “A lot. But please don’t be telling anyone I said that. We have a business that we need to maintain here and the last thing we need is to have the Carters on our back.”

      It was a strange response. She made it sound like the Carters were a force to be reckoned with, a family with strong ties to the community but an even stronger hold over the community. Questions swirled in Skylar’s mind as she considered the connection between Liam and Eric, and the information regarding both of their sexuality. 

      After providing Victoria with the contact information of the Lomar family, and details on where her son was buried, she thanked her for her time and said they would be in contact if anything else arose. 

      Back in the truck, Skylar leaned back and placed a finger and thumb on the bridge of her nose, and yawned. She shook her head and downed the remainder of her lukewarm coffee. “No amount of caffeine is helping.”

      “That’s because you need to sleep.”

      “Yeah, I would if I didn’t stop having…”

      “Having what?”

      She waved him off, refusing to mention the nightmares. That discussion about Alex had worn thin over time. Harvey had a matter-of-fact kind of mind, a black-and-white kind of worldview. There was no gray in between. Grieving was normal if it fits in with his time frame of when he felt people should get back to living. The trouble was she was living, except there were still a lot of undealt with issues lying beneath the surface, PTSD that no pills seemed to be able to touch. “Look, let’s speak with uh…” Lack of sleep was beginning to affect her memory and ability to make connections.

      “Liam Carter?” Harvey added.

      She clicked her fingers and fired up the engine. “That’s the one.”

      “How about you go home and get some sleep?”

      “I’ll sleep when the case is done.”

      “We can handle this.”

      “And by we, you mean you and the odd couple. Please, the last time I left you alone with Hanson you knocked him on his tush.” She reversed out and swung out onto Rhodes Avenue then onto Richards Avenue and followed the road around. They were about to go south on McGloun Drive when a fire truck shot by at high speed, lights flashing, siren wailing. It wasn’t until they were almost at the Carter residence did they see smoke rising. “Now what are the chances of two fires in a matter of days?” 

      “I’d say it’s pretty slim.”

      She accelerated and they hurried in time to see the fire engine putting out a fire inside the residence and another group of firefighters dragging hoses into the woods where the beehives were kept. Gulf County sheriff’s deputies were already on scene, one of them stopped them on their way in and Skylar flashed her badge. “What have we got?”

      “Besides the blaze? Nothing. I was told to only let law enforcement and EMTs in.”

      She gave a nod and he waved them on in. Skylar brought in her truck a short distance away from multiple cruisers. Several officers were talking with Robert Carter who looked distraught. His face was blackened with smoke and he had a gnarly burn to his hand that was being treated by an EMT.

      “You think we should get involved?” Harvey asked.

      “I think we should find out what happened.” She made a beeline for Robert Carter, showing her badge again upon arriving.

      “What’s Franklin County doing up here?” an officer asked.

      “You know, making sure you fine folks are doing your job,” she joked, then turned her attention to Robert. “What happened?”

      “My wife is what happened. Crazy woman. Weren’t you supposed to hold her?”

      “She was released?”

      “Either that or she escaped as she made her way up here and set fire to the house and the beehives.”

      “Where is she?”

      “Long gone by now.”

      “We have officers out now looking for her,” Tom McAlister said, an officer working for Gulf County.

      “Are you sure it was her?”

      “Of course I am. She showed up here today. We had a big argument. She chewed me out for not coming down and bailing her out earlier. Threw items in the house at me before storming out. I had to go into town to run a few errands and when I returned the place was in flames. She must have returned.” He placed his head in his hands and shook it. “That is my livelihood. All gone!”

      Skylar looked on as the flames crept up into the air, turning the sky above the property into ash gray. “And your sons?”

      “Liam and Paul have the day off today.”

      “You have Liam’s phone number, right?”

      “Why?”

      “Someone pointed us in his direction, said he might be able to assist us.”

      “With?” Robert’s brow furrowed. 

      “Our investigation into the fire in Eastpoint.”

      “He was helping me that night.”

      “With you?” Skylar said. “But you told us you didn’t have an alibi.”

      “No. I’m pretty sure I told you they were here. We had to load up the van with products for distribution the next morning. He and his brother helped.”

      “And after?”

      “He went home.”

      “At what time?”

      Robert shrugged, frowning. “Why are you asking all these questions? Shouldn’t you be out there looking for that madwoman? When you find her, I want to press charges.”

      Skylar wasn’t letting this slide. She wanted his number and she’d get it one way or another. “A number?”

      He sighed, slipped a hand into his pocket, pulled out his phone, flipped through it, and held it up so she could take it down. He told her best of luck as he rarely answered it. “Thank you.” She scanned the property. “Do you have surveillance?”

      “Of course we do, but it was her. I know it.”

      Skylar turned to McAlister and mouthed the words check it out before leaving.
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      The unmarked SUV with dark-tinted windows idled at the end of a driveway across the road from Coastal Charters. A huge oak tree loomed over the vehicle, providing shade to Hanson and Reznik who had been surveilling Daniel Matthews since his release. Hanson was in the driver’s seat while Reznik rode shotgun.

      “I still don’t understand why we end up doing the grunt work while Reid and Baker get to roam the county like they’re on a country drive.” He leaned over and cranked up the air conditioning as it was sweltering outside.

      “You’ve got it all wrong, Reznik. Davenport gave us an easy job. I mean, what’s better than burning the hours guzzling down slurpies and chomping on a hotdog?” he replied before taking another bite of his dog. A large blob of mustard landed on his shirt and he cursed.

      Reznik chuckled and reached over to respond to a BOLO on a white BMW sedan owned by Madeline Carter. “Roger that,” he said in response.

      “I told you there was something odd about that woman. Goes to prove my point though.”

      “Which is?” Hanson replied as he dabbed at his shirt with a napkin and groaned.

      “Marriage is for suckers. You never see a man wanting to get married. It’s always the lady.”

      “That’s not true.”

      “Of course it is. They want the white dress, the attention, the gifts, the honeymoon, the picket fence home with two kids whose photos they can post non-stop on social media as if anyone gives a crap about their ugly mugs.”

      “You sound salty.”

      “Me? I’m living the high life. I get to sleep with whoever I want, whenever I want and if they give me crap, I can just dump their ass and swipe left.”

      Hanson almost choked on his dog to Reznik’s amusement. “You’re using those dating apps?”

