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        six years ago

      

      

      Even miles out on the black ocean, the girl could see the city glowing like fire on the horizon. The invisible curve of the earth swallowed up the towers of the Miami skyline, but millions of white, gold, blue, and red lights made a kind of rainbow above the midnight water. When she listened hard, she was sure she could hear partyers in the beachside bars. It must have been a strange trick of the night or the wind. Some woman was laughing over a cocktail, probably at the Biscayne Black, but somehow the girl could hear the woman’s shrill voice as clearly as if she were lounging on the white sand below the hotel.

      Actually, they were far away from land. In between the yacht and the city were cold depths that would numb their bodies as they swam. Stinging jellyfish would float across their path. And the sharks. The sharks would be waiting for them, too.

      “What do we do?” The sixteen-year-old next to her tugged at her arm and spoke with a breathy panic.

      The older girl didn’t answer. She stood at the railing, momentarily frozen as she found herself caught between worlds. For the past two years, her world had revolved around Martin Fell. His money. His yacht. His island. The tequila, the cocaine, the powerful men with the names and faces she recognized, and the girls coming and going on the helicopters. All of them innocent, pretty, and naive, like the sixteen-year-old standing with her at the railing above the dark glassy water of the Atlantic.

      But there was another world. Under the glowing rainbow at the horizon was the world she’d left behind. The real world. She didn’t know if she could go back to it and survive on her own.

      Jesus, the water would be cold.

      “Alina, what do we do?” the teenager asked again, terror filling her voice.

      Her name was Ivie. Ivie had come to the island by helicopter, like the others, only two days earlier. A fresh face, fresh smile, fresh body, delivered for the next cruise on the Dreamtime with Martin’s extra-special guest. The girls came, they learned the ways of the world, they handed over their freshness, and when they were soiled, they simply disappeared.

      Strange, it had never occurred to Alina until very recently to wonder where the girls like Ivie went when the helicopters took them away. She’d told herself that they went back to their old worlds, their old lives.

      But did they?

      “Alina,” Ivie begged her through tears. “I hear them. They’re coming!”

      Alina looked away from the Atlantic and the Miami glow and focused on the desperate teenager next to her. Sixteen—only four years younger than Alina. But Alina had lived a lifetime in those years.

      They were both naked. That was the uniform for girls on the Dreamtime. Ivie’s bare skin was rust red from a day in the sun; she hadn’t had time to tan, only to burn. The numerous bruises covering her body were as ripe and colorful as fresh fruit. The nylon rope had cut abrasions into her wrists and ankles, and her private areas wept fluid. Worst of all, huge splashes of blood covered her child-sized pink torso and dripped in streaks down her stomach, so fresh it hadn’t even begun to congeal.

      The blood wasn’t her own.

      When Alina cut the man’s throat, his carotid artery had erupted in a fountain all over the teenager beneath him.

      Alina looked down at the chef’s knife in her hand. Seven inches of Nesmuk Damascus steel, valued at six thousand dollars. The murder weapon. It was only now beginning to dawn on her that she was a murderer. She’d killed the man who was twelfth in line to the British throne.

      A prince, but also a rapist and a sadist.

      Casually, Alina swung the red-stained blade into the water below them. It disappeared with a tiny splash.

      Not far away, she heard shouts and the heavy pounding of footsteps. Ivie was right. They’d found the body. They were searching the boat for the two of them, but the Dreamtime was huge, a billionaire’s plaything. It would take them time to locate the girls. Alina took Ivie’s hand and squeezed it. She tried to coax a smile onto her face, something that would reassure her.

      “We swim,” she said to the girl. “That’s what we do. We swim for the coast.”

      “Oh fuck!” Ivie gasped. The obscenity sounded especially profane coming from her young mouth.

      “We’re swimmers,” Alina reminded her confidently. “You and me. That’s who we are. We can do it.”

      She didn’t mention the blood they would trail behind them in the water, which would be like perfume to the sharks. The girl was panicked enough already. But they had no choice. They had to go.

      “Come on,” she told the girl.

      She helped Ivie mount the yacht’s railing, and then she climbed up beside her. They perched side by side, toes closing around the strip of varnished wood. The wind made them sway. From the prow, she heard a guttural shout, and she glanced that way to see Nassir, dressed all in black, sprinting toward them. He was the head of Martin’s security. The one who kept the girls in line. In a few seconds, Nassir would be close enough to drag them from the railing back to the deck.

      It was now or never.

      “Dive!” she told Ivie. “Don’t be afraid. It’s just like in school.”

      But the bottom of the dive in high school landed you in a seventy- nine-degree swimming pool, and here they would land in the frigid, infinite ocean.

      “I’ll be with you,” Alina went on. “We’ll make it together.”

      Nassir was almost there. His knees bent; he was getting ready to leap for them.

      The scared girl finally dove from the yacht. In the next instant, Alina followed with peerless, perfect form, making an arc through the air, extended arms slicing the surface like a knife into skin, body descending into the cold black depths and then rising sharply. Some skills were second nature and never went away. Swimming was her life. She could have gone to the Olympics, one of her teachers had told her a lifetime ago.

      Alina broke to the surface, gasping at the shock of cold, sucking in moist air.

      Where was Ivie?

      At first, she worried that she’d lost her—but no, the younger girl breached ten feet away, a mermaid bursting from the sea. Alina swam to her and held her against the cold. She murmured encouragement in the girl’s ear, but they had no time to stay where they were. A searchlight split the night, putting a halo around them in the water. The boat was slowing and turning. Men gathered at the railing, black silhouettes pointing their way. She squinted into the dazzling searchlight, unable to see their faces, but she was sure Martin’s face was among them.

      He would be so disappointed in her.

      “Go down,” she whispered to the girl. “Swim hard.”

      Ivie’s head bobbed her agreement. She didn’t seem scared anymore. Like dolphins, they bent their bodies in tight coils and vanished below the black surface. Alina pushed the water aside with her hands and arms and kicked furiously, occasionally feeling the brush of Ivie’s skin to know that the girl was still with her. She swam and swam, ignoring the pain when her lungs screamed for air, fighting blindly through the water as if there were a gold medal waiting for her if she swam far enough and fast enough.

      When they finally surfaced again, the ship had lost them.

      It was heading the wrong way. The girls were two tiny bobbing sea creatures that the light would never find. Alina pulled at Ivie’s shoulder and pointed toward the glow on the western horizon. She settled into a freestyle rhythm across the water, with the younger girl matching her stroke for stroke.

      They swam for half an hour before they stopped to catch their breath and float for a while in the sea. The city felt no closer, but when Alina looked backward, she no longer saw the lights of the Dreamtime in the distance. It had vanished, leaving them alone. The ocean was vast and empty.

      Martin Fell was gone.

      Alina had escaped, but she harbored no illusions that she was free.
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      Tommy Miller’s first routine at sunrise was to greet the alligators. There were always gators lounging around the swamp. The most he’d counted on a single morning was eighteen.

      One alligator in particular had been his neighbor since he’d bought the house in Micanopy ten years earlier. He was a big boy at fourteen feet, with one withered leg that made him easy to recognize. His disability didn’t slow him down when hunting. Tommy had seen that gator take down an egret in midflight, with a leap that snapped the bird in half right out of the air. Even the other gators knew to leave him alone. You didn’t mess with the alpha among alphas, bad leg or not.

      Tommy didn’t typically give other creatures names, but on the first morning Teresa had spent in his house four years ago, she’d dubbed the fat old gator Lefty. Tommy took a while to warm to that idea, but when it became obvious that Teresa was going to be sticking around, he knew he had to make some compromises. And so Lefty it was.

      “Hey, Mrs. Randolph down the street can’t find her shih tzu,” Tommy called to the swamp, delivering the accusation as he stood in the long weeds. “Anything you want to tell me, Lefty?”

      The gator, sunning himself on a fallen tree trunk, watched Tommy with eyes sunken in wrinkled, leathery skin. He wore a self-satisfied smile, like an old man after a big dinner. Yeah, Tommy was pretty sure that critter had dog breath.

      “Well, I didn’t much like that nasty little yipper, either,” he admitted, “but don’t tell Teresa I said that.”

      Tommy backed away from the water. He had no fear of gators, but he always paid Lefty the respect of not turning his back on him. Their long history together wouldn’t have stopped the sly reptile from trying to eat him if given half a chance.

      That was a lesson Tommy had learned a long time ago.

      Someone was always trying to eat you.

      The low, early sun made the Florida jungle a quilt of shadows as he continued along the swamp trail. The July air was thick, and his chest felt heavy. He shoved aside dense vines with his fingers and nudged away a four-foot king snake with the toe of his boot. Above him, half a dozen banana spiders patrolled huge webs between the crowns of palm trees.

      His phone buzzed twice in his pocket. He checked it out of habit, but he got the same alerts every morning. The first text warned him that someone had triggered the laser alarm he’d installed on the trail. The second sent him a photo from a camera mounted high in a palm tree near one of the spiderwebs. It was his own picture, taken automatically when he’d crossed the laser beam.

      The notification on his lock screen told him, “Activity Near Man Cave.”

      Man cave.

      That was technically true, although the building at the rear of his ten-acre lot was a full-sized house, with more square footage than the house facing the rural street where they actually lived. No woman had ever been inside, not even Teresa, and only one man other than Tommy had ever seen the interior. That was his best friend, Jacinto, but even he hadn’t been back here in the six years since they’d gone their separate ways.

      Teresa had asked Tommy once—only once—what he did in the man cave every morning. That was on the first day after the first night they’d met, the same day she’d named Lefty, the same day she’d awakened in his guest bedroom. He’d told her that he used the man cave to read, exercise, and meditate. All of which was true. However, Teresa was the smartest woman he’d ever met, and she knew perfectly well that there was more to the story than he was sharing. And more to him, too. But in the four years since then, even after they’d begun sleeping together, even after they’d gotten married, even after Rosalita had been born, she’d never asked about it again.

      Tommy approached the man cave through a tangle of brush. From more than fifty feet away, the house was basically invisible. It had been little more than a wasp-and cockroach-infested shack in the beginning, but he and Jacinto had labored together for more than a year in the wet, sticky heat to expand and transform it. Now the house had a steel door with a ten-digit combination lock and hurricane-impact windows, and the interior was sleek and modern.

      It also had a panic room that was virtually impregnable. Just in case. He’d given Teresa the combination for the door lock on the man cave and the access code for the panic room, although she’d never used either one. He’d told her if a day ever came when she felt threatened and he wasn’t around, then she could take Rosalita and hide there.

      She’d never asked him why a day like that might come.

      He let himself into the house. On the side table in the foyer, he took a remote control and turned on a Brahms piano concerto. He made coffee, which he took into the sunroom that looked out toward the reeds of the lake. The glass was one-way; he could see out, but no one could see in. He sat in a glider and used an iPad to begin his daily review of the world. His routine over coffee was to read five newspapers online: the New York Times, the Wall Street Journal, the Florida Times-Union, the Times of London, and the Süddeutsche Zeitung in German.

      His phone buzzed again.

      This time it was a text from Teresa, a selfie she’d taken outside their garage. In the picture, she grinned at him, and his heart melted. Their gorgeous little girl, eight months old, was in her arms, his daughter’s smile as wide and warm as his wife’s. Both of them were waving at him, and it was a live photo, which allowed him to see their hands moving back and forth to say goodbye.

      Heading to town with Rosalita. Early breakfast at Kim’s.

      Kim Fong was part friend, part mother to Teresa, whose own parents had died when she was a little girl. They’d met at the library where Kim worked—at least until her retirement a few weeks ago—and where Teresa was a daily visitor, gobbling up books.

      Tommy texted back: Have fun. Say hi to Kim. I love you.

      He knew exactly what his wife would say to him in return.

      On that first night they spent together, he’d brought her home from the bar in Daytona Beach to stay in his house. Teresa had automatically tried to seduce him. She’d assumed that was what every man wanted. When he said no and told her that he didn’t make love with strangers, she’d replied irritably, “I don’t need any fucking love. Just fucking.”

      A year later, when he told her for the first time that he loved her, she’d said the same thing, this time with a happy grin. She’d said that same thing every single time since then, whenever he said, “I love you.” Which he said a lot.

      A few seconds later, his phone buzzed with a new message, and she didn’t disappoint him. He chuckled.

      Teresa.

      Tommy shook his head at the wonder of this woman. For damn sure, he did not deserve someone so amazing.

      She’d taken the selfie in a hurry, but it was simply impossible for Teresa to take a bad picture. Her clothes were casual, just a knee-length purple sundress with spaghetti straps, but she classed up everything she wore. She was young—twenty-six years old, eighteen years younger than Tommy. Way too young for someone like him, he’d thought in the beginning. If it was a normal world, and they were normal people, she should have been his daughter, not his wife. That was why he’d been adamantly opposed to a physical relationship between them and intent on never falling in love with her. But in a few months of living together, she’d worn him down on both counts.

      Her hair was brown, but that description didn’t do it justice. Whenever he looked at her hair, he found new colors hiding in it, all of them natural. Cream. Gold. Chocolate. Ebony. Mahogany. Its gentle curls tumbled past her shoulders. She had a soft chin and a petite, rounded nose and flawless coppery skin. She was small, no more than five-foot-two and slim, with modest breasts and a bony frame. Her pale lips moved constantly, always with a teasing, laughing smile that could cut a man down to size. But if her mouth made a man feel humble, her light brown eyes lifted him up. She could look at Tommy and make him feel like the only man on earth, an Adam created to live with his soulmate in Eden. She could easily have used that power to manipulate him, but after that first night, she’d acted like a feral cat who’d finally found a home. She’d told him that she didn’t want to leave—not that he would ever have kicked her out. When those brown eyes focused on him, he forgot everything else in the world. And Tommy had a lot to forget.

      There was only one thing that troubled him about his wife.

      Despite everything good in their lives, a shadow followed her everywhere. It haunted every smile. For a while, after they were married, he’d thought it had gone away, now that they were together. But no. In the past year, the shadow had come back. He could see it whenever he looked at her, a permanent scar on this beautiful woman. It was there in the selfie she’d just taken. It was there when she held Rosalita. It was there when they made love.

      He’d never asked her about it.

      Just like she didn’t ask him about the man cave.

      They’d made a pact with each other. Forget the past, don’t count on the future, live for right now. But it had occurred to him that they were so busy protecting each other, they were also leaving themselves wide open. That was the trouble with keeping secrets.

      Tommy finished his coffee and daily newspapers. For the next thirty minutes, he practiced yoga and meditation in the gym, using techniques he’d learned in India. For another hour after that, he used the exercise equipment, which included a boxing bag, a treadmill, weight and strength machines, and a laser obstacle course.

      Then he took stock of his armory. His Glocks and Rugers. Suppressors. AR-style semiautomatic rifles. Flash-bang grenades. Smoke bombs. C-4 explosives. He unholstered the Glock 42 he’d been carrying for the past week, disassembled and lubricated it with gun oil, and mounted it back on the wall. To replace it, he selected a Hellcat 9mm. He liked to maintain his proficiency with a range of weapons, so he traded them out several times a month. His armory included a shooting range from one end of the man cave to the other, and he donned protective earwear and spent twenty minutes retesting his accuracy with the Hellcat.

      With his morning regimen complete, he showered, and then he paid attention to his face, clipping his beard in neat lines and examining the part in his wavy dark hair to make sure no blond roots drew attention to the false color. The beard obscured his sharply angled chin; the forelock hung down, covering most of his forehead. A plastic surgeon in New Orleans had done work on his cheekbones and nose. He took out his contacts, used moisturizing drops, and then replaced the contacts, changing his eyes from blue to brown. He donned professorial black glasses, which had no prescription in the lenses.

      When he looked in the mirror, he saw the man Teresa had married. A day trader, retired with plenty of money in the bank, six feet tall, soft spoken, a little Florida casual and careless in how he dressed.

      She knew he carried a gun everywhere. She knew he was strong because she’d watched him disable a man who was four inches taller and fifty pounds heavier when that man had raised a hand to Teresa in a Daytona Beach bar. She knew he never took the same route to a destination twice in a row.

      She knew all that.

      But she didn’t know about his past or his disguise. She didn’t know that he was not Tommy Miller.

      He was Tiger.

      Tommy got dressed, then sent Teresa another text as he left the man cave. Heading home.

      He liked to make sure that she always knew where he was if she needed to reach him, and he insisted that she do the same with him. If she ever decided to make an unexpected stop, or change her destination, he asked her to let him know, even if it was no more than five minutes to fill up the gas tank or make a quick run into the grocery store.

      “Always tell me where you are and where you’re going.”

      Because every day was a normal day until it wasn’t.

      Like today.

      It took Tommy only five minutes on the trail back to the main house to realize that something was wrong. Normally, Teresa responded to all of his texts within a few seconds. They had a deal about that, too, just a thumbs-up or thumbs-down—something to tell him she’d read it and was able to respond.

      But when the buzz on his phone didn’t come, he checked and saw that his text message hadn’t been delivered. He tried again and got the same error. Immediately, he dialed Teresa’s number and frowned when the call went straight to voicemail. He opened the app that allowed him to track the location of her phone, and he saw that the device wasn’t showing up on the map.

      Teresa’s phone was powered down.

      She never turned it off. Her phone was always on and always with her. Just like his.

      Tommy stopped on the trail. Calmly, not panicking, his mind worked through the possibilities. Maybe it was nothing. Maybe she’d been careless. This one day of all the other days, she’d forgotten to charge her phone, and her battery had died. She was fine. She was with Kim, eating homemade granola and playing with Rosalita and talking about the library and complaining about the humidity.

      But Tommy didn’t believe it. Teresa was never careless.

      And someone was always trying to eat you.
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      Blood on the sidewalk. That was never a good thing.

      There wasn’t much, just a few red drops of spatter on the dirty pavement, but enough to tell Lindy Jax that something bad had happened here. She’d been hoping the whole thing was a mistake or a misunderstanding. Instead, she now had two violent crimes in two days to investigate, in the tiny town of Micanopy of all places. The odds of that being a coincidence weren’t high.

      First a teenage boy shot and dumped by the river.

      Now a woman missing, with blood on the sidewalk.

      Shit.

      The detective walked half a block back to the old man who’d made the report. He was sitting on a bench outside the rain-stained stone wall of what had once been a garage but was now an antique shop. Everything on this block was an antique shop. Pretty much everything in Micanopy was an antique shop.

      “Mr. Tunney?”

      The man didn’t answer her. He seemed to have fallen asleep in the ninety seconds or so that Lindy had been away. Or maybe he was dead. That would be her luck. Witness calls the police about an abduction and carjacking, then dies before he can give her any details. But this was Florida. Death visited Florida every day just like the Disney tourists.

      “Mr. Tunney?” she asked again, giving him a little nudge on the shoulder.

      His eyes fluttered open like butterfly wings. Thank God.

      He’d shown her his driver’s license—expired eight years earlier—when she first arrived, so she knew his name was Albert Tunney, and she’d done the math in her head to calculate that he was eighty-seven years old. Mr. Tunney wore a sweater in the ninety-degree heat and a blue wool cap on his head. His skin was mottled and wrinkled, with a nose burned fiery red by the sun, but his mouth came to rest in a kindly smile.

      “Mr. Tunney?” Lindy asked for a third time. “Can you tell me again what you saw?”

      “Saw?” he asked with a puzzled look. Then he blinked and remembered where he was. “Oh, you mean the woman?”

      “Yes.”

      “I called the police about that.”

      “Yes, I know, sir. I’m with the police. Can you tell me about the woman?”

      “Well, two men grabbed her. She screamed.”

      “Do you know who this woman was?”

      “I don’t know her name, but I’ve seen her before. A very pretty young thing. Long brown hair, beautiful smile. I think she owns that shop at the end of the block. I see her coming and going from there.”

      “That’s the shop where the assault took place?” Lindy asked.

      “Yes, that’s right.”

      Lindy walked under the drooping Spanish moss into the middle of the street and studied the antique shop. It was housed in an old brick building with a rusted metal awning over the sidewalk. The sign for the shop hung on a telephone pole at the corner, but the lettering had faded until only the word antiques was barely visible. No shop name appeared on the windows. She’d tried the door, and it was locked.

      Taking out her phone, Lindy called the number for Suzanne Sjoselius in the Alachua County Sheriff’s Office. Suzanne had an innocuous and unimpressive title like Database Specialist, but in fact, she was the person in the department who could find out anything about anyone. Records, prints, DNA, gun licenses, background checks—if it was on a computer somewhere, Suzanne could hunt it down. God help the sheriff if she ever got hungry for something more than a county salary.

      “Hey, SS, it’s Mel,” she said when her friend answered. “Can you look up something for me? Business ownership records on an antique shop in Micanopy.” She gave the address on Cholokka Boulevard. “I want to find out who owns it and where they live.”

      “I’m on it,” Suzanne replied with her broad southern drawl. “This about that kid shot near Tuscawilla Lake yesterday?”

      “I’m not sure. For the time being, it’s about something else, but who knows.”

      “I’ll call you back,” Suzanne said.

      Lindy put away her phone. She worked her tongue around a back molar and finally got loose the piece of cinnamon toast that had been stuck there since breakfast. It had a burnt, sweet quality in her mouth. Lindy had a weakness for french toast and Pop-Tarts and cinnamon rolls and all the things she really shouldn’t eat. On January 1, she’d made a New Year’s resolution to lose ten pounds by summer. It was July now, and she’d gained two pounds instead.

      Her father, with whom Lindy shared a two-bedroom condo in Gainesville, was an enabler, making sure she left the house with a hot breakfast. He said this was Florida and whatever weight she put on in the morning would get sweated off in the afternoon. She’d lived by that theory through most of her twenties, but now that she was thirty years old, she was having a harder time believing it when she saw the results in the bathroom mirror.

      Thirty years old.

      Shit, was that really possible?

      Lindy had joined the sheriff’s office eight years earlier, but some days she still felt like a rookie. Admittedly, a lot of the other cops treated her that way. She was a Black woman recruited to the department right out of college, and the white men—hell, even some of the Black men—made it clear that they considered her nothing but a diversity hire. So she’d had to out-hustle all of them, and they didn’t like that.