      “Of course I am. Don’t tell me you are still doing the whole bar hopping thing.”

      “I’m old school.”

      “More like old.”

      “Hey, I’m only a few years older than you.”

      “The salt and pepper in your hair would beg to differ.”

      Hanson, having a background in hairdressing, was quick to check his image in the visor mirror. Just as he flipped it down and began raking a few fingers through his temples, a white BMW eased into Coastal Charters.

      “Hey. Hey. We’re up!” he said, tossing his dog on the floor of the vehicle.

      “What? Man, that’s a waste. I paid for that.”

      Hanson slapped him on the shoulder. “Look!” he said pointing across the street.

      Reznik raised his eyes from the dog to the vehicle that was backing into a parking spot. “Oh shoot. Go. Go. Go. I knew it. She’s gunning for him. Probably about to go full whacko on his ass.”

      Hanson flipped the dome light on and jammed the gearstick into drive. The tires bit into the gravel and the vehicle lurched forward and barreled out from the shade into the brilliant sunlight. They shot across the road, swerving in front of the white BMW just as Madeline Carter was exiting. In an instant Reznik was out, one hand on his service weapon, the other hand extended to make it clear that her head would roll if she did anything hasty. “Keep your hands where we can see them.”

      “What the hell is going on?” She asked, a confusion expression spreading.

      “That’s what we’d like you to tell us.”

      “I came to speak with Daniel Matthews. I was talking with my stepson Liam before I came here and he told me Matthews worked here and that he’d been released from police custody. I figured that maybe we could piece together what happened.”

      “I’ll tell you what happened. A fire. At your home, and apparently, you’re the one who lit it and then bolted.”

      “Me? A fire? I didn’t start any fire. What are you talking about? Liam was there when I left, he’ll vouch for me.”

      Reznik glanced at Hanson as a few curious onlookers came out of the business to observe. Reznik continued his line of questioning. “Yeah, if we could find him. This son of yours. Liam. Did he say he was going anywhere?”

      “No.”

      “That’s convenient,” Reznik muttered but Madeline caught it and glared at him as she continued.

      “After I was released I headed home to speak with my husband because he didn’t show up. We got into an argument and I left. I returned to apologize. He wasn’t there. Liam was. I mentioned the name Matthews and he said he knew him, and where he worked and that it was probably best that I went and spoke with him.”

      There was a pause as Hanson tried to connect the dots.

      “And Liam. What was he doing when you saw him?”

      “I don’t know. I wasn’t there long.”

      “Think.”

      She looked under pressure. “He said he had to meet someone but that everything that had happened would turn out okay in the end.”

      “And what did you think that meant?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. Look, did you say there was a fire?”

      Hanson gestured for Reznik to detain her while he got on the phone and updated the department that they had her in custody. Just as he was doing that, Daniel Matthews emerged from the building. His brow furrowed and then he backed up, looking nervous. He had all the appearance of a man about to run, the same look he’d had in his eyes the day he sent them on a wild goose chase. “Daniel Matthews!” Hanson bellowed before Matthews had a chance to get in the door. Whether realizing it was a bad move, he turned and strolled over.

      “I haven’t done anything wrong.”

      “Daniel?” Madeline asked, looking at him confused. “You don’t look anything like your profile.”

      “That’s because I’m not the guy that was speaking with you, lady,” he said before turning his attention to Hanson who was approaching.

      “You know where your boyfriend is?”

      “He’s not my boyfriend.”

      “Okay. Your fling on a string, then?”

      Matthews sneered as he shrugged. “How should I know?”

      He looked hesitant as if he wanted to say something but wasn’t sure if he should.

      “Look, do you want to go back down to the station?”

      “We were meant to meet an hour ago in White City, you know between here and Wewahitchka. But he was a no-show.”

      “Where in White City?”

      He sighed. “Before the bridge, there’s a spot called White City Boat Ramp, where folks bring their boats in and out of the water. It’s quiet. Pridgen Road, I think it’s called. We’ve met there before. He said he wanted to discuss something important. Something about not seeing each other anymore. I pressed him on why. He said there was someone else.”

      “Did he say who?”

      “Someone called Granger.” He tapped the air with his finger. “Ryland Granger. That’s it.” He shook his head. “I don’t know why he didn’t show.”

      Overhearing this, Madeline chimed in. “I do. He was at home.”

      “Did he look bothered?” Hanson asked.

      “Well now that you say that. He did look a little flustered. He said he was planning on meeting someone.” She gave a time of when she saw Liam but it didn’t add up with the timing of when Matthews was meant to meet him. “Maybe he meant Ryland.”

      “What was he doing?” Hanson asked.

      “What?”

      “Liam. When you arrived home.”

      “Zipping up a bag. He had this deer in the headlights look, I guess. You know, when you walk in on someone doing something they shouldn’t. I think he didn’t expect to see me again.”

      Hanson walked back to the SUV and got back on the radio and updated Reid and Baker.
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      The news from Hanson came as no surprise to either of them. While they couldn’t just take Madeline’s word for it as she had more than one reason to be pissed at her husband, it was clear that Liam and his father might have been lying about their whereabouts on the night of the murder.

      Now with a new connection to the deceased Eric Whyman, it was looking more likely that the Carter family knew more than they were letting on. Finding Liam, however, would prove to be a challenge.

      They’d tried his phone without success.

      “Ryland Granger. The name rings a bell. I just can’t think where I’ve heard it,” Skylar said as they arrived outside Liam’s home to see if he was there. His vehicle wasn’t in the driveway, but if he’d been involved with the murder and had skipped town, there was a chance he wouldn’t have left without first seeing his child. Harvey drummed his knuckles on the storm door.

      “You think he set them up?”

      “What?”

      “Liam. Do you think he set up his stepmother and Matthews?”

      She shrugged. There were any number of possibilities but until they got a positive ID on the victim they would be chasing their tail following up lead after lead. Evidence was circumstantial without a real motive and opportunity. They had too few coins to assume it was that. Though they were leaning towards greed. “I think a better question would be where Robert comes into all of this. It's clear he doesn’t approve of his wife’s sleeping around. If he was lying and was planning on divorcing her. How could you get yourself out of paying a bundle to your significant other?”

      “They’re convicted of a crime and tossed in jail. Her financial needs would decrease significantly as the burden is absorbed by the state. But I imagine he would still have to pay.”

      “But not much, if anything at all, if it’s proven that she damaged his livelihood and took away the means to provide.”

      Harvey stabbed a finger at her. “The court would take that into consideration.”

      “Exactly.”

      She nodded as the door opened. Liam’s wife was holding her little boy in one arm. She was wearing gray jogging bottoms, no socks or shoes, and a white T-shirt. “Sorry to bother you,” Skylar said, showing her badge. “We’re looking for Liam.”

      “He’s not here.”

      “When did you last see him?”

      “This morning before work.”

      “Work?” Skylar glanced at Harvey, recalling what Robert Carter had said about him having a day off. “What days does he work?”

      “Monday to Friday.”

      It was Friday. Had he lied to his wife so he could venture off and spend time with Matthews? Hanson had said he was meant to meet up with him. Had Robert given him an extra day? Skylar smiled at the young boy and touched his cheek. He had no idea of what kind of world he’d entered. She often wondered what her child might have looked like.

      “He didn’t say anything to you last night or this morning that was out of character, did he?” Harvey asked.

      “No. Why? Where is he?”

      “That’s what we’re trying to determine.”

      “I’ll phone him.”

      “Already tried that,” Skylar said. “But you could try again. Would you like me to…” She extended her arms to take her child. His wife thanked Skylar and handed him over. The young boy slobbered into her neck and Harvey chuckled. After retrieving her phone, she brought up his number on the screen and Skylar caught sight of it.

      “That number. Does he have a second phone?”

      “What? No.”

      “Hang up,” Skylar said, handing the boy over to Harvey. Harvey’s eyes widened, and he held the child like a foreign object. How he’d managed to raise two of his own was a mystery as he looked petrified that the kid would throw up on him. Skylar compared the two numbers.

      His wife, Lydia, squinted. “That’s not Liam’s number.”

      “Did he change it?”

      Her brow furrowed. “No. He only has the one.”

      “That was the number he gave to his father.”

      “Huh. Maybe, he had a work phone. But…” She trailed off and Skylar registered the concern on her face, the questions he’d face if he suddenly showed up.

      Skylar tapped her chin and made a quick phone call over to Axl, who was working on extracting data from the scorched phone found at the crime scene. “Hey, Axl.”

      “Skylar.”

      “Have you managed to get anything off that phone?”

      “Very close. I should have something within the next half-hour.”

      “Call me back as soon as you do.”

      She hung up and asked what phone service Liam was using. After getting it, she had Lydia phone him but sure enough, it went to voice mail. So, Skylar made a call to the customer support center to put in an urgent request for them to determine his location through pinging and triangulation. It was a simple process that used GPS location-aware capabilities similar to the way a GPS device worked in a car. The cellular network would ping the phone by sending a signal to it and then have it respond with the data requested. This was more accurate; however, if that failed they could use the analog method of triangulating on a phone within a few hundred feet, as most of the towers were anywhere from six to twelve miles apart, and if the phone was within range of at least three they could determine where based on signal strength and time lag.

      Of course, making a request and getting people to hustle were two different things.

      Then there was the glaring possibility that Liam didn’t even have his phone on him but having his wife constantly call him, and scouring the streets were all they could do right now. Although they didn’t want to get into details of why they were trying to find him, his wife had invited them in for coffee until they heard back from the cellular network and Axl. While Davenport might have suggested they spend their time beating the streets, knocking on doors, and shaking trees, Skylar saw an alternative opportunity. Liam might have hidden a part of him from his wife but he’d also shared a lot. She was keen to scrape at the surface of their relationship, see what she could dig up on him, Robert and Madeline.

      Sitting in her living room, Skylar played with a few of the kid’s toys, dangling them over the child as he rolled around on the floor. An ache inside of her made her wish she had her own. “I tried his brother,” Lydia said as she came out with a tray of coffee, “but he hasn’t seen or heard from him.”

      “His brother...”

      “Paul. He’s the younger brother.”

      “Right. I remember briefly chatting with him. Is he married?”

      “Yes with five kids. That’s a lot of mouths to feed.”

      “Right.” Skylar took a seat, still smiling at the child. “Do you mind me asking what the relationship between Liam and his family is like?”

      “Um, good. Of course, they have knocked heads over the years. But what family doesn’t, right?” she said before asking if they took sugar or cream in their coffee.

      “What about Madeline? How do Paul and Liam feel about her?”

      She took a seat with her coffee, nursing it in both hands. “They don’t particularly like her. Unlike Robert, they have been very vocal about her cheating on him. They were pushing their father to divorce her, but Robert is Robert. He’s always been at the head of that company, and he’s certainly not one to listen to his boys.”

      Skylar found that amusing being as Liam was doing the same thing with her. Still, blood was thicker than water and their adoration of their father no doubt superseded any flaws of his own. Skylar continued to pepper her with questions, however, none of her answers gave them anything more than what they already knew. That didn’t stop Harvey from grilling her like she was some two-bit criminal. While he was doing that, Skylar looked over at Liam’s son who was playing with his toys in the corner of the room, and something the boy was putting in his mouth caught her eye.

      She pointed, and Lydia looked over.

      “Oh, Ben. Hey. You know what I told you about putting things in your mouth. Especially that,” she said, setting it on the counter and turning to grab a different toy. Harvey saw it too. Skylar got up and went over and looked down at the gold coin.

      “Where did he get this from?”

      Lydia, who was leaning over, cut her a glance. “It’s part of Liam’s collection. Things he’s found while boating. He thinks it’ll be worth something in the future but I’ve yet to see a dime come.” She turned away.

      “Does he have more of these?”

      “If he does, I’m not aware of it.”

      Skylar’s mind started spinning as a phone call came in from Axl. She answered it and he confirmed what she believed, that the phone found at the crime scene belonged to Liam Carter.
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      Pieces of the puzzle were beginning to fall into place. There were a lot of players involved and each one had their motives but something still didn’t add up. Those who murdered usually went out of their way to distance themselves from the crime, not place themselves directly in the crosshair. Skylar paced the room, her mind making connections as Axl relayed what he’d found. With Lydia’s son making noise, she stepped out of the house so she could hear Axl better.

      “I was able to find four numbers listed as contacts in the cell phone.”

      “Let me guess,” Skylar said. “Robert Carter, Daniel Matthews and Ryland Granger.”