      She’d been assigned to the Major Crimes Bureau for the past two years. Youngest detective in the county—that didn’t make her popular, either. Most of the time, she handled evidence collection while another detective did the interviews and worked with the prosecutors. Even so, the sheriff had promised that bigger things would be coming her way soon, and he’d lived up to his word. Here she was, leading the investigation on a murder and an abduction.

      She wondered if this was a test to see whether she would screw up. Or throw up. Either one felt possible right now.

      Lindy was about to return to old Mr. Tunney when she noticed a man hanging out underneath one of the big ash trees in the grassy median of the street. Crime scenes always attracted rubberneckers, but something about this man drew her attention. She stopped to watch him. Most people saw a cop looking their way and kept on walking, but not this man.

      His arms were folded over his chest, his head slightly cocked. He was strikingly handsome, although he seemed to be going out of his way not to look like that. His black glasses were absurdly out of style. His dark hair had a messy cut that any stylist would have easily corrected by sweeping it back, cutting it short on the sides, and adding a little gel. He wore a loose, untucked flowered shirt and long pants, and the look of the clothes made her think: He’s carrying. He wasn’t young, probably in his forties, but his lean body projected a quiet, controlled strength. Whoever he was, he would have been intimidating in a fight.

      Lindy trusted her instincts, and her instincts said this man being in this place at this time wasn’t an accident.

      “Hey, can I help you?” she called to him.

      She asked it in a way that sent a message. What the hell are you doing here?

      The man didn’t react, as if she’d said nothing at all. His face didn’t change; his body didn’t move. He looked right at her with that penetrating stare, but he didn’t reply. Lindy shot the man one last look, then went back to Mr. Tunney.

      “Do you know that guy over by the tree?” she asked.

      Tunney glanced at the man in the median and said, “No.”

      “Ever seen him before?”

      “No.”

      “He wasn’t one of the men who abducted the woman?”

      “Oh, no.”

      Lindy sighed. That would have been too easy. “Okay, take me through it from the beginning.”

      Mr. Tunney brushed a mosquito from his sunburnt nose. “Well, this woman was standing outside her shop, and I noticed that⁠—”

      Lindy interrupted him. The sheriff had told her to be more patient with witnesses, but she never found the time to be patient. “Where did she come from? Was she inside the shop?”

      “I don’t think so. No, she came from around the corner.”

      “Seminary Avenue?”

      “Yes. She came around the corner in a big hurry. She went to the door of the shop and unlocked it and went inside. When she came out⁠—”

      “How long was she inside?” Lindy asked.

      “I’m sorry, I don’t know. At that point, I wasn’t really paying attention. I was just enjoying the morning before the day gets too hot. I don’t think it could have been too long, though. A couple of minutes maybe? She came out again and locked the door and went to her car. It was parked at the curb there, right at the corner in front of the shop.”

      “What kind of car?”

      “Blue,” Mr. Tunney replied confidently.

      “I meant what make and model.”

      “Oh, I’m not sure about that. Actually, now that I think about it, it may have been a truck, not a car. One of those big SUVs. Did I say it was blue? Because I think it may have been black.”

      Lindy sighed. “Was there anyone else in it?”

      “Not that I could see, but I don’t know.”

      “What happened next?”

      “The woman went to the passenger door of the car and put her bag inside.”

      “Her bag?”

      “Yes, she had a canvas bag. Didn’t I mention that?”

      “No.”

      “Well, she did. She must have taken it from inside the shop, because she didn’t have the bag when I first saw her. I’m sure of that. Anyway, she threw the bag in the back of the car and closed the door, and that’s when these two men rushed at her from the corner. It all happened so fast. One of them wrapped her up in his arms, but she was a feisty one, and she kicked him and got away and began to run toward me. Except the other man grabbed her, and he was big, and he held her. Then the first man, he had something—I think it was a gun—and he hit her across the head. I saw blood, it was terrible! They must have knocked her out, because she stopped struggling. They carried her to the car and shoved her inside, and then one of the men went to the driver’s door, and they all drove off very fast. They went right by me. So naturally, I called the police.”

      “Naturally,” Lindy replied. “Did you call the police right away? As soon as it happened?”

      “Oh, yes.”

      Lindy checked her watch.

      The first 911 call had come in at 7:47 a.m., but Mr. Tunney’s muddled description of the incident had only gotten it flagged as a report of a possible stolen car, which was a low priority for follow-up. When he called back more than an hour later, he finally highlighted the assault and abduction, which was when the query got directed to Lindy. Now it was after ten o’clock, so the kidnappers had a head start of more than two hours.

      “What did these men look like?” Lindy asked.

      “I’m not sure. Like I say, it all happened very fast.”

      “Dark hair, blond hair, red hair. Caucasian, Black, Hispanic. Tall, short. Fat, skinny.”

      “I’m sorry. One of them was pretty big, the other not so much. Not Black like you. White or Spanish, I guess.”

      “Would you recognize them if you saw them again?”

      Mr. Tunney frowned. “I don’t think so. I’m sorry.”

      Lindy dredged up a smile. “Well, that’s all I have right now, Mr. Tunney. It’s pretty hot out here, so if you want to go home, you can. Either me or one of my colleagues will follow up with you later in the day.”

      She walked back to the corner, taking note of the locked, unlit antique store, the drops of blood on the sidewalk, and the skid marks where a vehicle had sped away down the street. SS hadn’t called back yet, so she still had no victim’s name and no car registration to associate with her. It was Sunday, and Micanopy was slow to wake up, other than those who were in church. She had no witnesses to the crime other than Mr. Tunney.

      Except for the man in the median.

      She glanced across the street to the big ash tree. He was still there, but he was walking her way now. He held his arms a little out from his sides, fingers slightly spread, as if to reassure her that he was no threat. But this man had threat written all over his body.

      “Can I help you?” she asked.

      He nodded at the sheriff’s office vehicle parked on the street. “You’re a county police officer?”

      “Detective Lindy Jax.”

      “Was there an incident of some kind here, Detective?”

      “Well, why don’t you tell me your name, sir, and explain to me why you’re interested,” Lindy replied.

      He didn’t say anything immediately. He had the kind of face that gave nothing away. However, she noted with interest that his eyes had already swept the area and registered the drops of blood on the sidewalk. They seemed to be eyes that didn’t miss much.

      “My name is Tommy Miller,” he said, “and my wife is missing.”
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      “Does your wife own this antique shop, Mr. Miller?” Lindy asked. She slid her phone out of the pocket of her red pantsuit and began adding notes to her case file with a stylus.

      “Yes.”

      “What’s her name?”

      “Teresa.”

      “Teresa Miller?”

      “Yes.”

      This wasn’t a man who used more words than were necessary to answer her questions, and he didn’t volunteer information that she hadn’t asked about. His voice was calm, in a way that she found hard to reconcile with a man whose wife had gone missing. He should be scared, breathless, frantic, unable to control the wild emotions running through his head. But he was none of those things. If he’d been wearing a mask, his expression wouldn’t have been any different.

      “What kind of vehicle does your wife drive?” she asked.

      “A black Ford Explorer.”

      “License plate?”

      He rattled it off for her.

      “Why do you think your wife is missing, Mr. Miller?” Lindy went on.

      He seemed to choose his words carefully, taking a breath before he spoke. “I’ve been unable to reach her.”

      “For how long?”

      “Her last text was at seven thirty this morning.”

      Lindy didn’t know many men who would push the panic button if their wives were out of touch for a couple of hours. A whole day, sure, but not a couple of hours. Not that this man looked panicked at all.

      On the other hand, Tommy Miller was right. His wife was missing. Or at least, Lindy was pretty sure that this was the woman who’d been abducted on the street. In less than three hours, he had come to the correct conclusion that something had happened to Teresa. How?

      “Also, our daughter is with her,” the man added.

      Lindy got a sick feeling. “Your daughter?”

      “Rosalita. She’s eight months old.”

      Lindy felt heat on her neck, and it had nothing to do with the Florida sunshine.

      “You’re certain your baby was with your wife?” she asked.

      “Yes, Teresa left the house with Rosalita.”

      Lindy felt a new urgency. “Okay, here’s the bottom line, Mr. Miller. There was an abduction and carjacking outside this shop earlier this morning. A woman with long brown hair was taken in a dark SUV that was parked at the curb. No mention of a baby, but she could have been inside the vehicle. I have to get hold of FDLE and arrange an Amber Alert right now. Every second counts. Do you have photographs of your wife and daughter? We’ll need to get their pictures out to the media.”

      He hesitated.

      The son of a bitch actually hesitated! What was that about?

      “Mr. Miller?”

      “Yes, I do have a photograph of Teresa and Rosalita,” he replied. “I can AirDrop it to you. She sent it to me this morning as she was leaving.”

      He took out his phone, and a few seconds later, she had a picture on her own phone of an attractive—no, beautiful—young woman in her twenties holding an equally beautiful baby.

      “Mr. Miller, stay right here. I have to talk to a witness to confirm an identification and then make some phone calls. Then I’m going to have a lot of questions for you. Do not move. Got it?”

      “I understand.”

      Same level voice.

      Lindy ran to catch up with Albert Tunney, who was strolling toward a small park where the trees were robed in moss. A little breathless, she stopped him and stuck her phone in front of his face.

      “Mr. Tunney, is this the woman you saw?” she asked. “The woman who was abducted?”

      The old man’s eyes narrowed as he studied her phone. He rubbed his chin and clucked his tongue as if in thought.

      “Oh, yes, that’s her,” he confirmed. “I told you she was pretty.”

      “This is very important, Mr. Tunney. Did she have a baby with her? Or did you see a baby in the vehicle, or hear a baby crying?”

      His brow furrowed. “No.”

      “Have you ever seen this woman with a baby?”

      His mouth puckered as he tried to remember. “Well, now that you say that, I think I have. I’ve seen her come and go from the antique shop, and sometimes she had a baby in one of those papoose things that women wear around their necks. A girl, I think, because she had a pink bow in her hair.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Tunney.”

      Lindy jogged back to the antique shop with adrenaline buzzing through her veins. In her head, she isolated the steps that had to take place in the next fifteen minutes. The alert at the sheriff’s office, the dispatch to FDLE with the info for the Amber Alert, the conference call with the public information office, the forensic and backup teams swarming the crime scene. The sheriff would want to be personally involved. This case was going to be high profile, so he’d want his face in front of the cameras.

      Let him.

      She didn’t care about being out front; she didn’t care about glory. Right now, she only cared about Teresa and Rosalita Miller.

      Victims. That was why she was a detective.

      When Lindy was eleven years old, her younger brother had disappeared. Six years old. The two of them had been playing football in the street, and she’d gone inside to use the bathroom, and when she came back outside, her brother was gone. Nobody saw a thing. Nobody found him. Little Black boy gone missing? There were no headlines, no TV true-crime specials, no rewards. He was there, and then he wasn’t there, and that was that.

      Was he alive? Was he dead? Nobody knew.

      Lindy blamed herself, and her mother had made it obvious that she blamed her daughter, too. Two years later, lost in grief, her mother had hung herself, leaving Lindy and her father to pick up the pieces.

      Victims.

      She hissed a little sigh of regret through the gap in her front teeth. As she grabbed her phone to call in a report, she glanced down the street and saw Tommy Miller in the exact location where she’d left him. He waited patiently, still not a trace of emotion on his face. But his head swiveled, carefully examining his surroundings. It made her think of a meerkat keeping an eye out for threats.

      Definitely armed, too. She knew the bulge.

      No, Lindy didn’t care about taking the lead on this case. Half the department would be working here by noon, and that was fine. But she’d do the interview herself. Tommy Miller belonged to her. He had secrets, and she wanted to know what they were.
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      “Take me through the morning step by step, Mr. Miller,” Lindy said half an hour later, when the investigation had already shifted into high gear. The corner where the abduction had occurred had been taped off, and nearly a dozen county squad cars were blocking the street.

      They sat inside Teresa Miller’s antique shop, which smelled of dust and furniture polish. Chairs, wagon wheels, and copper pots dangled on hooks from the rafters. Wooden dolls with creepy eyes stared at them from inside a glass curio cabinet. Metal signs for soda, flour, and beer hung on the walls. This was an eclectic shop, and if it reflected Teresa’s tastes, she acquired things that were old and unusual.

      Tommy Miller seemed to take note of Lindy’s silent assessment. “Teresa liked things that looked like they had a story to tell.”

      Like you, Lindy thought, staring at the man on the other side of the cherrywood table where they were sitting. You’ve got a story to tell. She sized him up as old and unusual, too.

      “Take me through the morning,” she repeated.

      “As I told you, Teresa texted me at seven thirty a.m. She was taking Rosalita to Kim Fong’s house for breakfast. That was the last time I heard from her.”

      “Where were you?”

      “Taking a walk.”

      “So you didn’t actually see your wife leave?”

      “No, but the Explorer was gone when I returned home. Teresa and Rosalita were not in the house.”

      “And who is Kim Fong?”

      “A good friend of Teresa’s. She lives a couple of blocks from here.”

      “Did you contact Ms. Fong when you couldn’t reach your wife?”

      “Yes, I called Kim on her cell phone but didn’t get an answer. When I couldn’t reach Teresa, I drove here, and I went to Kim’s house first. There’s no one there. Kim’s car is gone. She drives a Kia sedan that’s normally parked in a carport beside the house.”

      Lindy leaned forward. “I’m sorry, are you saying that you think Kim Fong is missing, too?”

      “I don’t know, but she wasn’t home.”

      “Did you go inside her house?”

      “I did. Her door was unlocked. That’s pretty common in Micanopy.”

      “Did you see any indication that your wife had been there?”

      “Yes, there were two mugs on a table in the living room. Both were still half-full of coffee. The table was set for two, but nothing had been served. A cookie sheet of biscuits had been taken from the oven only partially cooked, and the oven had been left on, as if Kim had forgotten to turn it off.”

      “You’re very observant, Mr. Miller,” Lindy said. “So what did this make you think?”

      “I think that Teresa arrived at Kim’s house, but for some reason, their breakfast was interrupted not long after, and both of them left. Given that you say Teresa’s Explorer was parked outside the shop, and Kim’s vehicle is also gone, they probably didn’t leave together.”

      That was the conclusion Lindy had drawn, too, but she found it interesting that this man had already analyzed the scene like a police officer.

      “Why would Teresa have parked her Explorer here and not at Ms. Fong’s house?” she asked.

      “The shop is close to Kim’s place, as I said before. I’m sure Teresa intended to swing by the store after breakfast. There are always things to do.”

      “Do you have Ms. Fong’s address?”

      “Yes.” Miller rattled it off, and Lindy wrote it down.

      “Our witness didn’t see a baby when Teresa was abducted,” she continued. “Would your wife have trusted Kim Fong with your daughter?”

      “Yes, she would. They’re very close.”

      “So she might have asked Kim to take Rosalita, and then Teresa left on her own to go back to her vehicle.”

      “That’s definitely possible. I thought that, too.”

      Lindy excused herself to pass along the information to the uniformed cops outside the shop. The search for Kim Fong had taken on a high priority if it was possible the missing child might be with her. When she returned to the shop, she found Tommy Miller scrolling through a phone with his thumb. Noticing her, he slid it back in his pocket. Strangely, she didn’t think it was the same phone he’d been using earlier.

      “Mr. Tunney reported that your wife came out of the shop with a canvas bag,” Lindy said. “He seemed to think she went inside to get it. Do you have any idea what was in that bag?”

      For the first time, she saw puzzlement on Miller’s face. “No, I don’t know anything about that.”

      “Does your wife own a bag like that?”

      “I don’t remember seeing it,” he said, and Lindy was pretty sure there was very little that Tommy Miller didn’t remember. His forehead furrowed, and his mouth bent into a small frown. The existence of that bag seemed to bother him.

      “Mr. Miller, do you have any idea why someone would have abducted your wife?”

      “No, I don’t.”

      Lindy eased back in her chair and was quiet for a while. Then she said, “I’ll be honest with you, Mr. Miller. I find that very hard to believe. The speed with which you concluded something had happened to Teresa makes me think you were expecting a crime like this. I’d like to know why.”

      “I’m afraid I can’t help you.”

      “Most people don’t jump to the conclusion that an abduction has taken place if they can’t reach their spouse for a few minutes. And yet you did.”

      “I didn’t know about an abduction. I was just concerned because I couldn’t reach Teresa.”

      “Have you or your wife received threats lately?”

      “No.”

      “So why the concern?”

      “I’m always conscious of security. We live in dangerous times.”

      “Well, not that dangerous. Not around here. What do you do for a living, Mr. Miller?”

      “I’m an investor.”

      “How long have you lived in Micanopy?”

      “Ten years.”

      “And how long have you and Teresa been married?”

      “Two and a half years.”

      “How did you meet?”

      “In a beachside bar.”

      “When was this?”

      “Four years ago.”

      “What did Teresa do for a living before that?” Lindy asked.

      “She was a waitress, among other things.”

      “Where?”

      “Lots of places. Teresa was young. She’s quite a bit younger than me. She was still figuring out her life when we met.”

      “Has she expressed any concerns for her safety?”

      “No.”

      “And yet two men carjacked and kidnapped her.”

      “As I said, we live in dangerous times.”

      “But you also said you believed that Teresa and Kim broke off their breakfast because something happened. That doesn’t sound like a random carjacking. That sounds like Teresa knew she was about to be targeted. How?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Have you received any communication from the kidnappers? A ransom demand?”

      “No.”

      “Mr. Miller, if they told you not to contact the police, you’d be well advised to tell me anyway. We have experience in these cases. So does the FBI. If you try to deal with this yourself, you’ll only put your wife and daughter in greater risk.”

      “I appreciate the advice,” Miller replied, “but I’ve had no contact from anyone.”

      Lindy tried another approach. “How are things between you and your wife?”

      “Fine. I love her. She loves me.”

      “And you have a child together.”

      “Yes.”

      “Babies put stress on a marriage.”

      “Not ours. Rosalita is a gift. She’s the light of our lives.”

      Lindy shook her head again. She didn’t know what to believe. This man was lying, and yet he was not lying. His wife and daughter had just been stolen away from him, and his face didn’t show even a trace of concern. And yet, deep down, she also believed she was misjudging him. The only time he’d shown any passion was when he said he loved his wife and daughter. He clearly did.

      So why was he hiding things?

      Because he was. Shit, yes. He was keeping her in the dark.

      “Is that all, Detective?” he asked.

      “No, there’s one more thing,” Lindy said. “Does the name Carter Dehne mean anything to you?”

      “No.”

      “Did your wife ever mention that name?”

      “No.”

      “Carter was a teenager living here in Micanopy. Eighteen years old, just graduated from high school.”

      “Was?” Miller asked.

      “He was shot to death last night near Tuscawilla Lake.”

      “Last night?” Miller asked, his eyebrows arching. This was the second piece of news that seemed to genuinely surprise him.

      “That’s right. I don’t like the idea of a murder and an abduction happening in the same small town so close together. It makes me think they’re connected. So I’m wondering if your wife could have known Carter.”

      “Not that I’m aware of.”

      “Did Teresa ever have occasion to visit the high school?”

      “No.”

      “Did she employ any teenagers at her shop?”

      “No.”

      “Where was Teresa last night?”

      “Home with me.”

      “She didn’t go out at all?”

      “No.”

      “Does she ever hike or run near Tuscawilla Lake?”

      “Sometimes, but she wasn’t there yesterday.”

      “What about you? Did you go out at all?”

      “No. As I told you, Teresa and I were together.”

      “Except she can’t really confirm that at the moment, can she?”

      “I guess not.”

      “Do you own a gun, Mr. Miller?” Lindy asked.

      He stared back at her. “Yes.”

      “Carter was shot with a 9mm. Do you own a 9mm pistol?”

      “Yes.”

      “Are you carrying it now?”

      “Yes.”

      “Would you be willing to have us run ballistics on it?”

      “No, I wouldn’t,” Miller replied. He stood up from the table. “I understand you have questions, Detective, but you’re wasting your time looking at me as a suspect. I had nothing to do with the shooting last night or with the disappearance of my wife and daughter. Now I have to go. Please keep me posted if you find anything.”

      “Of course, I will.”

      Lindy watched Tommy Miller leave the antique shop, and she thought to herself: Who the hell is this guy?
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      Tommy went to the man cave.

      Once he was inside, he slammed the steel door of the house so solidly that the walls shook. The interior was dead quiet. Soundproof. When he cried in this place, there was no one to hear him. When he got on his knees and beat the marble floor with his fist until his hand was bruised and bloody, no one saw him. Out there, in the real world, where the alligators hunted, his paramount goal was control. Control of himself, of his emotions, of his behavior, of his reactions. But in here, alone, he could purge his fury and grief.

      Because he’d failed.

      He’d had four years of happiness, and now it was done. They’d taken Teresa. They’d taken Rosalita. It wasn’t a question of ransom or bait. There would be a phone call where he would be allowed to hear his wife beg for mercy. Mercy that would not be given. Then they would make sure he listened to the screams as they tortured and killed her.

      And his daughter?

      If they spared her, it would be to make sure she grew up anonymously in poverty and pain, somewhere that Tommy would never find her.

      There was only one thing for him to do. He had to find them. He had to rescue them. And the only way that could happen was for Tommy to go back to a part of his life he’d thought was over.

      He had to become Tiger again.

      Tommy got up off the floor. In the bathroom, he washed his face and tended to his injured hand. He stared at his reflection in the mirror—at a face he didn’t recognize from the man he used to be—until the emotion finally drained away and all that was left was control.

      Focus on process.

      Focus on plans.

      He went into a windowless interior room, barely more than a cubbyhole, that served as his office. File cabinets lined the opposite wall and included all his personal records. His notes on Ranger missions during six years overseas. His case files from his time as a homicide detective in Houston. And then the most important records, from his work with the Outsiders.

      Tommy went to the last of the cabinets and tapped in a code, releasing the lock on the drawers. He opened the bottommost drawer and removed a thick manila folder.

      The label read: Mauricio Perez.

      Tommy took the file to his desk, but he didn’t open it. Not yet. Perez was the end, but he had to start at the beginning. He couldn’t formulate a response until he understood exactly what had happened.

      First step: Analyze the failure.

      How had they found him?

      Every cover story had weaknesses that could be exploited, but Tommy had no links to the operative known as Tiger. He was a different man. He’d had no contact with anyone from his past, other than Jacinto, and Jacinto was a brother. They’d had each other’s backs since their first days as wet-behind-the-ears kids in the army. He was the one man whom Tommy trusted without question.

      No, his past did not exist, and his present life was a separate identity. Tommy Miller had never been fingerprinted; he’d never given a sample of his DNA. It seemed unlikely that they could have linked him to Tiger that way.

      And yet he must have missed something. He’d forgotten something.

      Or had Teresa made a mistake?

      Tommy shook his head in frustration. He’d shielded Teresa from the truth about who he was, and now he realized that was foolish. He should have told her everything. Maybe, not knowing the consequences, she’d said the wrong thing to the wrong person. Or she’d allowed Rosalita to be tested, sampled, anything that would have put her DNA in a database that the government could access. From there, it would be a short family trail back to the man who’d once been Tiger and was now Tommy Miller of Micanopy, Florida.

      Was it that simple?

      Tommy went to his whiteboard and wrote: Rosalita.

      His beautiful baby girl. She shared his blood, and now she’d paid the price for it. He forced that horrifying idea out of his mind. If he thought about Teresa, if he thought about Rosalita, then he was weak. Vulnerable.

      His world had to be nothing but control.

      Next step: Evaluate what happened.

      Tommy took the extra phone out of his pocket. It was Teresa’s phone, which he’d found in Kim’s house. He had no intention of sharing it with Lindy Jax. The fact that he’d found the phone at all meant Teresa had had advance warning of the threat. She’d had time to turn her phone off and leave it behind. But that also meant she’d had time to warn him, and she’d chosen not to do so.

      Why? Why leave him in the dark?

      But Tommy knew. If Teresa had told him that she was in danger, he would have walked straight into a trap, walked into a hail of gunfire, walked through fire, in order to rescue her and Rosalita. She wasn’t going to let him do that. She’d sacrificed herself to keep him safe.

      He booted up her phone. When it powered on, he opened her messages app, and he found what he expected to find. She’d left him a note that she’d typed but deliberately not sent. She wanted him to find it, but only after she was gone.

      The message had two sentences.

      Don’t try to find me.

      And then: Take care of Rosalita.

      Emotion rolled over him again like a storm surge. Loss and pain. Love, loyalty, and despair. And then the overwhelming need for revenge. To kill. Tommy closed his eyes, letting the wave draw back. He needed to focus.

      Teresa had said: Take care of Rosalita.

      That meant she had left their little girl behind, almost certainly by asking Kim Fong to bring her to him. But Kim hadn’t done so. Unless Kim Fong was a spy—and Tommy didn’t believe that was likely of a sixty-year-old small-town librarian—then she was already dead.

      They had his baby, along with his wife.

      Don’t try to find me.

      Teresa had tried to get away on her own, but they’d grabbed her first. Teresa had no way of knowing the kind of men she was dealing with, the kind of men Mauricio Perez would send after everyone that Tommy loved.

      But how had Teresa known she was in danger?

      Had she realized she was being watched? He’d given her training in surveillance, and Teresa had street smarts that had served her well in the years she was living on her own. But being watched wasn’t enough to make her run. There had to be something more. She’d perceived an immediate threat.

      Next question: Why had they killed the teenager, Carter Dehne?

      Detective Jax was right. It was inconceivable that the two crimes weren’t related. Somehow, an eighteen-year-old had found himself in the middle of a mission aimed at Tiger and his family.

      Why?

      Tommy was thinking like a homicide detective again. He was trying to solve a puzzle, as he’d done for six years in Houston. Part of him missed that time of his life, being a crime solver and crime fighter. He had felt a satisfaction like nothing else when he arrested a murderer and delivered a degree of justice to the victim. But those successes were rare. Most of the time, he’d felt only impotence at the failures of the system. How it could be gamed by naive politicians and manipulated by corrupt cops. How it left the worst criminals on the street.

      He thought about TRex.

      TRex was a gang leader who’d ruled the Sunnyside neighborhood of Houston like a sadistic Roman emperor. Tommy knew of at least fourteen murders TRex had committed personally, and there were probably many more. Men, women, children, mothers, fathers, sons, daughters. Tommy had arrested him for murder three times, and three times TRex had walked, leaving behind dead jurors, dead witnesses, and prosecutors and judges who’d been intimidated, bribed, or blackmailed to let him go.

      The last time, as TRex walked out of the courtroom, he’d mouthed a single word to Tommy. Untouchable.

      And he was right. Tommy had realized that a man like TRex was beyond his reach. He’d never take him down. There was no accountability inside the system for predators like that.

      So he quit. He left the police.

      That was when his old army superior, the man he’d served with on the ground in Iraq and Afghanistan, showed up at his doorstep. Wallace Wyatt, then a colonel, now a general. They’d been watching him, Wyatt said. They shared his frustration with the police, with the military, with the government. So they had formed a new group, operating in the shadows and in the strictest secrecy.

      The Outsiders.

      They were people located throughout the country—soldiers, politicians, bureaucrats, lawyers, spies, federal agents, judges, and business leaders—who were determined to step in when the system failed.

      Would he join them?

      They knew their man. That was what frustrated Tommy whenever he looked back on those days. They knew him so fucking well. He’d met with General Wyatt and Senator Gerry Macklin, and the two men played him like an orchestra played Mozart. They’d offered him TRex as his first mission. He could do what he could never do as a cop—get TRex off the street once and for all. And they knew, after Tiger put a sniper’s bullet in TRex’s head, that they owned him forever. Keep quiet, or go to prison for the rest of his life.

      Tommy shoved aside his memories.

      Focus.

      When he looked up Carter Dehne online, he found a photograph of a teenager he didn’t recognize. Carter didn’t look like a danger to anyone; he was small, with glasses, bookish, and not athletic. Teresa had never mentioned him. The kid’s family lived on the west side of town, and Tommy didn’t know his parents. There seemed to be no intersection between Carter and Teresa, yet every instinct told him that this teenager had been a key link in the chain leading to Teresa’s abduction.

      As of now, he didn’t know what that link was, so he filed it away in his head with a question mark.

      Next step: Analyze the threats.

      The first threat was Detective Lindy Jax.

      He had sympathy for Jax. As a detective, she was young and Black in a world that was old and white. She hadn’t had time to become cynical. She also had a by-the-book quality that reminded him of his early days in Houston. But the more Lindy investigated this case, the more likely she was to get in his way. She had no way of knowing she’d stumbled into crimes that were beyond the reach of a cop.

      He was also sure that she was on a quest to find out everything she could about a man named Tommy Miller. In her shoes, with the kind of evasive answers he’d given her, he would have done the same thing. He knew that anything they found out about him was only going to make her more suspicious. His cover story was designed to fool the casual observer, but not a thorough police investigation. If she was a dog with a bone—and most detectives were—she was going to discover that Tommy Miller was a work of fiction.

      Yes, sooner or later, Lindy Jax was going to be a problem.

      But that only mattered if he was alive.

      The other threat was Mauricio Perez, and Perez wanted him dead.

      

      A cold breeze rippled across the mountain slope where Tiger and Jacinto waited. They were invisible amid the tall grass, thanks to darkness and camouflage. Under the moonlight, the ridges and peaks of El Àvila loomed over the valley. With his binoculars, Tiger zoomed in on the estate that had been terraced into the national parkland. The construction was so recent that vines and saplings hadn’t had time to creep back over the exposed dirt. He saw the sharp red clay gables of the sprawling house, the turquoise water of the swimming pools, the colored lights illuminating acres of gardens, and the brick and barbed wire of the wall ringing the property.

      But one thing was missing. People. The estate looked deserted, almost ghostly.

      Tiger checked his watch. It was two in the morning. Time to move. And yet he didn’t like what he saw.

      “This smells bad, brother,” Jacinto murmured, echoing his thoughts. They always had a way of reading each other’s minds. “Where the fuck are the guards? If Perez is here, this place should be locked down tight.”

      “Agreed.”

      “Did Macklin get it wrong?”

      Tiger frowned. “Maybe.”

      Or maybe something else was going on.

      “Let’s get closer,” Tiger murmured. “We can get a directional microphone on the compound.”

      The two men made their way from cover. Tiger kept expecting searchlights to blaze to life across the mountainside, then automatic gunfire from the walls. But the night stayed dark, and the only sound was the high-pitched whistle of the wind that covered their movements.

      They found a rocky plateau that rose high enough to give them a view over the wall to the estate itself. A few lights burned on the ground level; the second floor was completely dark; and a single window on the mansion’s top floor was illuminated. It was a corner room, with a balcony, the kind of bedroom with a sweeping view that Mauricio Perez would have kept for himself.

      Tiger slipped his backpack off his shoulders and retrieved the components of his parabolic microphone. He set it up and directed the microphone at the bedroom window, which was about two hundred feet away. He and Jacinto each inserted a single earpiece to listen to the feed.

      Immediately, Jacinto hissed, “What the fuck is that?”

      Tiger listened to the dialogue through his ear. “I’m pretty sure it’s I Dream of Jeannie.”

      “Huh?”

      “A sitcom from the 1960s.”

      “You’re shitting me.”

      “It could be worse. It could be Gilligan’s Island.”

      “What the hell’s that?”

      Tiger chuckled quietly. He redirected the microphone to other areas of the compound and heard no evidence that anyone else on the grounds was awake. But that didn’t ease his concerns. It was possible that Mauricio Perez enjoyed fifty-year-old American sitcoms, but he had a hard time imagining the Venezuelan diplomat sitting alone in his mountain estate at two in the morning.

      Mauricio Perez.

      Fifty-six years old. Former guerrilla fighter, former Venezuelan general, now a special international envoy for Nicolás Maduro. That job, according to Senator Gerry Macklin, mostly meant trafficking heavy weapons to terrorists around the world. Perez had to be taken out, but no one in the government wanted to give the order.

      That made him a target for the Outsiders.

      “The intel is that Perez and his wife, Almu, are in his vacation retreat in the mountains,” Macklin had told him. “He’s supposed to be there through Christmas. We may not get this opportunity again.”

      Now it was December 22, and Tiger and Jacinto were in position, and Perez was inside the mansion with his beautiful trophy wife, watching old sitcom reruns. There was no security team protecting one of the most dangerous men on the planet.

      Something was definitely wrong.

      “Fuck it,” Tiger said. “Either he’s there or he’s not. Let’s find out.”

      They slid from the rocks and crept down the slope in the darkness to the very base of the estate wall, where the ground leveled out. Tiger let Jacinto climb onto his shoulders to cut the barbed wire strung eight feet over their heads. When that was done, Jacinto pulled himself onto the top of the wall. His partner reached down to clasp Tiger’s hand, and with a flex of his meaty forearm, he yanked Tiger high enough that he could join him atop the wall.

      Together, they jumped down, landing on their sneakers with soft rubbery thuds. They each drew MP9 machine pistols from their packs. There was no verbal communication between them now; they used only hand signals. Tiger led them through the elaborate gardens, past the swimming pools, and finally to the rear double doors that led inside.

      All along the way, they saw no one. Not a guard. Not a soul.

      Tiger felt a sick sense of foreboding. He took the marble stairs to the top floor two at a time, with Jacinto keeping pace immediately behind them. His sense of direction told him where to turn, down the white carpeted hallway to the doors that lay open ahead of him. He could hear the noise of the television, absurdly loud. The same sitcom, the same canned laugh track.

      They found the body on the bed.

      Not Mauricio Perez. His wife, Almu. Twenty-nine years old. Naked. Her blond hair soaked with blood, her scared eyes open, her body riddled with bullets, and one kill shot to her forehead.

      Tiger remembered what he’d read in the file on Perez.

      There is no human being he loves more in this world than Almu.

      “We need to get out of here,” Tiger growled. There was no point in staying silent anymore. No one was alive in the estate to hear them. “Right now, right now, right now!”

      They ran.

      As they made it back to the mountain slope, they heard the thunder of trucks winding up a narrow dirt road from below them. And then from above, a helicopter lit them up, and the machine gun fire began.

      

      A setup.

      It had been a setup from the beginning.

      Someone had betrayed them and lured them into a trap. Two American rogue operatives, guilty of murdering the wife of a Venezuelan diplomat. Mercenaries, probably working for a cartel. That was what the headlines would have said. Tiger and Jacinto had never been meant to survive the mission.

      But they did survive.

      It was a close call. Jacinto had been shot in the shoulder. Tommy broke his leg on the mountain. But they had made it five miles over the hills in the next two days, all the way to the warm waters of the Caribbean. Then, with half the Venezuelan army looking for them, they’d stowed away on a tanker headed out of the port of La Guaira for New Orleans.

      They left behind a sworn enemy who believed they’d killed the love of his life.

      Tommy closed the folder in front of him that bore the name of Mauricio Perez. The mission in the mountains had finally come back to haunt him, as he’d always known it would.

      A wife for a wife.

      Final step: Fight back.

      He dialed a number on his phone. He hadn’t dialed that number in years, but he wasn’t surprised that the man answered on the first ring.

      “Tiger,” Jacinto said. “So he found you?”
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      Midnight had come and gone when Lindy arrived at the Alachua Savannah Visitor Center four miles north of Micanopy.

      Her damp red pantsuit clung tightly to her fleshy curves as she hiked through the parking lot. The moon barely gleamed through the tall trees, and a steamy breeze blew mist and dead leaves across the pavement. Near the trailhead of the park, two uniformed officers waited for her. Their county squad car had its headlights on, which illuminated two other vehicles parked side by side.

      One vehicle was a black Ford Explorer registered in the name of Tommy Miller. The other was a blue Kia Forte belonging to Kim Fong.

      “Who called it in?” she asked the more senior of the cops, who was tall, skinny, and Black. He had a shaved skull and a chin beard. Being more senior probably meant he was twenty-three with a partner who was twenty-two. At thirty, she’d already begun to think of them as kids.

      “A naturalist,” the officer replied. “Old guy was here to check out the animals.”

      “At night?”

      “He uses night-vision binoculars. Anyway, he spotted the two cars, and he remembered the description and license plate on the Explorer from the Amber Alert earlier in the day.”

      “Got it.”

      Lindy snapped on gloves. She took a flashlight from her belt and made a slow circuit of the exterior of the Explorer. As she shined her light through the windows, she noted that the interior and far back of the SUV were empty. Teresa Miller wasn’t inside. Neither was her daughter, Rosalita, and she noted no car seat. The Explorer was unlocked, so she opened the driver’s door and leaned inside, moving the light around the seats and the floor. It was pristine. Even the dashboard glistened. She didn’t know if that was a tribute to Tommy Miller’s anal cleanliness, or if the kidnappers had wiped down the vehicle before abandoning it. Probably the latter. She doubted they would find any fingerprints.

      She repeated her search in the back seat. According to Mr. Tunney, they’d put Teresa into the back after assaulting her. Her flashlight showed soaked-in blood stains on the beige leather of the middle row of seats. She spotted brown strands of hair caught in the seams. There was no question Teresa had been here and that it had all gone down largely as Mr. Tunney had described. But on an initial glance, the kidnappers hadn’t left much behind that would help her find them.

      Then she leaned over far enough to direct the flashlight underneath the seats. In the third row, tucked far back as if it had slid there while the SUV was in motion, she noted a glint of something metallic. It looked like a gold rivet of some kind. She scrunched down, her body barely fitting into the tight space as she tried to extend her arm below the farthest seat. Her fingers closed around a leather strap, and she dragged a canvas duffel bag out of the car.

      Teresa’s bag.

      Mr. Tunney: “Yes, she had a canvas bag. Didn’t I mention that?”

      The men who’d abducted Teresa had made one mistake. In their haste to get away, they’d forgotten the bag, and they hadn’t checked under the seats to retrieve it.

      Lindy took the duffel and put it on the hood of the Explorer. It was about two feet long and a foot wide, with a zipper across the top, and it was heavy and thick enough to suggest that it was fully packed. She was about to open the bag to check the contents when one of the police officers called to her.

      “Detective? I think you better see this.”

      She left the duffel on the hood. The cop had a flashlight of his own, which was focused on the trunk of the Kia Forte. She joined him at the back of the car and squatted down to squint at the crack where the trunk connected to the rest of the chassis. A single drip of dark liquid streaked across the car’s light blue paint.

      “Ah, shit,” she murmured. “Pop it.”

      The cop went to the driver’s door. Lindy straightened up, steeling herself for what was inside. She didn’t know whether to expect one, two, or three bodies. It took a few seconds for the cop to find the trunk release, and when he pulled it, she heard a click as the latch came undone. With her glove hand, she raised the trunk and focused her flashlight inside.

      One body.

      She hated herself for feeling a sense of relief. Teresa Miller wasn’t inside, and neither was her daughter.

      But Kim Fong lay on her back, staring back with vacant eyes.

      She recognized the older Asian woman from her driver’s license photograph and from the pictures she’d found inside the woman’s house. At age sixty, she looked at least ten years younger. All the photos Lindy had seen showed her with a warm, welcoming smile, but her face had no smile now. She was small and looked even smaller, a tiny human body where a body wasn’t supposed to be. Her long black hair had fallen back to reveal a grim black hole in the middle of her forehead, like rolling a die that came up with one dot.

      Single gunshot wound to the head.

      Last night’s victim, Carter Dehne, had been killed in exactly the same way. A body in the parking lot by the lake, a body in the parking lot by the woods. She had no doubt when they ran the forensics that they’d find the two bullets came from the same gun.

      “Goddamn,” Lindy hissed.

      She walked away from the scene to clear her head. The violence didn’t bother her; she’d long since grown numb to violence. But to Lindy, every missing person was alive until they were dead. She never gave up. Her brother, Ray-Ray, was alive. Teresa Miller was alive. Rosalita Miller was alive. But Kim Fong was dead. So was Carter Dehne. A sixty-year-old woman and an eighteen-year-old boy.

      Why?

      Lindy slid out her phone to call in the forensics team and the medical examiner, but before she made the call, she hesitated with a frown. A thought popped into her head. She returned to the canvas duffel bag on the hood of the Explorer. She picked it up, weighed its heft, and put it down again. With her eyes closed, she pictured the scene as Mr. Tunney had described it to her: Teresa Miller appearing around the corner of Seminary Avenue, rushing inside her shop. How long was she inside? Probably just a couple of minutes.

      She went to the shop to get this bag.

      She already knew she was being stalked, based on the evidence found at Kim Fong’s house. The two women had left their coffee behind and the oven on, and they’d fled in a huge hurry, heading in separate directions. Kim in her Kia Forte—with Rosalita?—and Teresa on foot to her shop.

      If it was that urgent, why take the time to grab this bag?

      Lindy unzipped the bag and separated the flaps of the duffel. Inside, she found at least a week’s worth of clothes neatly folded. Blouses, underwear, shorts, jeans, shoes, carefully packed. Toiletries, too. She dug further into the duffel and saw a separate zippered pouch on one of the flaps. When she opened it, she reached in and came out with a thick white envelope.

      A bank envelope.

      Looking inside, she saw a half-inch wad of bills. Cash, mostly hundreds. Without counting it, she figured she had to have a few thousand dollars in her hands. There was a Visa credit card, too, but when Lindy examined it, she saw the name of Kim Fong, not Teresa Miller. A little whistle escaped through the gap in her teeth.

      Clothes. Cash. A credit card, either stolen or borrowed. Teresa Miller had a go bag waiting in her shop for whenever she needed it. She was running. More than that, she’d obviously known that a day would come when she had to run.

      But run from what?
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        * * *

      

      It was good to hear Jacinto’s voice again.

      Tommy hadn’t seen his friend since they split up that night in New Orleans after arriving on the Panamanian tanker they’d boarded outside Caracas. That had been almost six years earlier. But hearing his voice, he knew Jacinto hadn’t changed. He never did, not in the twenty-five years they’d known each other. Jacinto was a rock.

      They’d met in Rangers training when they were both brash kids. Actually, they’d met outside the Fort Benning base, at a bar where they argued about classical versus Latin music, Texas versus Kansas City barbecue, the Cowboys versus the Chiefs, and blondes versus brunettes. On the last point, at least, they’d agreed that brunettes were far superior. They’d also argued about who was the superior fighter, and they’d taken that argument to the parking lot to settle the question once and for all, along with a dozen other recruits laying down bets on who would come out on top.

      Nobody bet on Tommy. Not even Tommy himself, but that was only because he never gambled. Jacinto was three inches taller at six-foot-four and seventy-five pounds heavier. His heavyset frame was all muscle. He was bald, with a round head and a large mole under one eye, and he had a face that seemed set in a permanent scowl. The two of them fought hand to hand, fist to fist. Half an hour later, when both men were bloody and exhausted, they finally called a draw.

      That was when Jacinto’s face dissolved into a Santa Claus laugh as they lay next to each other on the pavement.

      “Jesus, you’re a fucking tiger,” Jacinto told him.

      Tiger. The name stuck.

      From that night forward, Tiger and Jacinto became brothers.

      They’d gone on countless missions together in shitholes around the world and saved each other’s lives a hundred times. They’d spent ten years as Rangers side by side, fighting wars with no idea what winning looked like. All the raids, all the killing, had left them exactly where they started. So eventually, Tommy quit the army to return to Houston, his hometown. He joined the police. Jacinto had warned him he was replacing one disillusionment with another, and he’d been right. But it had taken Tommy a long time to realize that.

      When he’d agreed to join the Outsiders, he had two conditions. First, he could turn down any job if he had moral qualms about it. And second, Jacinto had to agree to come with him. Which he had. Tommy called, and Jacinto had barely let Tommy get the words out before saying yes. That was how it had always been. So they returned to the shadow world together.

      But after the trap in El Àvila, they knew they had to stay apart if they were going to stay alive.

      “Tiger with a wife,” Jacinto marveled when Tommy told him the story of him and Teresa. “She must be quite the woman to put up with an asshole like you.”

      “She is.”

      “Young, huh? Twenty-six? Too young for you, old man. Now me, that’s another story.”

      Tommy smiled. Jacinto was a year younger than he was.

      “So you rescued her in a bar?” his friend went on. “Always the hero. Was it love at first sight?”

      “Something like that.”

      “And now a little girl, too?”

      “Yeah, a little girl, too.”