      “You got it. The fourth is someone called Gary West. Turns out West worked for Coastal Charters and called in sick the day before the murder. No one has seen or heard from him since. We have officers en route to his apartment in Eastpoint as I speak.”

      Skylar nodded. “Good. And Granger?”

      “Well that’s the thing, the number for him is for a VOIP. I’m working on it right now. It doesn’t go to a cell phone which means the true IP is hiding behind a VPN, the question is, hiding from what?”

      “I think I know,” Skylar said. “Okay, thanks, Axl. Keep me updated on what you find out about Gary West.” She hung up and stood there clutching her phone and looking off into the blue sky. Herring gulls wheeled overhead squawking. That name. Ryland Granger. She couldn’t shake the feeling that she’d heard it before or seen it but for the life of her she didn’t know where. As she was considering all aspects of the case, her phone rang again, this time it was the cellular company for Liam’s main phone, the one his wife had access to. As soon as they gave the address of where the phone was pinging, she hung up and opened the door. “Harvey. Let’s go.”

      “But I was just…”

      “Harvey!”

      “All right, all right,” he said, handing the child back over to Lydia.

      Within minutes they were in the truck, siren wailing, strobe lights flashing as they headed south to Eastpoint. Skylar filled Harvey in on what they’d discovered. By the time they arrived, police had already converged on the address, multiple black and whites were outside the apartment belonging to none other than Gary West. Because it had taken them the better part of an hour to return, Liam was already in cuffs and in the back of a cruiser when they arrived while officers were processing the scene. Yellow tape had been set up to cordon off the area, and curious neighbors and locals were looking on.

      Hanson and Reznik were all smiles as they exited the truck. “Well, if it’s not Starsky and Hutch again,” Reznik said with a smirk. “Sorry. I’m afraid we beat you two chumps to the punch. Don’t worry, there is always another day!” He laughed as he walked off scribbling in his notebook. Hanson remained professional, hand on hip, ready to relay what they knew.

      “Found Liam inside. We also received back word on who our vic is.”

      “Gary West,” Skylar said, looking past him toward Liam in the back of the cruiser.

      “So you got the DNA update. It didn’t take long for the genetic genealogist out of Tallahassee to fill in the blanks. I have to take my hat off to them,” Hanson said. “Anyway, the crime occurred here. It’s a bloodbath inside.”

      “And Liam was here when you arrived?”

      “Yep. Sitting inside on a sofa staring at the wall. Very odd.”

      “And he came in without any resistance?” Skylar asked, not taking her eyes off him.

      “Oh, he protested. Said he had nothing to do with the murder and that it was some guy by the name of Ryland Granger, but you know how these guys are once they are caught. Their wife made them do it, their father, their mother, the devil. All the childhood issues come out. It’s never them. Oh no.”

      Skylar was partially listening as she turned away from the cruiser and entered the apartment. It stank to high heaven. She noted there was no forced entry. The place was in a shambles. Furniture overturned, drawers pulled out, clothes from the closet strewn all over the floor. If a fight had occurred inside, damage would have been minimal. This looked more like a robbery or a staged one.

      Harvey entered behind her, waving Hanson off. “Yeah, whatever, buddy. I’m sure Davenport will give you a medal of honor for this one. You can place it in your shrine.” For some time, Hanson kept photos and newspaper clippings from cases inside his locker. Once Harvey had learned about this he had wound him up, calling it a shrine. Hanson eventually removed it but that didn’t prevent Harvey from taking every chance he got to rub it in his face.

      Skylar was looking at a bloody bathtub when Harvey sidled up beside her and placed a hand up to his nose. “Oh, dear Lord, that smell is atrocious.” They stared down only imagining what West had been through in his final moments. Skylar stepped out and made her way back into the living room.

      “Skylar.”

      She was in a daze, thinking.

      He clicked his fingers in front of her face. “Hey.”

      She shook her head. “Sorry. What?”

      “So I guess this is a wrap.” Harvey scanned the room, hands on his hips, his service weapon visible. “I guess Liam’s hate for his stepmother went a little too far this time. Though it does puzzle me why he would throw his lover under the bus, and what connection West had in all of this. Do you think West was seeing Matthews or Liam? You know, a scorned tryst, perhaps? And so he bumps him off and then tries to kill two birds with one stone.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t think he did it.”

      Harvey scoffed. “What?”

      “Something about it doesn’t make sense.”

      “Of course it does. He’s been lying since the start, Skylar. The second burner phone used for contacting his gay lovers, his disgust for his cheating stepmother. The coin at his house. I’m sure it won’t take long to piece together Gary West’s involvement in all of this. No doubt, we’ll have to bring in Matthews, grill him again, find out his relationship with West.”

      Her brow furrowed as she narrowed her eyes. “If you were going to murder someone and then set up two people, why would you leave your phone at the scene of the crime and potentially incriminate yourself?” she asked.

      “Why does anyone murder? They’re lunatics. They’re not in their right mind. Maybe he didn’t think it through enough. Maybe, he dropped it. Maybe, the phone belonged to West and he was borrowing it.”

      Skylar shook her head as she went from one room to the next. “And this? Don’t you think this is a little over the top? Let’s say for a moment that you’re right. That Liam gets into it with Gary and for one reason or another kills him. A fight ensues here at the apartment. Why bother pulling out all the drawers? Why overturn furniture and tear it apart? Seems like someone was searching for something.” Skylar picked up a broken photo frame. The photo was of the victim holding up a big fish. A common snapshot found on millions of cameras all over the world. Proud fisherman, a moment to remember, a memory to boast about.

      “Yeah, probably the coins,” Harvey added, crouching down and looking at a duffel bag that held several small bags of opened coins.

      “Then why take his head? Most do that to cover up a murder. To delay identification.” She walked into the kitchen and looked in the sink, then the fridge and freezer, everything looked normal except for an open carton of milk on the counter. It was still cold to the touch. “He would have had no idea of how long it would take us to identify the body. Coming back to the victim’s home seems a little risky, don’t you think?”

      Harvey blew out his cheeks. “I think we’ve spent long enough on this. All the signs are there. All the boxes are checked.”

      “And yet it’s sloppy.”

      “Most murders are, Reid,” he said, wandering over to the door and looking out. “Hanson and Reznik will be rubbing this in for the next month.” He groaned. “Come on, let’s head out. This place stinks. The only bonus to letting them handle this is they get to tie up the loose ends and we can knock off early.”