      There was a long silence on the phone. “Sorry, brother. You’ll find them. You’ll get them back.”

      The depth of feeling rumbled from his friend’s voice. Nothing could lay tough men low faster than a woman and a child.

      “Oh, I’ll find them,” Tommy replied. Then he asked, “What about you, man? Is there anyone in your life?”

      “No such luck.”

      “Then I’m even sorrier, brother.”

      “Ah, fuck, they tell me boozing and wenching get old after a while, but it hasn’t happened yet.”

      Tommy laughed, but the laugh bled away and left him back in reality. “You need to watch your six. That’s why I called. If he’s coming after me, then he’s coming after you, too.”

      “Thanks for the warning. I’ve probably stayed in one place for too long anyway. It’s time to take a trip.”

      “Check in with me when you’ve landed.”

      “I could come down there,” Jacinto offered. “I mean, I assume you’re going after Perez. I’ll take a piece of that action.”

      Tommy had thought about that, too. “As soon as I have a plan, I’ll call.”

      “Just say the word.” Jacinto was quiet, but Tommy knew he wasn’t done. “Listen, brother, are you sure it’s Perez?”

      “Who else could it be?” Tommy asked. “He thinks we killed his wife. Now he’s taken mine.”

      “I hear you, but in my experience, Tiger’s hard to find when he doesn’t want to be found. You don’t make mistakes. You never leave a trail. How did he pin you?”

      “I’m not sure. DNA maybe. Through Rosalita.”

      “That’s a long shot. He’d have to have help.”

      “Perez has fingers everywhere. You know that.”

      “Yeah. You’re right.” Jacinto hesitated again. “Look, let me check with some of my sources. I still have friends inside. If Perez is making a move, somebody must know about it. I’ll call back in the morning. Until then, keep your powder dry.”

      “I will.”

      But Jacinto still wasn’t done. The silence grew tense.

      “You holding back on me, brother?” Tommy asked.

      “No. No, it’s okay, forget it.”

      “Come on, we don’t bullshit each other. If something’s on your mind, say it.”

      He heard his friend exhale long and slow. “Just this, man. How well do you really know your wife?”
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      Lindy stopped home at her condo around three in the morning. She found her father asleep in his leather recliner, with half a glass of Ravenous Pig IPA getting warm on the table next to him. The TV was on, tuned to an overnight home shopping show. Her father always waited up to make sure she got home safely, but most nights, he fell asleep long before she arrived. She bent over and kissed the wiry gray hair on his head, and he stirred but didn’t wake up.

      She took a shower to wipe off the grime of the day. She brushed her teeth, then studied her flyaway curls in the mirror but didn’t try to tame them. Her hair had a mind of its own. Then she dressed, switching her outfit from a red pantsuit to a light blue pantsuit. Her bedroom closet was like a rainbow of the same suits in colors ranging from purple to yellow to seafoam green. The other detectives gave her shit about them, but she’d given up worrying what other people thought about her.

      When she returned to the living room, her father was awake. He rubbed his bleary eyes and sipped warm beer. Taking note of her fresh clothes, he frowned. “You going out again? At this hour?”

      “Yeah, back to the office. All-nighter.”

      “You work too hard,” he chided her in the way that only parents can.

      “Well, I got two murders on my plate, Daddy. Plus a wife and baby missing.”

      Rufus Jax frowned. “Missing?”

      “Yeah.”

      Her father switched off the television and gave her all his attention. Missing was a red-flag word in their household. It brought back bad memories. “You got any leads?”

      “Honestly? No.”

      “Don’t like to hear that.”

      “I don’t like saying it.” Lindy sat down on the opposite sofa. “Hey, can I ask you something?”

      “Course you can.”

      “When Ray-Ray disappeared, did you go to pieces? Or did you tough it out? I can’t remember. I know Momma lost it, but what about you?”

      Lindy wondered what her father would say. They didn’t talk a lot about the past. Her brother’s disappearance and her mother’s suicide belonged to an era in their lives that was over and gone. Or that was how they treated it. In fact, she was sure Rufus thought about both of them every bit as much as she did. Not a day went by that she didn’t find herself crying about those two. But she didn’t want to upset her father, and she supposed he was doing the same for her.

      “I cried,” Rufus said, staring at his lap. He was a big man with a soft, rumbling voice. “Oh yeah, I cried, but not in front of you. Not in front of your momma, either. Maybe that was wrong. Maybe I should have let her see it was killing me, but I figured one of us had to be strong.”

      “I understand.” Lindy added, “It’s okay, Daddy.”

      “Why you asking me about this?”

      She pictured Tommy Miller in her head. “Oh, there’s a man on this case. It’s his wife and little girl that got taken. I don’t know, I can’t figure him out. He doesn’t even look upset.”

      “You think he did it himself?”

      “Maybe. Yes. No. Either way, I have to treat him like a suspect. But I can’t make up my mind about him. I like to think I can read people, but this guy is a closed book.”

      Rufus chuckled. “Honey, I spent forty years driving a city bus. I thought I could read people, too. There was this one old lady, she got on my bus every morning. I’d give her a big smile, ask how she was, tell her to have a great day. She never said a word to me. Nothing. Not once. Then I find out she died and left me a thousand dollars in her will with a note saying I brightened her morning every single day. So you just never know.”

      “I remember,” Lindy replied. That was one of her father’s favorite stories, and he’d told it to her about a million times.

      “I’m just saying, people ain’t necessarily what they seem.”

      “You’re right.” She stood up again. “Gotta go.”

      “Be safe, honey.”

      Lindy headed out of the condo into the sticky night. She only lived a few miles from the sheriff’s office, and the streets in Gainesville were mostly empty at this hour, so she drove fast. She got back to the office in less than ten minutes. The county building was long and low, painted bone white, with palm trees lining the wall that faced the parking lot. She went inside, got a cup of coffee, and took it to her cubicle.

      Suzanne Sjoselius was already waiting for her.

      The database specialist was sitting cross-legged on the floor. She had a laptop propped on her legs and four children’s grape juice boxes lined up side by side in OCD fashion next to her. Two of them were already empty, and she was drinking a third. Suzanne really, really liked grape juice, which meant she zipped through life on a perpetual sugar high.

      “SS,” Lindy said with surprise. “You still here? Don’t you ever sleep?”

      “Look who’s talking.”

      Suzanne spoke without her fixed gaze ever leaving the laptop screen. Her fingers tapped furiously, and when she occasionally took a break with one hand to suck up grape juice through the plastic straw, her other hand kept typing like a one-armed pianist. She was thirty years old, like Lindy—their March birthdays were within four days of each other—but Lindy was tall and stocky, and Suzanne was a blond South Carolina waif. Lindy tried not to hold her pixie size against her.

      “Figured you’d want what I got,” SS went on, “although what I got is not much. I put all the reports in that file on your desk. I haven’t had time to go through all of it yet, but what I’ve found makes me think Tommy and Teresa Miller are one seriously weird couple.”

      Lindy propped herself back in her chair, making the springs squeak, and put her feet on her desk. She closed her eyes with a sigh and gulped coffee. “Why does that not surprise me?”

      “Well, let’s start with Teresa. You got a maiden name for her?”

      “No, I don’t. Sorry, I should have asked. But shouldn’t that be in the state records?”

      “You’d think so, but no.”

      “Well, they’re married, so don’t you have to supply that for a marriage license when you change your name? Or vote or whatever?”

      “They’re not married,” Suzanne said.

      Lindy opened her eyes and dropped her feet back on the floor. “Huh?”

      “There is no record of a marriage between Tommy Miller and Teresa Miller in Alachua County. Or any other Florida county, for that matter.”

      “Maybe they went to Vegas.”

      “Yeah, maybe. I’m still digging. But you get married elsewhere, you typically still file a shitload of paperwork where you live. They didn’t do that. Teresa Miller never told the state of Florida that she was Teresa Miller.”

      “Well, she had to have an ID to get her driver’s license.”

      Suzanne shook her head. “She doesn’t have a driver’s license.”

      “Come on.”

      “Nope. No license for Teresa Miller. No voting registration. No credit cards. No bank accounts. Nothing.”

      “Is she illegal?”

      “Well, if she’s legal, it’s not as Teresa Miller. But yeah, my best bet is she’s undocumented.”

      Lindy frowned. “I guess that would explain the go bag. She was afraid ICE might come calling. But it sure wasn’t ICE that grabbed her off the street. You find anything else about her?”

      “Not yet. The two vehicles were both wiped clean, but the forensic boys isolated a whole lot of fingerprints behind the counter of the antique shop. I’m assuming those belong to her, since it’s her shop. Which, by the way, it really isn’t. There’s no actual lease. The building owner takes cash under the table to let her run the shop, so he has no idea who she is. Anyway, like I said, I think we got Teresa’s prints. Normally, I wouldn’t put a priority on running the victim’s fingerprints, but in this case, I’m pretty fucking curious about whether Mrs. Miller shows up in any of the national databases. So I’m treating it as a rush job.”

      “Let me know as soon as you hear anything. How about the husband?”

      “Tommy Miller.” Suzanne finished her third grape juice and jabbed the straw into her fourth. “Interesting choice of name.”

      “How so?”

      “Well, you pick a name like John Smith, and it sounds like you made it up. But Tommy Miller, that’s more subtle. Any idea how many Tommy Millers there are in Florida? Or in the US? It’s thousands. The Tommy bit is a nice touch, too. What’s the legal name? Tommy? Thomas? Tom? That give us a few thousand more.”

      “You think it’s a fake name?” Lindy asked.

      “Not exactly,” Suzanne replied. “Tommy Miller exists. Unlike his wife, who doesn’t seem to exist at all. He’s got everything Teresa doesn’t, including a career history. But add it all up, and I think his identity is a legend. A cover story. A manufactured background.”

      “Explain.”

      “Well, he bought that house in Micanopy ten years ago. No mortgage, paid cash, which you’d expect from a day trader. Oh, by the way, I checked Google Earth, and there’s more than one house on his land.”

      Lindy cocked her head. “What?”

      “One house faces the street, but there’s another near the lake. You can barely make it out on sat view. I figured you’d want to know for whenever you get a search warrant.”

      “Got it.” SS was smart.

      “Anyway, the settlement statement from the title company tells me that the buyer was actually a straw company, Bad Cat LLC. Address in—are you ready for this?—Fairbanks, Alaska. That tends to discourage in-person research, which I’m pretty sure is the point. I checked Alaska business records, and the registered owner is a Mrs. Isabelle Grimm, who lives in a one-bedroom cabin on Alexander Avenue in Fairbanks in the middle of nowhere. Mrs. Grimm is eighty years old, has never heard of Bad Cat LLC or Tommy Miller. So—dead end.”

      “But you said he exists,” Lindy pointed out.

      “He does. He has a driver’s license. He votes—registered independent, by the way. He has Wi-Fi from Spectrum. Home Depot credit card. He has a securities account with the SEC. All pretty normal stuff.”

      “Except?”

      “Except Tommy Miller of Micanopy, Florida, only came to life the same year that Bad Cat LLC bought that house. Prior to that, I can’t find any record of him anywhere. No prior address, nothing. There are lots of Tommy Millers in the world, but if you ask me, this guy ain’t one of them. The legend is good but not great. It’s designed to stand up to low-level security but not someone like me doing a deep dive.”

      “Does that suggest anything to you?” Lindy asked.

      Suzanne shrugged. “Well, it seems to me like he was more concerned with making sure that no one knew who he was rather than who he is. And whoever he was is well buried. I don’t have a clue.”

      “Can you run prints, like you’re doing with Teresa?”

      “If you can get me prints, sure.”

      Lindy nodded. Everything that Suzanne had told her fit with her instincts about Tommy Miller. He had a lot to hide.

      Apparently, so did his wife.

      “You find anything else?” she asked.

      “Well, our other vic, Kim Fong, is squeaky clean,” Suzanne replied. “Nothing to worry about there. She’s a widow. Husband died five years ago. She has a son, Andrew, who’s a doctor. He practices here in Gainesville. No other family. Kim spent her entire career at the local library, then retired a few weeks ago. As far as I can tell, nobody would have any reason to kill her.”

      “Wrong place at the wrong time,” Lindy concluded. “She was with Teresa Miller when something bad happened.”

      “Yeah, could be, although I did find one connection involving Kim. It’s pretty slim, but it ties her to both victims.”

      Lindy arched an eyebrow. “You mean Carter Dehne?”

      Suzanne nodded. “Right. Like I say, it’s not much, but Carter and Kim knew each other. I ran a search and downloaded Carter’s generic college application. It includes a reference letter from Kim Fong. Apparently, Carter worked part-time for her at the library throughout high school. He ran the social media pages. Instagram, Facebook, that kind of thing.”

      “A librarian and a student worker?” Lindy asked, shaking her head. “What are you saying? I should be looking for a motive involving overdue library books?”

      SS finished the last of her juice boxes and began carefully unfolding and flattening the pieces of cardboard. Then she slapped the cover of her laptop shut. “Well, you laugh, but I fibbed a little when I said Teresa Miller didn’t have any government records to her name. I did find one.”

      Lindy’s eyes narrowed. “What?”

      “She had a library card.”
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      Tommy slid his Hellcat pistol into his hand when the doorbell rang at seven in the morning. He checked the front window but holstered the gun when he saw Lindy Jax standing on his porch. He answered the door, and the detective’s eyes took him in from head to toe, but her gaze stopped where his flowered shirt lay askew at his waist. It had caught on the holster, and he watched her take note of the gun. He tugged the shirt over his belt, then invited her inside.

      They sat in the living room. Lindy took a seat on the sofa near the front window, and Tommy took his usual chair on the other side of the room, his back to the wall. She seemed to take note of that, too.

      “Do you have any news?” he asked.

      “Not since my call early this morning. We’re continuing to examine the vehicles we found in the park.”

      “I was very sorry to hear about Kim Fong,” Tommy told her.

      “Yes, it looks like the assailants hunted her down after she and your wife separated. There’s no evidence of a crime scene in or around her house, so we believe Ms. Fong was abducted and killed elsewhere.”

      “But you don’t know where?”

      “Not yet.” Lindy pursed her lips, then went on. “Your daughter, Rosalita. What color is her hair? Is it strawberry blond?”

      “Yes, why?”

      “We found a strand of hair in the back seat of Kim’s Kia. We’ll run tests to be sure, but it may well be that it belonged to your daughter. That would suggest that my first hunch was probably correct. Your wife put Rosalita in Kim’s care before she left the house.”

      Tommy nodded.

      “Why do you think she would have done that?” Lindy asked. “Give your baby to Ms. Fong?”

      “I assume to protect Rosalita.”

      “From who?”

      “From whoever was coming after her.”

      “Do you have any idea who that could have been? Or why?”

      “As I told you yesterday, no, I don’t.”

      Lindy frowned. “Unfortunately, the perpetrators must have seen Kim leave with your daughter and followed her. They overtook her at some point, killed her, and took the child. The last ping on Kim’s phone was from a cell tower about a mile from here.”

      “From here?” Tommy asked. “You mean this house?”

      “Yes. So I suspect Kim was coming to see you.”

      “To give me Rosalita.”

      “That’s my assumption,” Lindy said. “But what I don’t understand is why the perps would do that. Why go after your wife and your daughter? To the point of murdering Kim Fong in order to get her. It sounds personal.”

      “I don’t know anything about that.”

      “How did your wife meet Kim Fong?” Lindy asked.

      Tommy noted the shift in direction. She wanted him off balance, unsure of where she would go next. He’d conducted this same interview with suspects hundreds of times when he was with the police in Houston. It was like a spider’s dance, carefully spinning a web strand by strand and waiting for the arrival of the fly.

      Lindy knew more than she was telling him. A lot more.

      “They met at the library,” he replied. “My wife likes to read.”

      “She visited the library a lot?”

      “Almost daily.”

      “Carter Dehne worked at the library, too,” Lindy informed him. “He was a student worker there for four years. So far, that’s the only connection we’ve found among the three of them. But it does tie them all together.”

      “Interesting.”

      And it was.

      Tommy was a poker player, and his face showed nothing, but he realized this was an important piece of information. Any detective would have thought so. Odd as it seemed, as unimportant as it seemed, some kind of overlap obviously existed among Teresa, Kim, Carter, and the library. In the wake of it, Kim and Carter were dead, and Teresa was gone.

      “You said your wife didn’t know Carter Dehne,” Lindy said.

      “As far as I know, she didn’t. I suppose it’s possible she met him at the library, but she never mentioned him to me.”

      “Hmm.”

      Lindy took a break from her questions. He watched her take in the details of the living room. Her eyes took note of the Florida artwork— mermaids and turtles, picked out by Teresa—then the baby toys on the rug, and then finally they settled on the generic white mug of coffee that Tommy held in his hand. “You wouldn’t happen to have more coffee, would you?”

      “I do.”

      He took his own mug with him into the kitchen. The pot was still half-full. He filled another mug for Detective Jax, then topped off his own, and brought both cups back into the living room. He put his own mug on the end table, then deposited the detective’s mug on the coffee table in front of her.

      “Thank you,” she said. “Oh, I’m sorry, do you have a packet of sugar? I should have said that before.”

      Tommy stared at her. “Sure.”

      He retreated to the kitchen and returned with a packet of Equal a few seconds later. He noted the position of the two coffee mugs, his and hers, and he realized that she’d switched them while he was out of the room. His mug, with his fingerprints, was now sitting in front of her. He watched her put sugar in the coffee, but he didn’t expect her to drink it. Sooner or later, she’d spill it, and in the chaos afterward, the mug would disappear into her purse.

      Yes, Lindy Jax was trouble.

      But if she wanted his prints, she’d get them sooner or later. There was no point in postponing the inevitable. His life in Micanopy was over regardless. When she ran the prints, alarms would be raised throughout the government, but by then, he planned to be long gone.

      Tommy got up and retrieved the mug she’d taken, drawing a frown from Lindy Jax. He went into the kitchen, poured the coffee into the sink, and then slipped the mug into a zipper-top plastic bag. When he returned, he offered the bag to Lindy, who didn’t say a word.

      “Let me save you the trouble,” he told her.

      They stared at each other. Lindy took the bag and slipped it into her purse. “Thank you.”

      “Just so you know, the fingerprint results won’t help you,” he said.

      Because the government will never show you the results.

      “If you say so, Mr. Miller. Now let’s talk about your wife.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, who is Teresa?” the detective asked. “I’m sure that’s not her real name. I also know she isn’t your wife. Not legally. So whoever she is, she isn’t Teresa Miller. We’re already running her fingerprints, so maybe we’ll get something, but you could speed things up if you simply tell me the truth. Is she in the country illegally? Is that why she was running?”

      He heard that word hanging in the air. It filled his mind like a cloud of sulfur. Running.

      “Her name is Teresa,” he insisted flatly.

      “Is that what she told you? Okay. Fine. After all, you told her your name was Tommy. So you were both lying.”

      Shit.

      This woman was definitely trouble.

      Tommy drank his coffee and didn’t reply. When you have nothing to say, you say nothing. But he could feel all their secrets catching up with them, rising like ancient beasts from the tar pits.

      He heard Jacinto’s voice in his head again. “How well do you know your wife?”

      The truth?

      He loved her, but he didn’t know her at all. Just like she didn’t know him.

      That first night in the bar in Daytona, she’d told him her name was Teresa. Teresa Blanco. Of course, that wasn’t who she was. He knew that. He’d never expected her to tell him the truth. She was a beautiful twenty-two-year-old girl bumming from town to town and living off stupid men. She was smart. Wily. Careful. When you asked her questions, she was ready with good lies. There were lots of girls like that in the beach towns and islands. Survivors.

      Running.

      Yes. Tommy had always known that Teresa was running from something. Running from her parents. Running from a boyfriend or husband. Running from drug dealers and cartels. Running from the police. Girls like Teresa had plenty of reasons to run. But she’d never given him any details about her past, and he hadn’t asked.

      Those were the rules between them. No questions. Your secrets are your own.

      “Why was Teresa running?” Lindy asked again.

      “Because men were after her,” Tommy said.

      “And why would anyone be after her? Come on, Mr. Miller. This wasn’t a random carjacking. Your wife was targeted. Men were looking for her. At least four men, probably professionals. Was it because of you? Or was it because of her?”

      Because of me, Tommy thought.

      Then he heard Jacinto in his head again. “Are you sure it’s Perez?”

      Of course it was. It had to be. Nothing else made sense. Unless he’d missed something.

      “I have no idea, Detective,” he said.

      Lindy shook her head, then leaned forward on the sofa. “Your wife was expecting something like this. It didn’t come as a surprise.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “The canvas bag,” she said harshly.

      Tommy’s eyes narrowed. “What about it?”

      “Your wife made a special trip to the shop to retrieve that bag. I found it under the seat in the Explorer. The kidnappers missed it. The bag had everything Teresa needed for a quick getaway, including several thousand dollars. She had one of Kim Fong’s credit cards, too. Either she took it, or Kim gave it to her for emergencies. People have something like that when they know they might need to get away fast. When they’re afraid they’ll have to run. Why would your wife need something like that?”

      The canvas bag. Jesus.

      Cash. Clothes. A credit card under someone else’s name. It was obviously a go bag. He had one himself. Actually, he had multiple ones in multiple locations, for the day he knew was coming sooner or later when he had to get his wife and daughter out of Micanopy.

      But Lindy Jax was asking a very good question.

      Teresa, why did you need that?

      “Mr. Miller?”

      “I don’t know,” he replied.

      “Was she running from you?” the detective asked. “Was Teresa afraid of you? Did she think you were going to harm her?”

      “No.”

      “Did you hire the men who kidnapped her?”

      “Of course not.”

      Lindy nodded. “I may be a fool, but in fact, I believe you, Mr. Miller. Maybe it’s because of that ping on Kim Fong’s cell phone. She was taking Rosalita to you, and I think that’s because Teresa asked her to do so. She wouldn’t put your daughter back in your hands if she thought you were a threat.”

      “You’re right.”

      “But I need to know what you’re hiding,” the detective insisted, “and what your wife was hiding. I can’t find her if you leave me in the dark.”

      You’ll never find her, Tommy thought. But I will.

      “I wish I could help you,” he said.

      The detective made a little whistle of frustration through her teeth. She stood up and slung her purse over her shoulder. “I’m going to keep digging, Mr. Miller.”