      Before he exited, she crouched down and sifted out another framed photo, this one was taken down by Coastal Charters, it was from what she could tell a staff photo. Everyone was outside the building. “If you’re right. Why make up a name?” she muttered.

      “What?”

      “The name. Ryland Granger. Why say he was responsible?”

      “It’s called deflection, Skylar. Kids do it all the time. I never took it, she did, no he did,” he said offering his best imitation of kids blaming one another. “The reality is, the evidence doesn’t lie.”

      “No, but people can.”

      Skylar left the building and made her way over to the police cruiser. Reznik saw her making a beeline and was quick to get between her and the car. “Whoa, whoa, whoa, sunshine, where do you think you’re going?”

      “Out of the way, Reznik. I need to speak to him.”

      “About?”

      She went to go around him and he got in the way again, this time pressing his back against the car door and tutting. “No. Not this time. You are not scooping this out from underneath us. If you have anything to add to this investigation, you can tell me and I’ll pass it along.”

      “Hey Reznik, when are you planning on growing up?”

      “When your partner does,” he shot back with a grin. Skylar shoved him out of the way and opened the door. She stabbed the photo in front of Liam. “Why didn’t you tell us that you worked for Coastal Charters?” She pointed to the photo showing him among the group.

      “I didn’t. I was there that day to deliver honey. You won’t see me in any other photos they took. Deliveries were a way for me to see Daniel when I couldn’t get away in the evenings. He had me get into the photo, said it would look good having someone from the community in it.” He paused. “Look, I didn’t do this. You have to believe me.”

      “Then what were you doing here today? And how did you get in?”

      “I already told them. The door was open. I was here to meet Ryland Granger. He told me to come here at three and deliver the remainder of the gold coins. He said he had a fence that could get us a better price than the pawnshop. Not that it was much. He never showed but the cops did instead.”

      “Remainder?”

      “That’s what he said.”

      “Granger. What’s he look like?”

      “Short, five foot two, a thick head of hair, around thirty-eight.”

      “Where did you get the coins from?”

      “I was holding them for Daniel until we could find someone who could move them. It’s all legit. He found them in the Gulf but he was nervous someone would think he stole them because of his criminal background.”

      “And the apartment — was it like that when you arrived?”

      “Yeah. I was told to wait otherwise…”

      “Otherwise?”

      He looked back at her. “He would hand over a digital recording to my wife and father.”

      “Recording?”

      “A sexual encounter.”

      “So he was blackmailing you. Why?”

      “He didn’t say why.”

      “Where did you meet him?”

      “Grindr.”

      She nodded then shut the door and went to walk away but Reznik was on her.

      “Ryland Granger. Did you investigate him?”

      “It’s a made-up story, he doesn’t exist.”

      “You sure about that?”

      “You and your questions, Reid. Always gotta complicate things. But not this time. You see, had you not hung up on Axl, you might have found out that he dug around into that VOIP. You know that IP was masked by VPN.” He gave a drum roll. “Well, it came from here. That’s right. Gary West’s IP address. That’s why we’ll always come out on top and you two idiots will be trailing in our shadow. There is no Ryland Granger. He made it up.” He winked at her as he walked away. “No hard feelings.”

      She wanted to say something to him but had nothing. On the surface the dots connected, pointing to Liam, but beneath it, she knew there was more to it, she just couldn’t figure out what.
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      Skylar nursed a beer as she sat alone in Harry’s Bar after work, chewing over the case. A country tune played lightly over the speakers. Fishermen shot the breeze while watching sports on overhead flatscreens, and a young couple played a game of pool in a corner of the room. Her phone buzzed. It was a text from Harvey.

      Taking Elizabeth out for dinner, wish me luck.

      She thumbed out a quick reply. Something encouraging, nothing too profound, certainly not her usual sarcastic reply.

      The phone buzzed again with a reply from Harvey.

      Make sure you get some sleep. Don’t overthink it, Skylar. The case is in the hands of lawyers. Let the wolves figure the rest out. 

      She set her phone on the bar and threw another handful of nuts in her mouth as she stared at the illuminated bottles and the mirror in front of her. Harry made his way down to her, wiping the counter. “You want another?”

      “No. I’m good.”

      “No Harvey tonight?”

      “Elizabeth is on the warpath.”

      “I hope he wore his hard hat,” Harry said with a laugh as he took away her empty glass. Right then her phone rang and she snatched it up. The caller ID flashed the name of the dating app Madeline had been using. She hit accept.

      “Detective Reid, we have the results you requested.”

      “Let me guess, the account came from this…” She listed off the IP that Axl had found behind the VOIP. She fully expected it to be the same one from Gary’s apartment.

      It wasn’t. 

      “Are you sure?” Skylar asked. 

      “Positive.”

      “Harry. You got a pen?” He slid one down to her and she jotted the IP down on a bar mat and said she’d be in contact if they needed anything else. As soon as she was off the phone, she contacted Axl who wasn’t at work at the time but was out on his boat, doing a spot of night fishing.

      “Hey, uh, Axl, sorry to bother you but do you think you can find out the geo-location of another IP?”

      “Right now?”

      “As soon as you can.”

      “Might be by the morning. I’m on the boat.”

      She nodded. “That’s fine.”

      Every case that went to court took forever and this was no different. As far as the department was concerned, they had their man. It was very possible that the IP was linked to Gary or Liam, and well, she could have just passed it on to Reznik, but she couldn’t help wonder if perhaps their guy had been using two phones like Liam had. One to contact Liam that led back to Gary’s place, and another that might have been his own. Would he have been that careless? She could only hope.

      “Skylar Reid. Just the woman I was looking for,” a familiar voice said from across the room. She looked up from her phone to see Ben sauntering toward her, a big wry smile on his face. It was rare to see him at the bar. 

      “Ben. What are you doing here?”

      “Oh, you know, letting my hair down.”

      “But yours is short.”

      He smirked as he slid onto the stool beside her and raised a finger to get Harry’s attention. “Figuratively.”

      “What can I get you?”

      “You want a beer?” He asked her.

      “No. Actually, I was about to leave. Big day tomorrow.”

      “It’s the weekend, Skylar.”