      “I’m sure you will.”

      Lindy waited, as if she expected the silence to goad him into telling her something more, but Tommy said nothing.

      Then muffled music played, filling the room. Beyoncé sang from inside Lindy’s purse. The detective grabbed her phone, and Tommy listened to the woman’s gruff one-way conversation with someone on the other end. The call didn’t last long.

      When it was over, Lindy sat back down on the sofa.

      “That was a forensic expert in my office,” she told Tommy. “She got the fingerprint report back on your wife. We located Teresa in a missing persons database from eight years ago. She disappeared during a high school swim meet in Miami when she was seventeen years old. Her real name is Alina Baro. Now, should we start over from the beginning?”
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      Malia Fell glided in easy strokes through the water of the hotel pool. At the high windows, she dove deep, swimming under the glass. When she burst above the water again, she was outdoors in the cold air near the cliffside balcony. Clouds of steam rose from the pool’s surface. In front of her, clinging to the wooded green hills, the rooftops of Zermatt descended 150 feet to the valley. Above her loomed the spiny knifepoint of the Matterhorn, still white with snow.

      She climbed out of the pool. The Swiss air blew across her bare skin, giving her a shiver. With a quick tug of her fingers, she readjusted her bikini, which consisted of nothing more than three tiny flaps of neon purple fabric. She wrung out water from her blond hair and padded across the balcony to the chaise longue, where a heated plush beach towel was waiting for her. So was a chilled glass of Krug. With a catlike grace, she dried off, then stretched out her body and undid the strings on her top and bottom to capture the last rays of the afternoon sun.

      From the snow to the pool in a few hours. That was summer in Switzerland.

      Her day had begun with a predawn gondola ride to the Theodul Glacier, followed by several hours of skiing. She’d spent the afternoon in the Zermatt jewelry shops, where she’d found a Patek Philippe watch to give her father. Now her evening lay ahead. First, a long, slow feast at Brasserie Uno, then dancing and club-hopping with her four girlfriends until the early hours. After that, maybe she’d invite Georg into her bed as a farewell gift for his work this summer. He was the head of her Swiss security team, a German Adonis of six feet five who looked as if he’d been sculpted in marble. She and her girlfriends had been speculating about the bulge in his pants for days. It was time to find out what he was hiding in there.

      Her sky-blue eyes took in the panorama of the mountains. She wanted to memorize the view because this was her last day. She’d spent six weeks on holiday after graduating from ETH Zürich—two weeks on the Amalfi Coast, two weeks in the nightlife of Paris, and then two weeks in the Swiss Alps. A helicopter would take her to the airport in the morning, and by tomorrow evening, she’d be back on her father’s island. She could sleep on the plane because she didn’t think she’d get any sleep tonight. Not if Georg responded to her seduction.

      From the patio above her, she heard the murmurs of boys and men at the railing. They were enjoying the view, too. Not the mountain view, but the view of her near-naked twenty-two-year-old body. She was used to it. That was the entitlement of looking the way she did.

      Malia slipped a pair of square Tom Ford sunglasses over her eyes. That let her observe the people above her without them realizing that she was watching. She knew who most of them were. They met each night for cocktails by the fire. One was the fortysomething CEO of a sports equipment company headquartered in Oslo. Another was the son of an Italian banker, suave but full of himself and way too fond of Paco Rabanne. She saw a cryptocurrency billionaire chatting up Zev, who was one of her girlfriends from ETH. The crypto nerd was from London, twenty-five years old, five feet six, two hundred pounds, and convinced that his virtual fortune made him virtually irresistible.

      Yuck.

      Then there was the woman at the far end of the railing.

      Most of the men tried not to be obvious, but this woman didn’t hide the fact that she was staring at Malia on the pool deck below her. She didn’t fit in with everyone else. For one thing, her clothes didn’t scream of money. She wore navy-blue leggings, gray moccasins with a tasseled fringe, and a beige down coat with a faux-fur collar. Her black hair was long and carelessly styled, full of loose strands and split ends. She was pretty and looked Middle Eastern. Her eyebrows were thick and dark, her lipstick a very dark red. She had eyes that looked like black fire, and her mouth was pushed into an angry frown. She was young, not any older than Malia.

      Who was she?

      Malia had no idea.

      “Look at you,” said a voice from the pool, distracting her. “Fuck, look at those boobs. What I wouldn’t give for those boobs.”

      Another of her ETH friends, Fleur, pulled herself out of the water. Fleur was British, and she liked to talk as if she came from the East End, not from Chelsea, and as if her father were a lorry driver instead of an earl in the House of Lords. Her face was plain, her hair mousy and flat. She wore a two-piece thong bikini, but her curveless body couldn’t carry it off the way Malia’s could. She’d graduated from ETH with a degree in biochemistry and was on her way from the Swiss ski slopes to a research fellowship at Harvard.

      “Come on, let’s hit the shower,” Fleur went on. “Then the flower room. I need some steam heat. That fucking glacier was cold. Thought my nips would snap off. We can sweat it out for a while, and afterward maybe we can get Georg to give us massages.”

      “We should rescue Zev,” Malia said.

      Fleur glanced at the balcony. “What, from Crypto? Are you kidding me? Her dad’s Mossad. Zev can probably reach up his nose and pull out his brain with her fingernail. She can take care of herself.”

      Malia grinned. “Yeah, okay.”

      Then she glanced at the upper balcony again. “Hey, do you know the woman up there? Look but don’t look. I think she’s been staring at me.”

      Telling Fleur not to look was useless. Fleur was never subtle. Her friend put her hands on her hips and cocked her head as she stared at the young Middle Eastern woman above them. Seeing that the two girls had spotted her, the woman backed away and disappeared inside the hotel.

      “I don’t know her,” Fleur said. “Maybe she’s religious, and she’s offended by your boobs or something. Although fuck, I don’t know how anyone could be offended by the Matterhorns you’re carrying.”

      Malia laughed. She was pretty sure that Harvard didn’t know what it was getting next semester.

      The two of them got back into the pool and swam their way inside the hotel. Malia noticed Georg keeping track of them from a discreet distance. From the pool area, they wandered into the humid heat of the women’s spa. It was mostly deserted. A row of deep marble shower stalls filled one wall, with floor-to-ceiling windows offering a view of the mountains. Fleur took one stall, and Malia took the one next to her. She undid her bikini and stood naked under the rainfall showerhead. She turned on the body sprays full blast, letting hot water pink up her skin. On the other side of the wall, Fleur kept up a foul-mouthed commentary on the men they’d met over the past six weeks, and Malia tuned it out like white noise.

      She thought about her father’s island. She always pictured that first view as the helicopter from Nassau neared their getaway. The white beach. The blue-green Caribbean water. Her father and Gillian waving at her from the pier.

      Malia was looking forward to being back because she hadn’t been home in nearly a year. Her father had houses around the world, from Sri Lanka to Corfu, and she’d spent time in all of them, but her real home was on the island. The next few weeks would be filled with horse riding through the surf, parasailing over the bay, and watching dolphins play from the deck of the Dreamtime when it cruised out in the twilight. That was paradise.

      “Me and Georg,” she called to Fleur. “Tonight’s the night.”

      “Don’t be so sure,” Fleur answered from the other side of the wall. “He may want me instead. You’ve got the body, but I have the experience.”

      “Quantity’s not the same as quality,” Malia retorted with a grin.

      “Oh, fuck, give it up, girl. I don’t think you can even accommodate what he has to offer.”

      “Stretch to fit, darling,” Malia called back as she rinsed soap from her body. “Stretch to fit.”

      “Look, why don’t you find yourself a nice yodeler instead,” Fleur told her. “Fifty years old, green hat, white lederhosen. That’s more your style. I know you have a fetish for—Jesus! What the fuck!”

      “Fleur?” Malia called.

      There was silence from the other side of the wall.

      “Fleur? Hey, what’s up? You okay?”

      Malia turned off the water. Steam covered the glass in front of her, but the sun was down now, and the mountains outside were dark. She stood in the humid air, waiting and listening. She could still hear the loud pulse of the shower spraying next to her, but her friend was quiet.

      “Come on, this isn’t funny,” she said.

      She grabbed a towel and wrapped it around her body, then wandered around the wall to the next shower stall.

      Malia stopped dead.

      Her brain took a moment to process what she was seeing. Fleur lay on her back under the shower, which continued to pour water over her naked body. The water was mixed with blood, turning pink as it swirled down the drain. Fleur stared up at her, eyes blinking over and over, wild with confusion and terror. Her limbs twitched, as if she were a marionette being made to dance. Her mouth opened as she tried to speak, but instead she gurgled, spitting out bubbles and bile.

      Across her neck was a long gash, as red as a garish smile. Her open throat poured out her life.

      Malia sucked in her breath to scream, but she never got the chance. An arm choked her from behind and threw her backward to the floor of the spa. Her skull cracked hard on stone, dizzying her. The world turned upside down, and when it righted, she saw the Middle Eastern woman from the patio looming over her. A knee weighed heavily on Malia’s chest, and she could barely breathe.

      The woman held a knife in her hand, its blade already soaked in blood. Fleur’s blood. She put the sharp point to the pit of Malia’s throat.

      “You are Malia Fell?”

      Malia’s panicked brain struggled to catch up with what was happening. The woman grabbed Malia by the hair and slammed her skull hard against the stone. Waves of pain radiated in yellow bursts through her vision.

      “You are Malia Fell, yes? Tell me! Tell me, or I kill you now like your friend!”

      “I—yes, I⁠—”

      “Martin Fell is your father?”

      “Yes.”

      “Where is my sister?”

      Tears mixed with the dampness on Malia’s face. She stared up at the woman’s expression, which was crazed with hatred and fury. The knife broke skin and stung her like a wasp.

      “My sister!” the woman shouted.

      “I—I don’t know who that is.”

      “She disappeared! Your father knows!”

      “Please,” Malia begged, coughing out the words. “Please stop!”

      “She was fifteen!”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “She was on that island. People saw her there. She never came home. What did he do to her?”

      “You’re crazy,” Malia insisted. “You’re crazy!”

      “Don’t lie! You know what goes on there!”

      “I don’t know anything!”

      “Liar!”

      The woman leaned down. Their faces were inches apart, and Malia could see Fleur’s blood sprayed like a constellation of stars across the woman’s cheek. Her black eyes were wild. The woman clamped her fingers around Malia’s windpipe and pinched hard.

      “Your father is going to find out what it’s like to lose someone he loves,” she hissed.

      Her nostrils flared as she pulled back the knife. Malia saw the woman’s fingers tighten around the slippery handle.

      “Oh, my God!” Malia choked out the words. “Oh, my God, don’t! Please!”

      Then a deafening bang echoed around the room. A burnt smell blew through the steam. Above her, the woman’s skull exploded in bone and brain, blowing out sideways onto the wet floor of the spa. Half her face disappeared in a red cloud. The knife fell, and the woman’s body slumped like dead weight onto Malia’s chest. With a giant shove, Malia pushed her off and skittered away on her back. She tried to breathe, but she couldn’t. She tried to talk, but she couldn’t. When she began to stand, her knees buckled, and she collapsed.

      Georg was there to catch her. The security guard held her upright at the waist with one hand, while his other hand held a black pistol that belched a wisp of smoke from its barrel.
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      Tommy was running out of time.

      He’d declined to answer more questions from Lindy Jax, but by the end of the day, she’d be back. She’d be back with more cops. Alina Baro—Teresa, his wife—had been underage when she became a missing person. Seventeen years old. Tommy hadn’t met her until nearly four years later, but no one would believe him when he said that. He couldn’t prove when their relationship had begun, and his own past would fall apart under scrutiny.

      Worst of all, Teresa—Alina—was missing again. Lindy Jax would have no trouble getting a judge to sign off on a search warrant for his home.

      He needed to run. But run where?

      What was going on?

      Tommy went to the main bedroom at the back of the house. He took a utility knife from the drawer of his nightstand, then peeled back a corner of the multicolored bedroom rug. With the blade of the knife, he pried up two of the panels of the hardwood floor. That gave him enough room to retrieve the leather satchel hidden in the crevice among dead lizards and cockroaches. He undid the heavy zipper and confirmed that the contents were secure. Like Teresa—Alina—he’d packed clothes and cash for when he needed to run. Ten thousand dollars in twenties, fifties, and hundreds. He opened a small sealed pouch that contained two driver’s licenses in different names, two passports, and a series of credit cards.

      This was his own go bag. There was another bag in the man cave he could grab after he burned his files. And another buried in Cellon Oak Park north of Gainesville. He could retrieve that one on his way out of town.

      Tommy returned to the living room and dumped the satchel on the sofa. The smart thing to do was leave immediately. Walk out the front door and never come back. He didn’t know how long Lindy Jax would take to get her warrant. It might take her all day, or she might be back on his doorstep in two hours. She’d probably arrest him. Not for kidnapping, not for murder, but it wouldn’t be hard to drum up a charge that would keep him under lock and key for a few days while they dug into his life. Once they began to dig, he’d have a target on his chest.

      He stared at the house. His safe house. His refuge.

      As soon as he’d signed on with the Outsiders, he’d set about creating an identity where he could escape when things went bad. Because things always went bad sooner or later. Micanopy had been his secret hideout for ten years, since long before the murder of Almu Perez, since long before he’d met Teresa Blanco in a Daytona Beach bar and brought her home with him.

      Not Teresa, he reminded himself again.

      Alina.

      He’d rescued a girl whose real name was Alina.

      

      The tiki bar fronted the Atlantic beach, so close that white sand fell like dust into the drinks whenever the wind blew. And the wind was blowing hard. Miles offshore, a Category 3 hurricane inched its way northward, sparing a direct hit on the Florida coast but kicking up gales from Jacksonville to Miami. Over the past day, surfers had flocked to town to take advantage of the thundering waves. A crowd watched them, standing ankle-

      deep in the ocean.

      Tommy sat at the bar in a wicker chair. He wore a black flowered shirt and cargo shorts. Through an earbud in one ear, he listened to Rimsky- Korsakov’s Scheherazade. His other ear was attuned to the voices of the people in the bar. He played chess against himself via an app on his phone, and half of a Rum Blue Island sat in front of him, getting watery as the ice melted in the glass.

      The bar wasn’t memorable, just a cheap watering hole attached to a cheap hotel, serving weak drinks at Daytona Beach prices. Most of the yellow paint on the beams that propped up the bar’s awning had flaked away in the salt air, and the floor planks groaned whenever anyone climbed down the steps to the beach. One good tropical storm would flatten this place.

      He'd driven two hours from Micanopy to get here. He liked the ocean, and in August, any breeze felt good on a hot day. Whenever he wanted a weekend away, he chose a town at random, chose a driving route at random, and chose a hotel at random where he could pay cash. He took two days—no more than two—to swim, drink, read, listen to classical music, and walk by the water. More than two days, and people might remember him.

      When he was done, he crossed the town off his list and never went back.

      Rules.

      It was late Saturday afternoon. He’d gotten a late start and only arrived an hour earlier. After checking in, he’d spent an hour hiking in the surf, then headed to the hotel bar for conch fritters and a tropical drink. His seat at the U-shaped counter faced the ocean, and by habit, he examined the faces of the people around him.

      The bartender, forty, bald, skull-and-crossbones T-shirt.

      A father in a polo shirt and shorts, keeping an eye on two teenage boys who were watching the surfers on the beach.

      A skinny woman north of fifty, wearing a one-piece swimsuit and eyeing Tommy over her bottle of Bud.

      Half a dozen locals, smoking, their voices like steel wool, their tanned skin wizened from the sun.

      And the asshole.

      Tommy scoped him out as soon as he sat down. Some men you knew to keep an eye on. First, he was armed, a pistol making an obvious bulge in his belt. He was also huge, at least six feet four, with a broad body and muscles hard like a suit of armor. He had long black hair, wet from a recent swim in the ocean, and he wore a camouflage swimsuit, his chest bare where his untucked shirt hung open.

      But most of all, he had the look of a wolf on the hunt.

      He had wolf friends, too. There was a total of four of them, all in their twenties, all of them getting drunk. The asshole was clearly the leader of the pack. Like most hunters, he watched for prey, so as Tommy sized him up across the bar, the asshole sized him up, too, one fighter assessing another fighter. But Tommy wasn’t interested in anything but his drink and his music. He returned to the chess game on his phone.

      The afternoon wore on. The wolves got louder on the other side of the bar. Tommy ignored them.

      He finished his chess game but didn’t start another. He ate his conch fritters and ordered more. When Scheherazade was over, he played a symphony by Sibelius, then switched to the piano opening of Schumann’s Carnaval. On the beach, waves crashed, and palm trees shimmied in the wind. One surfer wiped out, and there was a tense dread in the crowd before he finally surfaced. The tiki bar got crowded, every seat taken, people packed close around him. As a general rule, Tommy didn’t like crowds.

      Then a voice next to him said, “Schumann went nuts, you know.”

      His head turned. Inches away, he found himself staring into two brown eyes that had their own magnetic field, pupils like two dark stars surrounded by flecks of gold . Those eyes were so striking that he momentarily found himself at a loss for words, which seemed to amuse the owner of the eyes. Her mouth broke into a smile that seemed to say: Don’t worry, that happens a lot.

      When he found his voice, all he could say was, “What?”

      The girl—she was a girl, years younger, no more than her early twenties— tapped the pocket of his shirt. That was where he had his second earbud, which was playing his piano music at a barely audible volume. But she had heard it and recognized it.

      “Carnaval,” the girl said. “That’s by Schumann.”

      “Impressive.”

      She gave a humble shrug. “I spent three months living with a pianist.”

      Something in the casual way she said it told him a lot about who she was. He thought he could read this type of girl. Three months with one man, two months with another, a few weeks with a third. Sleep on a couch. Crash on the beach. Keep moving. Never settle down.

      “Schumann went nuts,” the girl repeated. “He wound up in an asylum.”

      “You’re right.”

      “He thought it was the spirits making him mad. Gotta watch out for them. Spirits can do that to you.”

      Tommy nodded. “So can syphilis.”

      That won him a musical laugh and a second look, the kind of look that was full of cool, interested appraisal.

      “Well, bye,” she said, winking and giving her chestnut hair a playful little toss. She was close enough that her hair brushed against his cheek. Then she reached across the bar to take two bottles of beer from the bartender. And just like that, she was gone. She never looked back, but he was sure she knew he was still watching her as she left. Because men always did. It wouldn’t have surprised him if she’d twisted her head and called over her shoulder: Yeah, you’ll be thinking about me all day.

      He saw her weave through the crowd to the railing overlooking the ocean and hand one of the bottles of beer to⁠—

      The asshole.

      Shit.

      There was no reason for it to bother him, but it did. Covertly, he watched the chemistry between the chestnut-haired girl with the amazing eyes and the macho wolf. Jesus, she was smooth. She teased him. Flattered him. Kissed him. She did all the things girls do to let a man think he was the one in charge. But Tommy knew she was making a mistake with this one. This girl knew men, but Tommy knew wolves. The asshole draped his big arm around her shoulder in a way that told the whole world he owned her. He was possessive, and Tommy sensed this was a girl who did not want to be possessed.

      Other than by spirits.

      He also noticed—or was he imagining it?—that a couple of times, her eyes wandered back across the tiki bar and found him.

      The sun sank lower, shadows lengthening across the beach below him. Tommy paid his tab, but he felt reluctant to leave. He sensed an electricity in the air, the kind that can spark a fire. The asshole and his friends got drunker, while the girl with him nursed her one beer. She kept a clear head about her. Definitely smart. But things were spinning out of control. The asshole began bumping into people, swearing loudly, pawing her the way wolves do. He kissed her, but it was clear that she didn’t want to be kissed. When she pulled away, he dragged her back. His muscles flexed. His fists were weapons that could break and bruise. And there was still that gun in the small of his back.

      Tommy could see concern on the girl’s face. Calculations in her mind.

      How do I get out of here?

      He didn’t make a conscious decision to intervene. He was already on his feet before he thought about it; he was halfway to the railing at the back of the open-air bar before he knew what he was doing. The girl saw him coming before the wolf did. Her eyes widened with alarm, and her head made an almost imperceptible shake to warn him away. She had an instinctive protectiveness of other people. That made him want to protect her even more.

      The wolf saw him next.

      The man’s eyes spotted Tommy coming at him through the crowd. He murmured something, alerting his pack. It was four against one, with the girl in the middle, silently pleading with him to withdraw. The asshole tightened his grip on the girl’s shoulder like a claw until she winced in pain.

      Tommy stopped directly in front of him, but he didn’t say anything. Quickly, he registered the man’s free hand and how long it would take him to throw a punch. When the punch failed, the asshole would push the girl away and reach behind his back for his gun. But he would be on the ground by then. Tommy also took note of the positions of the three other men, where their hands were, how they were standing. He was sure they were all armed, too.

      “What the fuck do you want?” the asshole demanded.

      “I think this young woman isn’t interested in your company anymore,” Tommy replied politely.

      The wolf laughed. “Mind your own fucking business, old man.”

      “How about we ask her?” Tommy said. “What’s your name, miss?”

      The girl stared back with horrified curiosity. “Teresa. Teresa Blanco. And I’m fine. Really. Thank you for your concern.”

      “She’s fine,” the asshole hissed. “Got that? Now get the fuck out of here.”

      Tommy ignored him. He stayed focused on the girl. “If you want my help, Teresa, that’s all you have to say. Tell me to help you, and you’ll never see this man again.”

      Their eyes locked on each other.

      Those eyes! But there was no humor, no teasing, no confidence in them now. She stared back in confusion, not knowing if he was insane or if he could really do what he said. He needed her to trust him, but he doubted that she’d ever trusted a man in her life. Even so, he could see a strange awareness dawning on her face that Tommy was different from other men.

      Teresa said calmly, “He has a gun.”

      “Yes, I know.”

      “So do the others.”

      “I know.”

      She took a leap of faith. “Help me.”

      The asshole heard her say that. He already had his fist cocked. It launched like a rocket toward Tommy’s chin. Nimbly, Tommy shifted his weight backward, which left the asshole off balance as his punch whiffed. In the next instant, Tommy crashed the ball of his heel into the asshole’s kneecap, dislocating it and yielding a howl of agony. The man’s arms loosened; the girl flew away from him. When she was clear, Tommy hammered a fist into the meat of the man’s throat, then his other fist sideways into the man’s ear. Dizzied, choking, the asshole dropped where he was.