      “Yeah, well, I’ve been meaning to clean out the boat and run a few errands, and…”

      “Stay. I insist,” he said. He had this glint in his eye like he knew something she didn’t. “Harry, get her whatever she wants and I’ll have a Budweiser.”

      He glanced at Skylar and she gave a nod and sat back down.

      Ben breathed in the air, tossed a few nuts in his mouth, and turned and looked at those in the room. “So how goes the dating?” he asked. The pickings look a little bleak in here.”

      “What? Dating?”

      “Well that’s why you usually come here, right? I mean, you don’t use dating apps like myself.”

      “I come here to relax, not just to pick up men,” she replied as Harvey set a cold beer in front of Ben and a bourbon in front of Skylar. Ben scooped up his ice-cold bottle and set his elbows behind him and leaned back against the bar. Skylar was quick to shift the focus away from herself. 

      “What about you?”

      “Well, funny you should ask. I’ve met someone.”

      “You have?”

      “Well, I mean it’s not official but I get this really good feeling about her. She’s different.”

      “In what way?”

      “Oh you know, humor, she sets herself apart from the others.”

      “Sounds like a catch.”

      “Yeah, but there’s only one downside.”

      She gulped her drink. “Uh-huh.”

      “She’s tall. I’m thinking maybe seven feet.” He laughed. “You should see her profile. Check this out.” He turned and opened the app and did a quick search, meanwhile Skylar downed her entire drink as though she was putting out a fire. “Here.” He laughed. “Isn’t that funny? I mean, other women on here try so hard. You know, great hair, great makeup, a pic of some nice setting by the water, a pic of a dog, etc., etc. But this gal just doesn’t care. She’s got a photo of her boots. Can you believe that?” He roared with laughter looking at the photo.

      Skylar’s eyes shifted down and she realized she was wearing the same ones. She slid them back under the stool, hoping he wouldn’t see. “Huh. Nice boots,” she said. “Must have good taste.”

      She lifted two fingers and had Harry bring her a bottle of beer. 

      “Yeah. Looks like she’s online. Hey, I’ll send her a message.”

      For a split second, she didn’t connect the two, her mind still thinking about her boots, thinking about him seeing them, thinking about…

      Her phone buzzed just as he sent the message and the screen lit up. Skylar immediately slammed her hand down on her phone. “Oops, looks like it’s Davenport again. Damn guy, contacts me even when I’m not on shift. Probably wants me to come in. Well, I better dash,” she said, almost losing her footing as she got up and went to leave.

      “Nice boots,” Ben said before starting to chuckle. With her back turned to him she screwed up her face and closed her eyes. “And I thought I was the only one in the dating pool.”

      She turned and looked at him. “You have it all wrong.”

      “Do I?” He smirked as he took another swig of his beer. 

      “These are very common boots.”

      “Really?”

      He tapped something on his phone and hers buzzed to life again. She gritted her teeth. 

      “Okay. Fine. You got me.”

      “I knew it. I knew it was you from the moment I saw those boots.” She slid back onto the stool. “So, come on. What’s the deal? I mean you can’t be serious.”

      “Why not?” she asked.

      “With that profile?”

      She narrowed her eyes. “I’ll have you know that was a great shot. Got your attention, didn’t it?” The rest of the evening was spent discussing the case, and Ben sharing that he thought he was done with apps after one too many bad dates.
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      Saturday morning came with a crushing hangover. Skylar felt like someone was using a jackhammer on her skull when the first band of light stabbed at her eyes. She was usually good at avoiding the consequences of drinking too much by ensuring she drank lots of water before and after but this time, she couldn’t even recall getting home.

      Home?

      She wasn’t home.

      Gone was the rocking of the boat on the water, or the familiar sound of the buoy awakening her like a cock crowing in the morning. She rolled and looked around. That’s when she realized where she was. She was in the spare room at Ben’s place. It was a quaint simple room, a single bed, mahogany dresser drawers, a model sailboat on a shelf beside psychology books. There was something about the smell of his home that was very comforting. She laid back on the bed and pressed a pillow over her head to block the light that made her head feel like it was in a vise.

      Skylar remained there for the better part of five minutes trying to go back to sleep but her skull was throbbing at the back of her eyes. She pushed back the summer duvet and swung her legs out of the bed, that’s when she noticed she was wearing nothing but her black bra and panties. She couldn’t remember getting undressed. Scooping up a white bathrobe off the back of the door, she exited the room and headed into the bathroom, hoping to find some Tylenol in the medicine cabinet. The aroma of coffee, bacon, and eggs made its way up to her, awakening her senses and making her feel like she wanted to throw up. 

      A quick check in the medicine cabinet and there was nothing there. 

      Making her way down, she found Ben already dressed. A relaxing blue T-shirt, running bottoms, and sneakers. “Oh hey, sunshine. Glad to see you survived the night. It was a bit touch and go there for a moment.”

      “Do you have any Advil, Tylenol?”

      “Yeah,” he said, gliding across the room. He collected a bottle from a cabinet and set it in front of her as she took a seat at the breakfast counter. A moment later she guzzled down a glass of water and then he set a cup of coffee in front of her. “You were wasted last night.”

      “Was I? I don’t have a clue of how I made it back here.”

      “That’s because I brought you. So I guess you don’t have any memory of doing karaoke or launching into a striptease on the bar. You went full Coyote Ugly. It was quite something. You really do have some great dance moves.” He smiled.

      Her brow furrowed. “Are you serious?”

      Ben burst out laughing. “About the karaoke, yes, not the bar dancing. No, I stopped you before you got to that part. Though it did take some talking down. You were preparing to strut down the bar wearing nothing but your underwear and those boots.”

      “My boots?”

      “Yeah, you were wearing them for a while until you tossed them off with the rest of your clothes. Of course, I was quick to cover you up but then you thought I was coming on to you and well… anyway, I figured I would bring you back here and let you sleep it off. You want some breakfast?” He jabbed at a few eggs in a pain with his spatula. It was spitting grease onto the counter. She felt her stomach turn and he pointed to the ground floor bathroom where she darted and began to throw up. 

      “I keep telling you. Time to give up the drink,” he said coming up behind her and holding her hair back while she emptied her guts. “Here.” He handed her a small towel to wipe her mouth, then took out a scrunchy and put her hair into it. 

      Ben crouched beside her and Skylar put up a hand. “Please. I feel like crap and I must look like it too.”