      The abrupt pace of the assault paralyzed the others, but now the wolf pack came to life. One charged stupidly, and Tommy dodged him. As the man swept by, Tommy kicked him in the ass, sending him to the ground, his face slamming against the wooden floor of the bar. A second man jabbed as Tommy turned back, and the man’s knuckles tagged Tommy’s jaw with a glancing blow. His next punch hit Tommy with a thunderous whack to the chest, shocking him and making him stagger backward. Shaking it off, Tommy waited for the next assault, but the man yanked up his shirt to unholster a revolver. Tommy moved fast, swinging a fist down like a shovel into the bulge of the man’s wrist bone and breaking it with a sharp crack. He drove his fist upward into the man’s rib cage, and instantly, the man sagged and began to vomit. Tommy grabbed the revolver, barely avoiding a fountain of puke, and swung the gun hard into the man’s temple. He swayed and fell.

      The third wolf stared at Tommy and said, “Fuck this,” and ran for the beach.

      It had all taken less than thirty seconds.

      Teresa stood in the stunned crowd, her mouth hanging open, her brown eyes wide. He came and took her hand and said, “Time to go.”

      She didn’t say a word. She let him lead her to his SUV, which was parked three blocks away on a side street off the A1A. They passed the police coming the opposite way on the Highway 92 causeway, and two hours later, they were back at his house in Micanopy.

      Teresa never left.

      Tommy had to find his wife. But to do that, he had to know who she really was.

      He went down the hallway to the small guest bedroom where Teresa—Alina—had slept on her first night in the house. It had its own bathroom, plus a window that looked out on the trail into the trees that led toward the man cave. This was still her room, the place she went to read, or to sing to Rosalita, or to curl up on the spare bed on those nights when she had bad dreams and couldn’t sleep.

      There were a lot of those nights. That should have been a warning.

      He searched the room quickly and efficiently. He didn’t know what he was looking for, but he was sure there was something to find, some clue about why Alina was running. He checked the bed, the floor, the bookshelves, the bathroom, and the closet. At first, he came up empty. Maybe she’d been careful; maybe she’d severed every last detail that would link Teresa Miller to Alina Baro.

      But no.

      As he began going through her collection of books, he saw an old biography of Robert Schumann. “Schumann went nuts, you know.” That didn’t feel like a coincidence. Tommy skipped to that shelf, because somehow he knew this was where he’d find what he was looking for. As he flipped through the pages of the slim volume, a yellowed piece of newspaper fell out of the book onto the floor.

      She’d left it for him.

      She’d known, whenever the day came, that he would search her room and find it here. Tommy picked it up and carefully unfolded the clipping. It was from the Miami Herald, October 4, six years ago.

      Six years.

      Before he met Alina, but after Alina became a missing person.

      Tommy read the headline:

      british royal missing at sea, presumed dead
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      “Miller gave you his fingerprints?” Suzanne Sjoselius asked Lindy. “Just like that?”

      Lindy let the plastic bag with Tommy Miller’s ceramic coffee mug dangle from her fingers. She was still surprised, too. “Yeah, just like that. He must figure the prints are a dead end and we won’t get anything when we run them.”

      The database specialist sucked the straw on a freshly opened box of grape juice. “Well, you never know. I’ll see what we get. Sometimes people don’t realize who’s got them in their records.”

      “Thanks.”

      “You got your warrant yet?” SS asked.

      “The application is with the sheriff. He wanted to check it out first.” Lindy sighed with impatience. “Multiple murders, kidnapping, and two people whose backgrounds don’t add up. I get it, this is a big case, and he wants to make sure we don’t put a foot wrong. But we have to move fast.”

      “You’re afraid Miller will destroy evidence before you get back there?”

      “He’s no fool. He knows I’m coming back.”

      “So you think he did it?” SS asked. “He hired the guys to grab his wife and daughter?”

      Lindy scrunched her lips together. “Honestly, no, I don’t think that. I’m sure Miller is hiding some shit that he doesn’t want me to find, but my instincts also tell me he’s solid. Seems like his wife thought so, too. She wanted to get her daughter back to him when she tried to run.”

      SS grabbed the pencil cup from Lindy’s desk and began lining up pens and pencils in perfect alignment one after the other. She finished the box of grape juice and retrieved two more from her purse.

      “I don’t trust instincts,” she told Lindy. “I trust data, and that’s it.”

      “That’s why I keep you around,” Lindy replied with a smile. “But believe me, I’m not saying I trust Miller. I’ve got a plainclothes cop outside his place to follow him if he goes anywhere. Or if he runs.”

      “Why would he run if he didn’t do it?”

      “Good question. I’m hoping his prints will give us an answer. Did you find anything more about Alina Baro?”

      SS took one of the pencils she’d been aligning and shoved it into Lindy’s pencil sharpener in order to make it a matching length with the others. Lindy smiled. She was used to Suzanne’s OCD eccentricities, and she didn’t care because they came with her smart southern brain.

      “I called the Miami detective who caught the missing persons case when she disappeared eight years ago,” SS told her. “Alina Baro lived near Fort Myers. Parents dead. She bounced around foster homes for most of her life. She was in Miami for a high school swim meet. Word is, she was championship caliber, maybe Olympic-level. She won the two- hundred-meter freestyle, and everybody figured she’d take the hundred- meter, too. But she didn’t show for the race. Nobody ever saw her again. She was staying with her team at a Hampton Inn near the school, but she didn’t sleep in her bed that night. Her roommate said Alina talked about checking out the Miami Beach nightclubs.”

      “Alina hit the clubs by herself?”

      “Looks that way.”

      Lindy frowned. “You got a photo of her from back then?”

      SS tapped her laptop screen and showed Lindy several photos of seventeen-year-old Alina Baro. A yearbook photo. A photo in a one-piece swimsuit, along with other teenagers on the team. A photo near a backyard swimming pool, with Alina’s face clouded by a dark, depressed expression. If Lindy looked close enough, she could see Teresa Miller in the face of Alina Baro, but Teresa had changed her hair, makeup, and wardrobe to look nothing like the girl who’d disappeared.

      However, one thing hadn’t changed over eight years. This was a singularly beautiful young woman.

      “Did the detective in Miami find any leads?” she asked.

      “Nothing. No sightings, no clues. She simply vanished. He says he showed Alina’s photo up and down the beachfront, but nobody remembered seeing her.”

      “This girl looks pretty memorable,” Lindy pointed out. “If somebody saw her, I don’t think they’d forget.”

      “Well, there’s a lot of real estate to cover on the beach. Plus, my take is that the detective didn’t put in much of an effort. Alina was a few days away from eighteen when she disappeared. Not exactly a kid. So as long as nobody reported a body, he figured wherever Alina was, she didn’t want to be found.”

      And maybe he was right, Lindy thought.

      Maybe Alina decided to split. Plenty of teenage girls took a look at South Florida and figured there were always men who could pay their way. Particularly girls who looked like Alina. So she’d made up a new name and bummed her way up and down the coast, relying on the kindness of strangers.

      Until she ran into Tommy Miller.

      But there were a lot of missing pieces in that puzzle. Apparently, one of those pieces had caught up with Alina Baro outside the antique shop.

      “Alina settles down with Tommy Miller and hides her past,” Lindy mused out loud. “She lives in Micanopy and becomes Teresa Miller, shop owner, library book addict.”

      “You really think Miller didn’t know?” SS asked.

      “I saw his face. When I broke the news about his wife’s real identity, it came as a shock.”

      “Which means someone else was looking for her,” SS concluded.

      “Right, so how did they find her?”

      SS took the grape juice straw from her mouth, and her smile made dimples. “I have a theory about that.”

      “Oh?”

      Her fingers whipped across the laptop keyboard. “I’ve been going through the records on Carter Dehne’s cell phone. Shitload of work, by the way. He was a high school kid, so he texted everybody. I’ve been checking the numbers, and I’ve been able to connect every message to another teenager at school or to someone else in Carter’s life. Except there’s one number that doesn’t track. An incoming phone call. Lasted almost ten minutes, so they had a serious conversation.”

      “Whose phone?” Lindy asked.

      “It’s not registered.”

      “A burner?”

      “Well, most burners go out of service almost as soon as somebody buys them. This one has been around a while. But it’s a pay-as-you-go, no name attached. I called the number. Have a listen.”

      SS used her own cell phone to dial the number, and then she put the call on her speakerphone. It went straight to voicemail, and Lindy heard a woman’s honey-smooth voice. No name, just five words. “It’s me. Leave a message.”

      “You want my bet?” SS asked. “That’s Teresa Miller.”

      “I thought you didn’t believe in instincts,” Lindy said with a smile.

      “I don’t. I got the call log on the prepaid phone. It didn’t get used much, but one of the numbers that appears a lot belongs to Kim Fong. Another is a prepaid phone that pings a lot at the tower closest to Tommy Miller’s house. Put it all together, and that tells me this is Teresa’s phone.”

      “So Teresa called Carter Dehne?” Lindy said.

      “Right.”

      “When was this?”

      “Three weeks ago. Saturday morning.”

      “Miller said his wife didn’t know him, and Carter’s parents said the same thing.”

      “Well, whether she did or she didn’t, she talked to him for ten minutes. The call was early, not even seven in the morning on that Saturday. And what’s even more interesting? Teresa called Kim Fong five minutes before that.”

      Lindy frowned. “First Kim, then Carter. What was special about that Saturday?”

      “I couldn’t find anything. But the previous day, Friday, Carter had a notation on his calendar for an event at the library at five o’clock.”

      Lindy’s eyebrows arched. “What was the event?”

      “Kim Fong’s retirement party,” SS replied. “I called over to the library to find out more about it. Apparently, Carter was at the event taking pictures for the library’s Instagram page. And guess what? Teresa Miller was there, too.”
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        * * *

      

      Carter Dehne’s mother had a frozen, far-away expression as she sat in a sling chair on her front porch. Lindy had seen that kind of look many times. The woman’s mind was barely processing what Lindy was saying. Instead, her eyes went to the soccer ball in the overgrown grass, then the bicycle in the dirt driveway, and then the mud-caked Nikes by the porch steps. They were all reminders of her son and of the fact that he was never going to use them again.

      “Mrs. Dehne?” Lindy said gently.

      The woman shook herself. “Yes. Sorry. I still can’t believe it, you know?”

      “Of course.”

      “You were asking about Kim’s party?” she said.

      “Yes, I understand that Carter was there taking pictures.”

      She nodded, and her eyes grew misty again. “That’s right. He had dreams of being a photojournalist. My husband and I were at the party, too. Kim’s a good friend. Was a good friend.”

      “Teresa Miller was there, too,” Lindy said. “Did you see her? Or did you happen to see Carter talking to her?”

      “I don’t know Teresa Miller,” Vicky Dehne replied, “so I have no idea. But I don’t recall Carter talking to anyone. He was busy with his camera.”

      “Did anything unusual happen at the party?”

      “Like what?”

      “I don’t know. Arguments. Fights. People making trouble.”

      Mrs. Dehne spread her hands in frustration, as if she didn’t understand why she was answering foolish questions two days after the death of her son. “It was a librarian’s retirement party. Orange juice, coffee, donuts. The head of the Friends group gave a speech about Kim. That was it. It lasted an hour, and we all went home.”

      “Okay.”

      Lindy struggled with what to ask next. The party didn’t sound like anything special, yet Lindy also suspected that something had happened at that party. Whatever it was led directly to the deaths of Carter Dehne and Kim Fong and the kidnapping of Teresa Miller, née Alina Baro. And her daughter.

      “So you knew Kim Fong well?” she asked, filling the silence.

      “Yes. Kim helped Carter a lot. She was the one who hired him at the library. She wrote a college reference letter for him. She was one of the first people I called yesterday morning when Carter was killed. I knew she’d want to know what happened to him, and I didn’t want her to hear it from anyone else.”

      “I understand.”

      Lindy bit her lip.

      Then her brain spun the facts like reels on a slot machine, and what came up was a row of 7s. “I’m sorry, wait a minute. You called Kim Fong yesterday morning, Mrs. Dehne?”

      “That’s right.”

      “What time?”

      “I’m not sure. Probably between seven thirty and eight.”

      “And you actually talked to her?”

      “Yes.”

      “What did you tell her?”

      Irritation crossed Mrs. Dehne’s face. “That my son had been murdered. Obviously.”

      “Yes, obviously. I’m sorry.”

      But Lindy had to work to keep the excitement off her face.

      That was the connection. That was the phone call that had started all the dominoes falling. She was sure of it. Vicky Dehne had called Kim Fong first thing in the morning to tell her about Carter’s death, but she had no way of knowing that Teresa Miller was with Kim at the time.

      So Kim told Teresa the terrible news.

      Somehow—how? why?—Teresa realized immediately that the murder of Carter Dehne meant she was in grave, immediate danger herself. She sprang into action. She asked Kim to take Rosalita back to her husband, and she prepared to grab her go bag from the antique shop and run.

      But she was too late.

      “Mrs. Dehne, your son’s phone records show that Teresa Miller called him on Saturday morning the day after Kim Fong’s party,” Lindy said.

      “Why on earth would she have done that?” Mrs. Dehne asked.

      “That’s what I’m trying to find out. Did Carter mention talking to her?”

      “I told you, as far as I know, Carter didn’t even know Teresa Miller.”

      “Well, do you remember him saying anything that morning after the party? Anything at all?”

      Mrs. Dehne gave a long sigh. Her eyes closed as she forced herself to remember. “Okay, yes, I remember he was annoyed. Somebody woke him up that Saturday. He’d been up late the night before, and somebody called him. He didn’t say who.”

      “Did he say what the call was about?”

      She shrugged. “Something about deleting a picture.”

      “What?”

      “He’d posted pictures on the library’s Instagram page from the party. Somebody woke him up and asked him to delete one of the pictures right away.”

      “Did the person say why?”

      “I don’t know. Carter didn’t mention it.”

      “Did Carter use his phone to take pictures at the party?”

      His mother shook her head. “No, we gave him a Nikon digital camera for his birthday. That was what he really wanted.”

      “May I see it?” Lindy asked.

      “I suppose so.”

      She pushed herself up from the sling chair and disappeared inside the house. She returned a couple of minutes later with a black Nikon DSLR camera, and Lindy could tell by the look of it that it was expensive. The Dehnes didn’t seem like a family with money, so she was sure they’d sacrificed a lot to afford this camera for their son.

      Lindy scrolled through the digital photographs. Carter had used the camera every day, taking nature shots of alligators and caracaras by the lake, photographing people outside the downtown antique shops, and mugging for the occasional selfie. Eventually, she made her way to the collection of photographs he’d taken at the retirement party for Kim Fong three weeks earlier.

      It didn’t take Lindy long to find the one she wanted. Among the many photographs was a picture of Kim Fong with a child, taken near the library’s back windows, with a view out to the gardens. But Lindy was more interested in the background of the photo. Through the window, she could see Teresa Miller standing by herself, a glass of fruit punch in her hand. Her face was crystal clear and perfectly framed, impossible to miss.

      Teresa would have had no idea her picture had been taken.

      Not until she went to the library’s Instagram page the next morning and saw herself in the background of one of the photos. As soon as she saw it, she got Carter Dehne’s phone number from Kim Fong, and she called Carter and begged him to pull the picture from the page. Which he did.

      But by then, it was too late, for Carter and for Teresa.

      Someone, somewhere, had already seen it.
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      The missing British royal.

      Tommy remembered the case. It had been front-page news for days. Six years earlier, one of the minor princes in line for the throne—twelfth on the list and falling fast with each new royal baby—had disappeared during a vacation in the Caribbean. He’d been an overnight guest on a yacht called the Dreamtime. No one had been awake to see what had happened to him, but in the morning, the prince had turned up missing from his cabin.

      The yacht’s crew, along with a half-dozen other guests, confirmed that the prince had been drinking a lot of wine the night before, combined with a strong cold medication. After a brief investigation, British authorities concluded that the royal had become disoriented in the middle of the night and accidentally fallen into the sea, where he drowned.

      Despite an extensive search, his body was never found.

      According to British sources, the owner of the yacht, a billionaire investor named Martin Fell, was not aboard when the tragedy occurred and had never met the prince. He’d made his boat available as a favor to a friend in the House of Lords.

      That was the newspaper story Alina had cut out and kept hidden away.

      Six years ago.

      The prince’s death had happened long before Tommy met Alina at the bar in Daytona. By that time, she was living under the name Teresa Blanco and bouncing from beach to beach along the Florida coast.

      Now, four years after she’d moved in with Tommy, someone had sent men to abduct Teresa and Rosalita.

      Was this about the death of the royal? Or was it about some other ghost from her past?

      But even if Teresa knew something about the incident on the yacht, why would anyone go after Rosalita? A child complicated an abduction and made it a thousand times riskier. And yet they’d pursued Kim Fong specifically to grab Rosalita.

      It made no sense.

      Teresa, why didn’t you tell me you were in danger?

      But she could have asked him the same question about his own life.

      Tommy needed to know more about the motive behind her kidnapping. He was a detective again, and he needed evidence. Clues.

      He knew where to begin.

      If Teresa had talked to anyone, if she’d confided in someone other than him, it would have been Kim Fong. Kim was her best friend, the woman she’d been willing to trust with her child. The woman who’d been shot and killed while trying to save Rosalita.

      Kim couldn’t give him any answers, but maybe Kim had told someone else.

      Like her son, Andrew.

      Tommy opened the door of his SUV. The drive to Gainesville was normally an easy twenty-minute sprint up I-75, but he’d used a roundabout route to lose the young police officer who was tailing him. Now, he stared through the windshield at the hospital located in the northwest section of the city. Andrew Fong practiced there as a radiologist. Tommy had met Andrew many times. He also knew that Kim and Andrew had been extremely close, particularly since the death of Kim’s husband. They shared everything.

      Tommy hoped that included secrets about Teresa.

      He was about to head for the hospital entrance when his phone rang. The number came up without a name, but he knew who owned that phone.

      Jacinto was calling.

      “Proof of life, brother,” Jacinto said when Tommy answered.

      “I’m still here.”

      “Good to know. You got a plan? You need me with you yet?”

      “Not yet, but you’re my first call.”

      “I’ll be there,” Jacinto assured him. “Listen, I’ve put out some feelers about Perez. I know a couple of retired company boys in Caracas. They keep their fingers in the local pie. Anyway, they tell me there’s nothing on the grid, no buzz about Perez. If he was mounting an operation, particularly in the US, that would be hard to keep quiet. Somebody would have heard something, and my boys would know. I have to tell you, man, I’m not sure he’s the one who grabbed your girls.”

      Tommy was quiet for a while. “I’m beginning to think they’re right. This isn’t about me. It’s about Teresa.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah, she was neck-deep in something, but I don’t know what yet. When I know more, I’ll clue you in.”

      “Do that, brother,” Jacinto told him.

      “But I can’t stay here much longer,” Tommy added. “The local cops are asking a lot of questions. I figure I’ll be blown soon. I need to be gone today, and I won’t be back.”

      “You need a place to crash?”

      “Thanks, but I’m okay. I’m digging into whatever Teresa was hiding, and I need to see where that takes me.”

      “Happy hunting,” Jacinto said. “Remember, when you need someone on your six, I’m right there. But listen to me, Tiger. This could get messy. Perez may not be on the board now, but you can bet he’s keeping an ear to the ground. If you’re blown, he’ll know about it. And he’ll be coming after you.”
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        * * *

      

      Tommy found Andrew Fong in his office.

      He wasn’t surprised to find the man back at work so soon after his mother’s death. Andrew had a sense of duty that matched Tommy’s own, and Tommy liked that about him. He also knew that losing himself in his work was a way for Andrew to cope with his grief. They had that in common, too.

      Andrew was a foot shorter than Tommy and pencil thin. His hair was short and black, and he wore circular wire-rimmed glasses. He wore his white lab coat over a beige suit and tie, which probably made him the most formally dressed doctor in the hospital. His gaze was focused on the computer screen in front of him, and Tommy stood in the doorway for almost a full minute before Andrew noticed his presence.

      “Oh, Tommy,” he murmured.

      “Hello, Andrew.”

      Kim Fong’s son came out from behind the desk. They hesitated in front of each other as if they might hug, but they settled for a handshake. Tommy felt the awkwardness of the situation. Andrew’s mother was dead, and Tommy’s wife and daughter were missing. They each had their tragedies to deal with. But Andrew also had to realize that his mother’s murder had happened in some way because of Teresa. Tommy expected to feel anger or blame radiating from the man, but he saw none of that on Andrew’s face.

      “Is there any word about Teresa or Rosalita?” he asked.

      Tommy shook his head.

      “It’s a terrible loss.”

      “It’s a loss for both of us,” Tommy replied. “Teresa loved Kim.”

      “I know, and my mother loved Teresa like a daughter.”

      Andrew returned to the desk and sat down. Tommy stayed standing. He went to Andrew’s wall, where there were photos of Andrew and Kim together, with Kim looking as proud as a mother could look. Tommy studied the pictures while he debated what to say and how to say it.

      “The police have already talked to me,” Andrew told him, as if he knew Tommy needed permission to go to difficult places. “The detective, Ms. Jax, told me that she thinks Teresa asked my mother to bring Rosalita home to you. But instead, these men hunted her down and took her.”

      Tommy nodded. His back was still to Andrew. “Yes, that’s right.”

      “I apologize that my mother failed your family.”

      Tommy swung around. “There’s no need to apologize.”

      “I disagree. My mother accepted a sacred trust but could not deliver what she promised. She’d be the first to tell you how sorry she was.”

      Something about the man’s quiet grace made Tommy feel even worse than he did. He realized that if he expected Andrew to share any secrets, then he had to be honest. Or as honest as he could be without putting Andrew in danger. He was walking a fine line.

      The truth might set you free, but in Tommy’s experience, it was more likely to get you killed.

      “There are things in my past that I never shared with Teresa,” Tommy said.

      Andrew shrugged. “Yes, she knew that. She told my mother once that she knew better than to ask you about it. Regardless, she never doubted that you were a good man. My mother said the same thing.”