      “Skylar, I’ve seen you at your worst and best.”

      “And?”

      He smiled. “And, I think you’ll need to take another Advil as the one you just took is in the toilet now.” The very mention of it combined with the smell only made her throw up again. Ben patted her on the back. “That’s it. Get it out.” He got up and headed back into the kitchen. “By the way, your phone has been dinging for the last hour. Maybe you got another match on the dating app.”

      She appeared in the doorway, a smirk dancing.

      “You might be on to something with those boots,” he said, chuckling as he continued preparing breakfast. Skylar scooped up her phone and saw that she’d gotten a message from Harvey to say his night went better than expected and that she was wrong, and he’d sealed the deal. She shook her head, then noticed another one had come in from Axl, giving her that address. As soon as she saw it, her eyes widened and then she remembered. Not wasting another second she bolted up the stairs to collect her clothes.

      “Ben. Where are my jeans? My top?”

      He walked to the bottom of the stairs and replied, “You threw up on them. I took the initiative to throw them in the wash this morning.”

      “But I have to go.”

      “In the closet. There are a few items that belonged to Tracey. You’re about her height.” Skylar opened the closet and it was still full of her clothes. It felt wrong taking out a top and bottoms but she needed to get going, and well… Skylar slipped into a pair of jeans. They were slightly longer than what she wore so she rolled up the hem. The sweater she slipped into was fine. She sank her feet into her boots and bolted down the stairs. As she reappeared in the kitchen, Ben was holding a pan and scraping egg onto a plate. He looked at her and froze as if seeing his wife again. 

      “It fits.”

      He nodded but said nothing.

      She thumbed over her shoulder. “I’ll drop them back later today.”

      He gave a strained smile as she felt the awkwardness of the situation thicken. “I gotta go.” She hurried out and then realized that her vehicle was at the bar. A few seconds later she came back inside. “You think you can give me a ride back into town?” 

      “Sure.” He set the pan into the sink and scooped up his keys and made his way over. He stopped in front of her and they exchanged a glance. It was clear he was taken aback by her being in Tracey’s clothes. He smiled and exited and fired up his SUV.

      Within minutes, they were on the road and Skylar was already making calls to dig up more evidence that would support her theory. By the time Ben had dropped Skylar off, she’d already gotten in contact with Harvey telling him where to meet her.

      If it wasn’t for key pieces of information she’d managed to collect by making a few phone calls, she wasn’t sure he would have believed her. Of course, there were still bits and pieces of the case that were unclear but she was beginning to see how he’d done it.

      They arrived outside the residence, and Skylar knocked on the door. Harvey looked at her and even with the information Axl had provided, he was still skeptical. “You better be right, Reid, otherwise Davenport will have both of us working behind a desk.”

      The door opened, and there before them was Kara Lomar.

      “Detectives.”

      “May we come in?”

      “Of course,” she said, stepping out of the way. “Everything okay? What is this about?”

      “Where is he, Ms. Lomar?” Skylar asked after making her way into the living room.

      “Who?”

      “I think you know.”

      Kara wrapped her arms around her and shook her head. “I’m sorry. I’m confused.”

      “As was I,” Skylar said, turning toward the cabinet that held different home décor items, a few bottles of alcohol, and the framed photo of the high school football team. “Then it came to me where I’d heard that name. Well, not exactly heard it, but seen it.” She lifted the photo frame and showed Kara. “Ryland Granger is listed as one of the football players on the bus that crashed. One of the ones who weren’t lucky enough to survive.” She paced the room. “He died that day, and after Jacob couldn’t play football anymore because of his injuries, he spiraled down. Ended up getting into drugs. Drug dealing, to be specific, isn’t that right?”

      Kara pursed her lips.

      “Then he went missing. But he didn’t go missing per se, the way Eric Whyman did before him. Oh no, he was picked up on a drug charge and put away for several years out of state. Of course, you didn’t know that, that’s why you created a missing person report with the police and buried a body that you thought was him. However, it wasn’t. And Jacob, nestled away in the comfort of his cell, had plenty of time to see an opportunity and capitalize on him being classed as a missing person. And as far as the state was concerned, because he was past the age of eighteen, he was too old for them to go out of their way to search for him, especially out of state, so his case remained a missing person. In their eyes, he may have gone off and started a new life, except that’s not what happened because he had other plans, plans that were linked to Eric Whyman, someone who he used to deal drugs to, plans that were linked to Daniel Matthews, who he shared a cell with. Would you like me to go on?”

      She dipped her head and took a seat, playing nervously with her fingers.

      “Where is he, Kara?”

      She took a second to respond, trying to gather her thoughts. “I was just pleased to see him again. You have to believe me. I thought he was dead. Heck, I had buried that other person believing him to be my Jacob. By the time he showed up, the other kid was already in the ground. What was I supposed to do? I figured they’d eventually figure it out and come to me and tell me it was a mistake. I just didn’t think it would be four years later.” 

      “And you didn’t think to tell anyone?”

      She sighed. 

      “He used your computer, didn’t he?” Skylar asked. “The IP linked to his communication with Madeline leads right back here.”

      Kara nodded. “He said he needed to create a résumé. That he was looking for work. He said he had this plan that if it paid off, I’d be able to retire and…” She looked up with tears in her eyes.

      “Where is he, Kara?” Skylar asked again. 
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        * * *

      

      In collaboration with the Escambia County Sheriff’s Office, Skylar and a team of police officers raided a gorgeous beachfront property on Pensacola Beach. There were no sirens, no strobe lights as the multiple police vehicles surrounded the area and a SWAT team converged on the baby blue sided home. For once, Skylar didn’t have to pound the ground chasing him down as they found him dozing in the sun, laid out on a beach lounge chair, with headphones on. When Skylar tapped him on the forehead and he lifted his aviator glasses, he had this deer in the headlights look on his face as multiple assault rifles pointed at him. “Hello, sunshine!” she said. “Beautiful day, isn’t it, Jacob, or should I call you Ryland?” 

      He squinted at her, lifting both hands slowly. “You got me.”

      Those were his words. As simple as that.
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        Three days later

      

      

      

      As night fell over Carrabelle, and the sun melted into the Gulf Coast spreading its warm stripes of fiery reds and orange across the horizon, Skylar basked in the beauty. With a bottle of beer in hand, her feet dangling off the edge of her boat, she watched boats coming in and out of slips, and herring gulls swooping down on garbage cans to devour the scraps of locals. She couldn’t imagine being anywhere else. There was a great satisfaction that came from closing a case.