      “That’s very kind,” Tommy replied, although he wondered whether he could really call himself a good man.

      Did good men do the things he’d done?

      “I have to leave Micanopy,” Tommy went on.

      Andrew looked surprised. “Oh?”

      “Yes, the police have my fingerprints. As soon as they run them, my presence here will come to the attention of people who are looking for me. They might try to put me in jail, or they might simply kill me. Either way, it will get in the way of my mission.”

      “Which is?” Andrew asked.

      “I’m going to find Teresa and Rosalita. And I’m going to get justice for your mother.”

      Andrew tapped a finger on his lips. He took a long time to respond, and his voice was slow and soft when he did. “Tommy, please remember that the former is more important than the latter. If you can locate Teresa and Rosalita and get them to safety, the last thing my mother would want is for you to endanger them or yourself by seeking . . . well, a certain kind of justice for her.”

      Neither one of them needed to define the justice they meant.

      “Hopefully, I can do both,” Tommy said. “Anyway, I’m telling you all this for a reason. Despite my past, I don’t think what happened to Teresa—and to your mother—had anything to do with me.”

      This time Andrew simply stared at Tommy, his face patient and expectant.

      “Teresa was keeping secrets, too,” Tommy said. “We were both trying to protect each other. Which was foolish. I realize that now.”

      “Yes, it was,” Andrew agreed.

      “But I need to know what Teresa was hiding, because without some sense of that, I can’t find her.”

      Andrew frowned. “And you think I can help you?”

      “I do. Your mother dropped everything to help Teresa and try to get Rosalita back to me. Teresa told her she was in danger, and Kim leaped to help. That’s the kind of woman she was. But the fact that it all happened so quickly—and that Kim knew exactly what to do—makes me think it didn’t come as a complete surprise. I think Teresa confided in her some of the risks she faced. And if Teresa told Kim, well, maybe your mother also told you.”

      For the first time, Andrew looked pained. “I’m sorry. She didn’t.”

      “Nothing?”

      “Nothing at all. Believe me, if Teresa shared something with my mother in confidence, she would never have betrayed it by telling anyone. Including me.”

      Tommy sighed. “I understand.”

      “I’m sorry,” Andrew said again.

      Tommy hadn’t really expected a different answer. He went to the desk and extended his hand again, which Andrew took. “You probably won’t see me again after today, but please know how much I regret Kim’s death.”

      “Thank you.”

      Tommy turned for the door, but then Andrew’s voice called after him. “Wait.”

      He stopped. When he looked back, he saw a curious cloud of reluctance in the doctor’s expression. “What is it?”

      Andrew said nothing immediately. He stood up and made sure the office door was tightly closed, and then he came back and sat down behind his desk. His fingers steepled together.

      “Technically, I shouldn’t tell you this,” he said.

      “Tell me what?”

      “My mother said nothing to me about Teresa. But Teresa—well, Teresa consulted me herself.”

      “Teresa did? About what?”

      “A medical matter.” His face contorted with discomfort. “So you can appreciate that I’m ethically bound not to share any details.”

      Tommy sat down and leaned close to the man across the desk. “Andrew, she’s in danger. So is Rosalita. The police can’t help them. I can. Believe me, I can. But I need to know what’s really going on.”

      “She made me swear never to tell you,” Andrew said. “It was more than doctor-patient privilege. She was afraid of what you would do if you knew the truth.”

      “Afraid? I hope you don’t think—Andrew, there’s nothing Teresa could have told me that would have led me to harm her. Absolutely nothing.”

      The doctor shook his head. “She wasn’t afraid for herself. She was afraid of what you would do to—others.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      Andrew took a deep breath. “Not long after Rosalita was born, Teresa came to me and asked if I could run a test for her. She said it had to be done anonymously. No names. No records. That’s not normally something I would do, but—well, Teresa was my mother’s best friend. So I helped her.”

      “What kind of test was it?” Tommy asked.

      “A paternity test.”

      Tommy cocked his head in disbelief. He’d steeled himself for many shocks, but not that one. “What?”

      “She gave me two hair samples. One for Rosalita. One for you. She wanted them compared. I arranged for the test to be done, and when I gave her the results, she made me swear to take the secret to my grave. Which I was prepared to do. But in this case, something tells me you need to know the truth. I’m sorry, Tommy. The test was negative. Rosalita is not your daughter.”
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      The afternoon heat burned on Lindy’s forehead. The humid air made her conscious of the effort involved in sucking in every breath. She leaned on the open door of her car in the sheriff’s office parking lot. Four uniformed officers waited in their squad cars, and another four CSI forensic investigators stood outside two white panel vans. Everyone waited for Lindy to give the green light. She had the signed search warrant in her hand, and she flapped the folded papers to fan herself.

      “Give me an update,” she barked into her cell phone. “Where is Miller? Is he still in Gainesville?”

      The cop on the other end of the line sounded young and nervous. “No, he’s back at his house in Micanopy.”

      “So where did he go?”

      There was a long silence on the line. Then the cop stuttered, “Well, the thing is, ma’am⁠—”

      His voice trailed off, and Lindy closed her eyes in frustration. “You lost him.”

      “Yeah.”

      “He knew you were following him.”

      “It looks that way. He got off the freeway near Walmart, and then he made a couple of quick turns and I never saw him again. Sorry, ma’am. I went back to Micanopy to wait for him. He got back about an hour ago.”

      She shook her head. “Are you sure he’s there?”

      “I haven’t seen him leave. The SUV is still in the driveway.”

      Lindy suspected that if Tommy Miller wanted to disappear without her scout seeing him, he’d already be gone. He probably had another vehicle elsewhere on the property. She also remembered that Miller had another house hidden near the lake, and there was probably a cleared service road leading off the property.

      “Keep an eye on the place. If you see any activity, call me.”

      “Will do, ma’am.”

      Lindy scowled. Thirty years old, and she was already “ma’am” to the younger cops.

      She flagged the others in the squad cars. The convoy prepared to hit the road, but before they got started, she glanced at the entrance to the county parking lot and saw a dark, unmarked Escalade heading straight at her. Something about the look of the SUV gave her pause. It smelled like the feds. She held up her hand to the team, and they cut off their engines as the Escalade drew to a stop a few feet away. Its windows were smoked; she couldn’t see inside. The front passenger door opened, and a man in a gray suit got out, creases perfect, tie making a tight knot at his neck. His hair was black and clipped short. He slipped sunglasses off his face, revealing sharp blue eyes.

      Yeah, definitely a fed.

      The man approached her. It was clear that he already knew who she was and what she was doing. “Detective Jax.”

      “That’s me,” she replied, although he hadn’t asked it like a question.

      “Special Agent Ed Bowles. I’m with the FBI Field Office in Jacksonville.”

      “Uh-huh,” Lindy said, looking him up and down. “What can I do for you, Special Agent Bowles?”

      “One of your forensic techs, Ms. Sjoselius, put through a fingerprint search in the AFIS database. The search was redirected to our special agent in charge, and she asked me to talk to you about it.”

      “Redirected?” Lindy asked. “As in, the prints set off a red flag in somebody’s computer, right?”

      “Something like that.”

      “Who do the prints belong to?”

      The FBI agent made no attempt to answer her question. “I called Ms. Sjoselius, and she said you were the detective in charge of the investigation.”

      “That’s right.”

      “What investigation do the fingerprints relate to?” Bowles asked.

      “We’ve got a double homicide,” Lindy replied. “Plus an abduction of a woman and her baby girl. The FBI satellite office in Gainesville is already providing assistance on the kidnapping, which I appreciate. But now here you are, too, Special Agent Bowles. Why is that?”

      “Tell me about the man behind the prints, Detective,” Bowles continued, still offering no details.

      Lindy laughed humorlessly at the one-way street of dealing with the feds. “Okay. The prints belong to a man who calls himself Tommy Miller. He lives in Micanopy. It’s his wife and daughter who got grabbed, although the legal status of their marriage is questionable. I already know his name is not Tommy Miller, so do you want to tell me who he really is?”

      There was a long silence between them.

      “His real identity is classified,” Bowles finally replied. “Honestly, I don’t know who he is, and I don’t think the special agent in charge is in the loop, either. The orders came from Washington.”

      “Orders?”

      “We’ve got a team flying in to detain this man.”

      “On what charges?”

      Bowles shrugged and didn’t answer. Lindy knew enough to recognize she was in the middle of black box games. National security. Patriot Act. If the FBI got hold of Tommy Miller, she’d never see him again. And she was pretty sure Miller would never see his wife and child again, either.

      “I’ve got a search warrant for Miller’s property,” Lindy told Bowles. “That’s where we’re going right now.”

      “I need you to hold off on executing that warrant.”

      Lindy shook her head. “You mean, until your team arrives and takes possession of the property? And you cart away everything before we get inside? No way. You want Tommy Miller? Fine. Take him when we’re done. But I’ve got a woman and a baby who are missing, and for me, that’s the only priority in this case. You want to stop me? Talk to the sheriff. But I don’t think you’ll get far, because the sheriff reports to the voters, and the voters don’t like it when moms and babies get snatched off the street. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got a search to conduct.”

      She turned her back on Bowles, wondering if he’d call her bluff. She was pretty sure the sheriff would roll over for the feds if they asked him to shut down the search. Politicians—even cop politicians—heard the word Washington and went into a swoon.

      “Detective,” Bowles called after her.

      Lindy glanced over her shoulder as she was getting into her car. “What?”

      “You don’t want to mess with Tommy Miller.”

      “I thought you didn’t know who he was,” Lindy said, her eyes narrowing. “You know, I also don’t recall seeing your identification, Special Agent Bowles. Something tells me if I call the Jacksonville office, they’re not going to know who the fuck you are.”

      Again he didn’t answer, which told her she was right.

      Was he really FBI?

      Or CIA? Or something else?

      Instead, he said, “Mr. Miller is armed and dangerous. Let us han- dle him.”

      “Tell you what, Bowles. My men and I will keep Miller on ice until your team gets here. Assuming you’ve got the right IDs and the right paperwork, you can take him with you. But if there’s anything in that house that will help me find Alina Baro and her daughter, I want it in my hands, not yours.”

      “You plan to take Miller into custody? Four cops?”

      “Five including me,” Lindy said. “Why?”

      Bowles donned his sunglasses again as he returned to the Escalade. “You don’t have nearly enough men.”
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        * * *

      

      General Wallace Wyatt noted the guards at the barbed-wire fence that led inside the industrial complex. They were his men, every one of them. Individually recruited from the best of his Ranger teams over thirty years. The chauffeur driving the limousine was one of them, too.

      They were men who were elite in every way. Physically. Mentally. Men who knew that winning wars and saving democracy meant breaking the rules. That was why they had to operate outside the law and outside the government.

      Outsiders.

      Wyatt lowered the window on the limousine and leaned an elbow on the frame. The leader of the guard crew approached him from the fence. He wore a jumpsuit labeled Greeley Container Company, and his name tag read Mike. In reality, the man’s name was Evan Pierce, and he’d retired as an army major after twenty years before joining the Outsiders. He had curly dark hair and a beard streaked with gray, and his eyes were steely blue.

      “Hello, sir,” the man said.

      “Is he here?” Wyatt asked.

      “He is, sir.”

      “External cameras are off?”

      “Yes, sir. You can proceed at will.”

      “Thank you, Pierce.”

      The general dismissed the man with a nod of his head, then rolled up the window. The limousine continued into the industrial park, and the gate swung shut behind it. The chauffeur navigated around a series of unmarked warehouses, then parked the sleek black vehicle near a row of dented, rusted shipping containers that looked as if they’d made multiple round trips from China.

      In fact, the appearance of the containers was a ruse. They were all SCIFs—secure communications facilities where not even the NSA could eavesdrop on conversations. Wyatt took no chances when it came to the Outsiders.

      He got out of the limousine just as an Airbus A300 approached low over his head, its landing gear down as it aimed for the runway at JFK. The industrial park was located across Rockaway Boulevard from the airport, near the swampy marshes of Idlewild Park. The federal government owned the land, although the status of the property was hidden behind a dozen shell companies and buried inside the budget of the Department of Transportation.

      The general unzipped his weathered leather jacket. Below that, he wore a starched white shirt and black slacks. No uniforms for him, not anymore. He wasn’t a big man, more of a sturdy fire hydrant like Churchill, with the Brit’s same round head and dour expression. Wyatt went to the nearest container and pried open the metal door, which was built with multiple layers of steel. Another of his men was waiting inside, armed with an M4A1. Wyatt thanked him and let him go, and the man locked the steel door from the outside.

      There was only one other man inside the SCIF.

      Senator Gerry Macklin sat on a long metal bench, his long legs stretched out. The senator stood up, and his tall, slightly stooped frame nearly brushed the steel ceiling of the container. He had the emaciated physique of a runner, which he was. His campaign literature boasted about him running ten miles a day at age seventy-five. He was bald except for a thin crown of white hair around the sides of his skull, and his dark eyes were hard and impatient.

      “About time, Wallace,” Macklin said. “I’ve been cooling my heels for half an hour. I’ve got a vote later.”

      “Sorry. My man was making sure I wasn’t followed. I assume you did the same?”

      “Of course, I did. Now what the fuck is the emergency? And why the SCIF?”

      Wyatt didn’t waste time. He gave him the news.

      “We have a problem. Tiger has surfaced.”
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      Tommy did the math in his head, and he knew what had happened.

      Rosalita was eight months old. Nine months before that, Teresa had taken a trip alone. That was the only time since she’d come to his house that they’d been separated for more than a day. She’d told him that a friend from her childhood was in the hospital after a motorcycle accident. This was in her hometown—Charlotte, she said, which was the first time she’d ever told him where she was from. Her friend needed her, and she didn’t know how long she’d be gone.

      Tommy told her to go.

      Of course, he’d known the story was a lie. There was no traumatic brain injury, no friend in the hospital. Teresa did not go to Charlotte. He’d watched the tracker on her phone head south, not north. She’d turned off her phone shortly after she departed, and he’d seen the blip disappear from his computer screen. Wherever she’d been headed, Alina hadn’t wanted him to follow her.

      Where did you go?

      But he’d never asked her.

      Tommy sat in his glider in the man cave. Stravinsky’s Rite of Spring filled the house, noisy and turbulent, which was how Tommy felt. Outside, hidden in the trees, his Jeep was already packed. He’d taken the records he wanted to preserve, mostly from the ambush in Venezuela. The rest of his files were now destroyed, burned down to ash. He couldn’t take them with him, and he couldn’t leave anything behind. He was done here. Finished.

      He'd packed the weapons he needed. Whatever parts of his armory he could fit in the Jeep would go with him. It was time to leave, but Tommy stayed where he was, his mind reeling. He kept thinking about the trip his wife had taken.

      The trip that had led to Rosalita.

      Tommy took out his phone and found a photograph of his gorgeous baby girl. Funny, he’d seen so much of Teresa—Alina—in her, but so little of himself, and he’d never even wondered about that. Rosy had his wife’s amazing eyes, her quick laugh, her ability to wrap men around her tiny little fingers. She was the spitting image of her mother.

      And her father? Who was her father?

      The girl had reddish-blond hair. That was the only clue. Tommy had joked about their ginger baby because of Alina’s beautiful dark hair, but of course, he knew his own hair was blond underneath the dark dye. But Alina didn’t know that. She’d reacted with a strange nervousness and said that her grandmother had been Irish down to her freckles and strawberry hair. Rosalita must have gotten her hair from her.

      Another lie.

      Not that Tommy cared. Lies didn’t matter. Genetics didn’t matter. Rosalita was his baby girl and always would be. He loved that child with the same unbreakable devotion he loved Alina with.

      But he had to find the truth if he was going to save them.

      He’d known something was wrong as soon as Alina got back from her trip. She’d been away for only two days, but when she came back, the shadow had returned to her face. The darkness that had slowly receded as they fell in love took her over again, and since then, it had never really gone away. When he’d asked her what was wrong, she’d told him that her friend had died of her injuries and she needed time to grieve. And when her depression lingered, when he’d catch her crying, she would say it was hormones, the normal up and down of being pregnant.

      No. There was nothing normal about the shadow haunting Alina.

      She’d taken a trip, and in the course of that trip, she’d been violated. Raped. There was no other explanation. His wife would not have cheated on him. He knew her too well for that. She’d been assaulted, and she’d kept the truth from him because she knew he would have reacted by killing the man who’d done it.

      All the signs, all the clues, now loomed large in his memory. For weeks afterward, she would only make love in the dark, and he would hear a quick little cry as he entered her, as if she were in pain. She showered with the door closed so he couldn’t see her. She changed in the bedroom closet. Now it all made sense. She’d been hiding the bruises on her beautiful body, keeping him from seeing her naked until the evidence of the assault had healed.

      But only the physical evidence. The mental trauma lingered. The aftermath of that trip had never gone away. He was sure—he was certain—that whatever had happened to her had also led directly to her abduction. And it explained why it hadn’t been enough to take Alina.

      The man behind this wanted Rosalita, too. His daughter.

      Tommy got out of the glider and paced. He used the remote control to switch off the music, leaving the house in silence. The furnace was off, and heat had begun to creep through the walls, making him sweat. The truck was ready. He needed to escape. He needed to go.

      But go where?

      Look for the clues.

      He thought about the canvas bag in the antique shop. Alina’s go bag. She had known she wasn’t safe, no matter how deep she stayed in hiding. She’d expected this man to hunt for her, to find her—to find Rosy, too. Whoever he was, he wouldn’t give up, and so she’d been ready to run. She’d made plans.

      Clothes. Cash.

      And a credit card.

      Tommy stopped pacing and stared through the window at the lake behind the web of trees. He remembered what Lindy Jax had said. The go bag included a credit card belonging to Kim Fong. That was the clue. That was his way in.

      Alina would not have stolen the card. She would never have done that to her best friend. That meant Kim had given it to her.

      But when had she done that?

      Had it been before or after that trip seventeen months earlier?

      Alina couldn’t count on finding a hotel that would take cash. She would have needed a credit card, but one that Tommy wouldn’t be able to track. So maybe, maybe, she’d talked to Kim before she left. If Alina had taken Kim’s credit card with her—if she’d used it on her trip—then he could find a record of where she’d gone.

      Tommy felt a surge of adrenaline, but he didn’t have time to pursue the lead. Instead, an alert sounded on his phone.

      Activity Near Man Cave.

      He’d waited too long.

      He checked the security camera and saw Lindy Jax and four uniformed officers on the trail that led to his house in the woods. They had their guns drawn, and they moved slowly, expecting an ambush. The sight of the guns told him that Lindy Jax had run the search on his fingerprints, and someone had told her the kind of man he was.

      That meant Wallace Wyatt and Gerry Macklin knew about him, too.

      The walls were closing in.

      Tommy went out onto the front porch. He didn’t bother locking the door behind him. There was no longer anything to find inside, and he was never coming back. He descended the steps to the weedy clearing in front of the house, in time to see Detective Jax and her colleagues emerge from the trees.

      As soon as she saw him, she shouted, “Put your hands in the air!”

      Tommy did.

      Lindy leveled her gun. So did the others. He had his Hellcat in a holster at the small of his back, a H&K VP9 strapped to one ankle, and a knife strapped to the other, but he had no intention of using his weapons.

      Tiger didn’t kill brothers and sisters in blue.

      “Are you armed?” the detective called from about twenty feet away.

      “Yes.”

      “Get on your knees. Keep your hands up, fingers spread wide.”

      Tommy slid down to his knees, his arms still in the air.

      “Don’t even flinch. I’d rather not have to shoot you, Mr. Miller.” Lindy took a step closer, the barrel of her gun still pointed at his chest. “You know the feds are coming for you, right? You knew hell would break loose when you gave me your prints.”

      “Yes.”

      “Do you want to tell me who you really are?”

      “It’s safer for you if I don’t.”

      “A guy named Bowles came to see me. He says he’s with the FBI. Do you know who he is?”

      “I know men like him,” Tommy replied.

      “Well, I figure Bowles is not alone. Him and a bunch of guys with much bigger guns than we’ve got are probably on their way here. I’m betting he’s about ten minutes behind me.”

      “More like five, I imagine,” Tommy said.

      “You’re safer with me than with him, Mr. Miller. I told him I’d hand you over, but I don’t plan to do that.”

      “They won’t give you a choice, Detective.”

      Lindy continued to size him up from behind her gun. “I know you want to find your wife and daughter. I want that, too. ”

      “I believe you.”

      “So how about you come with me quietly, and together we can get them back,” Lindy said. “We can help each other.”

      “You can’t help me, Lindy,” Tommy said, using her name for the first time.

      “Why not?”

      “Because you have to follow the rules.”

      She frowned. “Then we do it my way. Lie face down on the ground, Mr. Miller. Keep your arms spread wide.”

      “Okay.”

      Her eyes narrowed with suspicion. “Just like that?”

      “Like you say, I’m safer with you.”

      He was lying. They both knew it. But even an obvious lie forced a cop to hesitate. You couldn’t shoot a man who was surrendering. Lindy took another step, not lowering her gun and not blinking as she stared at him. He sank forward, his body stretched out in the dirt. His face turned sideways, one eye staring up at the Spanish moss in the trees. His breath moved calmly in and out.

      Time began to slow down.

      Detective Jax called to two of her cops. “Pete, Vince, cuff him. Secure his gun, and pat him down thoroughly. He’s probably got more than one. And look for other weapons, too.”

      Pete and Vince were the largest of the cops, built like manatees. They approached from both sides, one on his left, one on his right. Pete, on his left, kept his gun out with his arms extended, one hand supporting his other wrist. Vince, on his right, holstered his gun and squatted in the dirt. The cop slid cuffs from behind his back and reached for Tommy’s right wrist with his other hand.

      One more breath. Deep. In. Out.

      Time stopped.

      From the ground, underhanded, Tommy’s right hand grabbed Vince’s wrist and wrenched it sideways, breaking the bone. The cop screamed in pain and stunned surprise. Simultaneously, Tommy shot out his left hand, hooked it under Pete’s right ankle, and spilled him off the ground. He rolled hard right, crashing into Vince’s legs, and the cop, already off balance, toppled over him. A second later, he had his ankle VP9 in his hand, and he swung the metal corner hard into Vince’s temple, making his eyes roll back in his head.