      They’d come to learn a lot through the final interrogation, the truth behind a heinous act of greed. Through Jacob’s drug dealing in the community, he’d come in contact with Eric Whyman, who over time had failed to pay up. In a desperate moment to avoid getting the crap kicked out of him, he’d told Jacob about finding gold coins that came from a 1715 Spanish shipwreck that sank off the southeastern coast. After getting the information from him, and verifying that it wasn’t a lie by having him show a few coins, Jacob had killed Eric and left his body to rot in Tate’s Hell State Forest.

      In the process of collecting the coins, he’d caught the attention of the Coast Guard who took him in under the suspicion of being a drug mule. Before pulling up beside his boat, he’d been smart enough to drop the weighted bags of coins back into the deep and note the location using longitude and latitude coordinates. Without any evidence on him, they let him go. To avoid being caught out on the water again, he’d gone out of state to collect some drugs to continue business for another month until things blew over. At some point in that time, he’d been pulled over on a drug-dealing charge in Alabama and wound up doing time inside. That’s where he’d met Daniel Matthews, his cellmate, and the person he’d confided in, promising him half if he helped him collect it. Matthews was released early and collected the gold coins with the help of Gary but was unable to find someone who could sell them without drawing attention to himself. That’s where Liam came into it. He hid the bulk of the coins in his father’s beehives, while Gary kept a small amount for his help. Once Jacob was released, he’d dropped by to speak with Daniel Matthews, only to be told he wasn’t getting any of it.

      Of course, Jacob couldn’t go to the cops over it, so he took matters into his own hands. Over several weeks, he’d watched Matthews from afar. He saw him interacting with Gary, but more specifically Liam. Once he realized Liam was married but seeing Matthews behind his wife’s back, he set in motion his plan. This began as a relationship and soon turned into threatening to blackmail him if he didn’t tell him where Matthews had hid the gold coins. Once he found out, it was a simple matter of taking them all down. Liam provided the ammo by telling him how Madeline cheated often, from there it was a simple case of setting them up to take the fall.

      If anyone looked into Ryland Granger, they’d only find information about someone who had died back when he was eighteen. No one would believe Liam as his cell phone was found at the crime scene, and the IP led back to Gary’s place.

      However, he hadn’t thought it through enough and had used his mother’s computer to set up a profile on Fishy, the online dating community, not thinking that the dating company kept record of every deleted account’s IP.

      It was done to avoid users creating multiple accounts.

      And although that was what had put the final nail in the coffin, once Skylar remembered where she’d seen the name, she’d gone on to obtain the list of names of guests who had stayed at the motel on the night of the murder. Sure enough, the room next door to Madeline Carter was being rented for one night by none other than a Ryland Granger. Jacob told them that after he killed Gary, he stuffed his body into a suitcase and wheeled it into the motel, up the elevator, and into his room. Access to the next room was as simple as opening the door between the two rooms. It was often seen on suites, when a guest wanted extra room they could take the room next door. The doors were locked but instead of using swipe technology, they used a simple key. Once the fire started and everyone evacuated, he’d simply used a lock picking tool to open the door and lay the body inside Madeline’s room.

      Had it not been for him using his mother’s computer, or Skylar seeing the photo, there was a chance Jacob may have gotten away with it. As in the eyes of the law, he didn’t exist, nor did Ryland Granger.

      Taking another sip of her beer, Skylar waved to her neighbor, an old-timer with a white beard, and a black-and-white skull bandanna around his head. There were only a few of them that had a houseboat in the harbor. Since her arrival in Carrabelle, the numbers had dropped as some chose to get apartments to avoid the yearly storms.

      She squinted as she turned at the sound of Harvey’s voice. Donnie was locking up for the night, and he’d said something to him as he passed him by. Skylar got up and went to the stern of the boat and scooped up a bottle of beer from the cooler ready to hand to him.

      “You do know, spending all your evenings here is going to make your wife think something is going on between you and me,” she said with a smile. Harvey groaned as he climbed onboard and took it.

      “Reid, the only thing going on between you and me is a headache and a bad case of piles. Which reminds me I need to see my doctor this week,” he said, taking out of a plastic bag which was a deflated ring.

      “You scared of falling overboard?”

      “No.”

      “Well that looks a little too small to go around your waist.”

      “It’s not for my waist, Reid, it’s for my butt,” he said as he began to inflate it. She laughed as they made their way to the bow and she took a seat. Harvey joined her but not before setting the inflatable donut beneath him. “Ah, that’s magic.”

      “You know they do cream for that.”

      “Already using it. No, my doctor thinks I need a hemorrhoidectomy. I told him he can go jump off a cliff if he thinks I’m letting them near my rear end.”

      “It’ll only get worse,” she said before taking a sip.

      “Speaking of worse. What’s the update with you and Ben? I hear you are spending a lot of time around his place.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “People talk. It’s Carrabelle.”

      She rolled her eyes. “I’ve stayed there a few times. Separate rooms.”

      “That’s how it all starts.”

      “Well, I can reassure you whatever you think is starting, isn’t. I went around there this evening to drop off his wife’s clothes, you know, the ones he let me borrow. As I was about to pull into his driveway, I saw him outside, kissing some woman. I’m guessing he found his match. Decided to wait until they left before I left the clothes inside his sunroom.”

      She took a deep breath. Harvey noted her disappointment.

      “Well, doesn’t life just keep throwing curveballs?”

      “Yep! And I guess this is just another.” She took a moment and then said, “I was going to tell him tonight.”

      “About?”

      “How I felt.”

      “Really? Skylar being vulnerable. Well, that’s new.”

      She gave him a nudge and smiled.

      “Anyway, I guess that other woman did me a favor. It probably wouldn’t have worked out. You know, with my line of work, and all.”

      “Yeah, probably not.” Harvey tapped her leg and cut her a glance. “Don’t worry, you’ll eventually find someone.”

      “What if I don’t want to?” she asked squinting at him. He stared back with a serious expression before replying.

      “Then I guess you’re stuck with my sorry ass.”

      She scoffed. “Now that’s motivation.”

      They both laughed as they looked out over the bay.
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