      Pete was starting to get to his feet. Tommy leaped for him, holding the man’s gun arm down as the two men rolled. Close by, the other two cops, on either side of Lindy Jax, holstered their guns and charged. They didn’t have a shot without risking their colleague’s life. Tommy rolled until he was on top of Pete, then slammed the man’s wrist into the dirt, dislodging his weapon. He launched a fist upward into his jaw, knocking his head backward.

      The first of the other cops was almost on him. Tommy kicked free, and as he did, he unholstered Pete’s yellow Taser and fired the electric probes point-blank at the cop. The man jerked to a stop, twitching, then crashed to his knees. Behind him, the other cop froze and reached for his gun. Tommy scooped up a handful of dirt and hurled it in the cop’s eyes, making him blink and stumble, the gun half out of his holster.

      Tommy jumped to his feet. The twitching cop tried to shrug off the effects of the Taser, but Tommy delivered a roundabout punch to his jaw. He crumpled. With the fourth cop half-blinded, Tommy took two steps and used both hands to shove the man backward, practically lifting him off his feet and cascading him heavily into the body of Lindy Jax. Both of them fell onto their backs. As the male cop tried to get up, Tommy unleashed a kick to the side of his head. Then he stripped away the gun from the hand of Lindy Jax and pointed his VP9 into her face.

      The detective propped herself up on her elbows and stared in wonder at the unconscious cops around her. “Fuck.”

      “Sorry about your men,” Tommy said. “They’ll be okay.”

      “Who are you?”

      “I told you, it doesn’t matter.”

      “You know there’s going to be a manhunt for you across the whole goddamn state,” Lindy told him. She spat a little blood into the ground. “But they won’t find you, will they?”

      “No.”

      “Well, I’ll find you,” she said. “Trust me, I won’t quit.”

      “You do what you have to do, Lindy.” He noted the cops on the ground beginning to groan and stir. On the road beyond the woods, he heard the rumble of heavy vehicles. His phone buzzed again.

      Activity at Main House.

      “I have to go,” he told her.

      “Aren’t you going to knock me out, too?”

      “I’d rather not if I don’t have to.”

      She gave him a sour frown. “Get out of here.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Hey, Miller? Don’t get too cocky. I’ll see you again.”

      He smiled as he scooped up her gun. “Not if I see you first.”

      Tommy ran for his Jeep.
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      Malia Fell huddled on the floor of her bedroom balcony with her arms wrapped around her bare knees. A warm, damp breeze blew off the Caribbean waters, kissing her skin. The sun beat down from a cloudless sky. Her lush blond hair fell across her face, and her gaze was lost in the view of the translucent green bay and the mangrove and gumbo trees lining the shore. She listened to the noisy chatter of kingbirds and parrots, birds that had sung her to sleep since she was a little girl.

      This should have been a perfect day. She was back on the island. Her escape. Her happy place. She wanted nothing more than to swim, ride, surf, and sail, the way she had every summer for her whole life.

      But the horrors of that last night in Switzerland had chased her home. The terror in the spa had followed her onto the jet over the Atlantic and then the helicopter spiriting her from Nassau to the speck of land her father owned in the Bahamian waters. She hadn’t slept in two days. Whenever she closed her eyes, she saw the Middle Eastern woman above her, the knife in her hand; and then she saw the woman’s head explode as the bullet tore through her brain. Whenever she looked in a mirror, she saw herself covered in blood. She couldn’t eat. She could barely muster the strength to breathe.

      Malia shivered. A tear crept down her cheek.

      Like an endless loop, the woman’s voice echoed in her ear. Where is my sister?

      And then: She was on that island. People saw her there. What did he do to her?

      Malia shook herself, trying to make the voice go away. She pushed to her feet and went to the third-floor balcony railing. She noticed that her fingers trembled as she clutched the loops of ornamental steel. Below her, some of her father’s many island guests lounged across the sprawling lanai. Mist machines cooled them, and waiters in crisp white uniforms brought them piña coladas and mai tais. One man swam laps down the center of the crab-shaped pool, knifing through the blue water. Others gathered in the shallows, occasionally ducking under the waterfall to the stone bar. She saw an old man sunbathing naked, his thick hair gray, his skin wrinkled, his dick limp and long. It no longer shocked her. Clothes were optional on the island.

      From the balcony, she couldn’t make out their faces, but the men always had a familiar look. Every now and then, she’d meet one, and later she’d watch TV or read a magazine and realize she’d been shaking hands with a governor or a CEO or a Supreme Court justice. Powerful men came here. But they all deferred to her father, as if he had more power than any of them did. That was what it meant to be rich. She’d learned that a long time ago.

      “Hello, sweetheart.”

      Malia looked back. Her mother, wearing a bikini like Malia, stood in the doorway of the balcony with a glass of champagne in each hand.

      “You want something to drink?”

      “No.”

      “Are you sure? I could add some orange juice. Make them mimosas.”

      “That’s okay. Thanks, Gillian.”

      Her father was Dad, but her mother was Gillian. That was how her mother had always preferred it, even when Malia was a child. Maybe hearing the word Mom made her feel old. Malia didn’t know exactly how old her mother really was, and Gillian usually made a joke and changed the subject when Malia asked. Malia was twenty-two, so she assumed her mother had to be at least in her midforties, but Gillian didn’t look it. She was tall and flawless. Her ebony hair was parted in the middle and reached to the middle of her back, exactly like Malia’s except that Malia’s hair was reddish-blond. Gillian had what fashion magazines called perfect bone structure. Her cheeks. Her chin. Her shoulders. “If the ancient Greek sculptors came looking for a model,” Vogue had said once, “they would have swooned over Gillian Fell.”

      Of course, they’d also added, “Her face even has the frozen expression of a sculpture.”

      It was true that her mother’s mouth always had the same sad smile, and her dark eyes had a strangely fixed quality, as if she’d switched them off. But that was simply who she was. Maybe she’d had work done, and that was why she was sensitive about her age.

      Forty? Fifty?

      A maid had told her the previous year, on Gillian’s birthday, that she’d heard her father saying that Gillian was turning thirty-six. But that was impossible, because it meant Gillian would have had Malia when she was only fifteen years old. Fifteen.

      Impossible.

      It didn’t matter either way. To Malia, she would always be Gillian, and the world would always assume they were sisters.

      Gillian put down one of the champagne glasses on the balcony table and kept the other for herself. She came and stood next to her daughter at the railing. She turned Malia’s face toward her with elegant fingers, and she traced the sleepless circles under Malia’s eyes, which makeup couldn’t cover.

      “What’s this? This isn’t beautiful.” Her tongue clucked with displeasure.

      “I’m just tired,” Malia replied, pushing away her mother’s hand.

      “So sleep. Eat. Drink. You’ve been here a day, and you’ve done nothing but stay in your room the whole time.”

      Malia shrugged. “Jet lag.” Then she added, “Where’s Dad?”

      “I don’t know. Taiwan this time, I think. You know how Martin is. He’s never in the same place for very long.”

      Malia hid her sadness. She hadn’t seen her father in months, and she’d expected him to be here when she got to the island. Particularly after what had happened to her in Zermatt. Her father had a way of making everything better, and she felt lonely being here without him.

      Gillian seemed to read her face. “He’ll be here soon.”

      Malia nodded.

      “Think about the concert instead,” Gillian said. “The benefit. Eddie Salon! You love him! And what, half a dozen other singers? Isn’t that amazing?”

      “Yeah,” Malia agreed without enthusiasm. “Yeah, that’s great.”

      “That’s the best you can do? What, don’t you like Eddie anymore? Who’s the hot new thing?”

      “It’s not that.”

      “Then what?”

      Fear and irritation finally spilled onto Malia’s face. “Are you going to talk about what happened to me? Do you even know? Ever since I arrived, not a word. For fuck’s sake, Gillian.”

      “Language,” her mother insisted quietly.

      “Language? Are you kidding? That’s what you’re worried about? I was almost killed! One of my best friends was killed! I saw her die right in front of me. I was standing in her blood. And then that woman had her head blown off just as she was about to cut my throat. Do you know how fucking terrifying that was? Do you have any idea? I can’t get it out of my head!”

      Gillian patted Malia’s shoulder. “Yes, of course, sweetheart. That was a terrible experience. But your father fixed it, didn’t he? Martin fixes everything. He made sure you got whisked away. You won’t have to talk to the police. No one knows you were there at all. It’s over.”

      “Over? Nothing’s over. It just happened!”

      “What have I told you about bad things?” Gillian asked. “The best thing to do with bad things is to put them out of your mind. Hide them in a box with locks, and throw the key in the sea.”

      “Maybe that worked when I was a child, Gillian, but I’m not a child anymore. This woman wanted to kill me.”

      “Well, you’re safe now. That’s all that matters. You’ll feel better when your father gets here.”

      That was true. Her father always made everything better. He was the one who kissed away her cuts and bruises. When her pets died, he held her and comforted her. Malia couldn’t remember an obstacle she’d faced in life that her father hadn’t made go away.

      But she didn’t think he could fix this.

      “Who was she?” Malia asked.

      “What?”

      “The woman. Who was she?”

      “Some very disturbed person,” Gillian replied. “Mentally ill.”

      “There has to be more to it than that.”

      “Malia, there are sick people in the world.”

      “Yes, but she came after me. Me, specifically. She wanted to kill me to make Dad suffer. She hated Dad. Why?”

      “Your father is rich. There are people who hate anyone who works harder and is more successful than they are.”

      Malia shook her head. “What about her sister?”

      “What?”

      “She talked about her sister. She wanted to know where her sister was. She said⁠—”

      “Said what?”

      Malia lowered her voice. “She said her sister was here. On the island.”

      “That’s ridiculous.”

      “She said her sister disappeared.”

      “Young girls disappear all the time,” Gillian said. “I’m sure she read a bunch of nonsense in some tabloid and made up a fantasy to explain what happened. That’s what deranged people do.”

      “Well, I want to know her name. I want to know who she was.”

      “I’m sure Martin can find out everything you need to know,” Gillian replied breezily. “Talk to him when he gets back. In the meantime, try not to trouble yourself. Take a shower, freshen up, and come down and eat something. Chef Lejon has outdone himself today.”

      Malia nodded. There was no point in talking about it with Gillian. “Yeah, I’ll be down soon.”

      “Good.”

      Her mother turned and left the balcony, leaving Malia alone. Malia went and picked up the glass of champagne and studied the bubbles furiously making their way to the top of the crystal flute. She thought about drinking it. She loved champagne. But instead, she overturned the glass at the railing and let the liquid splash to the green grass immediately below her.

      Her gaze went back to the men on the lanai.

      Again she heard the woman’s voice. She was on that island.

      Below her, the naked old man was no longer alone. A girl had joined him, naked like he was, except for the sandals on her feet. She had blond hair like Malia’s, and her skin had an all-over tan. Malia watched things stirring as the old man talked to her, and then he climbed out of the lounge chair. He took the girl’s hand, and they strolled past the pool side by side. Malia could see the girl more clearly as they got closer, and she didn’t seem to be much older than eighteen.

      If she was eighteen at all.

      She put that thought out of her head. The old man and the girl left the lanai along a trail that led into the tropical forest. A quarter-mile away, individual open-air cabanas lined a private beach, with tiki roofs and ceiling fans blowing the warm air around. Each cabana had a fully stocked bar, a massage table, elegant snacks restocked every morning, and a king-sized Japanese airweave futon on the soft floor. Sometimes, as a kid no more than twelve, she used to sneak out of the house overnight and head like a spy to the beach, where there was nothing but moonlight and⁠—

      Malia blinked with a sudden horror.

      She covered her mouth with her hands, feeling a sickness in the pit of her stomach. Something stirred in the back of her memory, something she’d pushed down until it wasn’t really there anymore, just a shadow she couldn’t peel away from the darkness.

      What was it?

      And why was she thinking about it now?

      She watched the two of them, old man and young girl, disappear on the trail. They’d be having sex soon. No one bothered to hide it. Men came here to fuck. And the girls, well, they could eat and drink and be treated like royalty and go back to the real world with their pockets stuffed with more cash than they’d make in five years in a job on the mainland. Win-win. Right?

      But still there was that memory.

      She could almost touch it, but not quite. She thought she heard a scream in her head. A girl. Who was she?

      Why was she running?

      Remember!

      But the memory blew away with the wind, getting farther away like a bird on the sea. Or was it a memory at all? Maybe it was just a dream.

      Even so, Malia couldn’t shake the sick nausea in her gut. She ran from the balcony and barely made it to the bathroom before she lifted the toilet lid and vomited. She’d eaten almost nothing in two days, so what came up was mostly dry heaves convulsing her chest. When the fit passed, she sank back against the glass wall of the walk-in shower. Her eyes squeezed shut. She didn’t have the energy to get up, and she had no appetite to eat, so she lay on the cold tile.

      Above her, the ceiling fan hummed. She heard the pound of breaths in her chest, in and out, slowly going back to normal. But in the quietness, she heard something else, too. Malia thought at first that her mind was playing another trick on her, but the noise carried on for almost a minute through the vents of the estate before it faded away.

      She hadn’t imagined it.

      Somewhere in the house, a baby was crying.
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      “Tiger!” General Wyatt exclaimed, slapping him firmly on the shoulder and yanking him into a bear hug. The general was a foot shorter than he was, with a body frame that looked like an oil drum, but he had ferocious strength that made Tiger feel like his ribs were breaking. “Jesus, it’s good to see you, son. It’s been way too long.”

      “It’s good to see you, too, sir.”

      “You look the same. Not a day older. Obviously staying in shape.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “You want a drink? I had some good Scotch sent up.” Wyatt went to the mirrored bar and held up a bottle of Macallan. Rare cask stuff, very expensive. Tiger nodded, and the general poured two generous shots into glasses. They drank them down, and he repeated the process.

      When he had the next shot in his hand, Tiger went to the hotel room window. They were in the Four Seasons in downtown Houston, in an eighteenth-floor suite looking out toward Discovery Green. It was midevening, so the park was mostly a black hole set against the lights of the city. Tiger sipped the shot slowly this time, and he waited for General Wyatt to get to the point.

      This invitation hadn’t come out of nowhere. It hadn’t even come from Wyatt himself. Tiger had been jogging on the greenway near the university when a woman on a bench flagged him down. She was a stranger, older, not a threat. He was always conscious of potential threats. She said she had a message for him from his old army boss, an invitation to join him at a downtown hotel the following week. That was it, no details, no information about what Wyatt wanted.

      The general obviously knew Tiger had quit the police in Houston. Did he want Tiger to reenlist? And yet the hotel was an odd choice of venue if this was a recruitment drive. Not the army reserve facility near Ellington. Not the Federal Building, which was only a few blocks away. Wyatt had chosen somewhere private, although he hadn’t come alone. Tiger had spotted three guards in the lobby, and another guard had met him at the elevator to frisk him and take possession of his phone and weapons. He knew the look of the men; they were all Rangers.

      Wyatt smiled and looked relaxed. He took a seat in a comfortable armchair, while Tiger stayed by the window. The general wore a business suit, which made Tiger feel underdressed in a red dress shirt and black slacks.

      “Just so you know, there’s a signal jammer operating here,” the general told him. “We’ve scanned the room for listening devices and cameras. You can speak freely.”

      “Okay.”

      “Sorry about the pat-down by the elevator. We can’t take any chances with communication devices.”

      “You don’t have to explain, sir.”

      “It’s not that we don’t trust you, Tiger.”

      Tiger took note of the pronoun. We. “SOP, Sir.”

      “Exactly.”

      “This meeting is off the books,” Wyatt went on. “I was never here. My personal calendar will show that I’m in DC right now, and several witnesses will confirm it. We’ve established a cover story for you, too. You’re in San Antonio on the Riverwalk. You had dinner at Boudro’s. That’s what your credit cards will show. You also had a conversation with a couple near the canal that got a little heated. They’ll remember you.”

      One of Tiger’s eyebrows arched. “Did you pay them, or did you use a look-alike?”

      Wyatt shrugged. “Look-alike. Payments can be tracked. Anyway, the point is, we’re secure here. You can listen to what we have to say. If you like it, let’s do business. If you don’t, walk away. No harm, no foul.”

      Tiger had no idea what Wyatt wanted to say, but he was intrigued by the lengths the general had gone to in order to make sure their meeting stayed confidential. He also knew that the precautions worked the other way. If Tiger told anyone about the meeting, they had a way of denying it had ever happened.

      That was assuming he really could walk away from the hotel, as opposed to his body being found somewhere in San Antonio the following day.

      “I’m definitely curious,” he told the general.

      Wyatt smiled. “Good. There’s someone I want you to meet. Gerry, come on over and say hi. Let’s spell it all out.”

      Tiger heard the rattle of a doorknob. The door to the adjoining hotel suite opened, and a very tall man came from the other room, dressed in a suit like Wyatt. He was well into his sixties, but he took long strides that brimmed with charismatic energy. His face featured hawkish dark eyes, a drooping nose, and the smile of a politician who wanted to be your best friend. He shook hands with Tiger, and his grip had the bony clutch of a skeleton.

      “Tiger, this is Senator Gerry Macklin.”

      “Yes, I know. Chairman of the Armed Services Committee. It’s an honor, sir.”

      Macklin waved away the compliment. “The honor’s mine. Wyatt here told me about some of the missions you did for him in fucking Asscrackistan. You’re a hero, son.”

      “The ones who didn’t come back are the heroes,” Tiger replied. “And I’ll be honest with you, sir. That country is a shit show, absolutely. But some of the locals are among the best people I’ve ever met. They deserve better than what we’ve given them.”

      “You’re right. I didn’t mean to suggest otherwise.” The senator shifted his focus to Wyatt. “I like him, Wallace. He’s as advertised. No bullshit.”

      Wyatt nodded. “I told you.”

      The general gestured toward the sofa. Tiger took a seat at one end, and Senator Macklin took a seat on the other. Wyatt poured a drink for the senator, then returned to the armchair.

      “Tell me something, Tiger,” Macklin began. “Where’d we go wrong over there? I’m curious about your opinion.”

      Tiger shrugged. “Soldiers win wars. Politicians lose them.”

      “Fair enough. Can’t argue with that. Is that why you got out?”

      “I got out because I’d rather play chess than tic-tac-toe.”

      General Wyatt leaned forward, hands on his knees. “You got disillusioned, and you left the service and became a cop instead. But here you are, walking away again. You quit the police. Why?”

      “Same shit, different day,” Tiger replied. “I worked with a lot of great people. But the system always wins. Military, government, police, courts, it doesn’t matter. After a while, you get tired of fighting when no one in power has your back.”

      Macklin nodded. “We feel the same way. The system is the problem.”

      “No offense, sir, but you are the system.”

      “I understand why you might think so,” Macklin told him, “but you’re wrong. The ordinary citizen would consider me a powerful man, but I’m just one more cog in the machine. The machine has the real power. The machine can’t be stopped. It exists to preserve itself, with a suffocating momentum of its own. The culture, the corruption, the inertia, it’s all self-perpetuating. Those who try to change it get spit out and destroyed. Like you, Tiger. You’ve seen how it works up close, so you know. But there are a few of us—men like me and Wallace here—who have a plan to deal with the machine.”

      Tiger couldn’t keep the cynicism off his face. “Lots of people have plans, Senator. Every year, there’s a new plan, a new strategy. And then the rock rolls back down the hill.”

      “Agreed. The machine always wins. That’s why we decided that the way to defeat the machine is not to try to stop it, but to go around it. Pretend like it doesn’t exist. That’s the mission behind our group. And we want you to help us.”

      Tiger’s gaze went back and forth between the two men. “What kind of mission are you talking about?”

      “A mission where soldiers are allowed to win the war,” Macklin said.

      “I still don’t understand.”

      The senator nodded at Wyatt, who took over the speech.

      “Tiger, we go back a long ways,” the general said. “I gave you orders in the field, but other people gave me orders, and other people gave them orders, and so on, and so on. How many ops went FUBAR because you and I didn’t have a free hand? You were constrained by rules of engagement that had nothing to do with the reality on the ground.”

      “Countless, sir.”

      “Well, what if you did have a free hand?” Wyatt asked.

      Tiger shook his head. “It’s a moot point. We don’t, and we never will. That’s not the world we live in.”

      “It could be,” Wyatt said.

      Tiger waited for what came next.

      “You see, son, Senator Macklin and I are part of a group from all walks of life who believe there are times when we need to work outside the system. Outside the machine. We are well financed, partly from private sources, partly from—reallocation—of certain government resources. We have people working with us of vision, intelligence, and leadership. And we are all tired of seeing the rules stand in the way of what needs to happen. Certain decisions are so clear, so urgent, that we simply need to act, rather than let the machine stop us. Sometimes that’s abroad, and sometimes it’s right here at home.”

      Tiger’s eyes narrowed. “Such as?”

      Wyatt and Macklin exchanged glances. Right then and there, Tiger knew the bait was about to be dropped in the water. He also had no doubt that he would clamp his mouth over the hook.

      “Tell me about a murderer named TRex,” Wyatt said.

      A shadow fell across Tiger’s face at the name. Fury and frustration filled his heart. He remembered being in the courtroom a few weeks earlier and seeing a huge grin as TRex mouthed a single word: Untouchable.

      “TRex is a big part of why I quit the police,” Tiger admitted. “But I assume you know that, sir.”

      “I do. And I want you to be completely honest. As I told you, this meeting is secure. There’s no record of what’s being said in this room. There are no consequences for anything you share with us. What needs to be done about TRex? Forget the courts, forget the law, forget everything except the reality on the ground. If this were one of our missions overseas, what order would you advise me to give?”

      Tiger didn’t hesitate. “TRex needs to be killed.”

      “Why?”

      “Because he’s soulless and evil. Because he is a cancer on this city. Because removing him would save numerous lives.”

      “Are there people who feel differently about this man? Police, prosecutors, judges?”

      “No, sir.”

      “And yet he manipulates the system. He goes free. How many times now? Three different jury trials?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “So what’s stopping you from removing him?” Wyatt asked.

      “It’s against the law,” Tiger said.

      “Exactly. The law says we can’t do what we know needs to be done. And so evil thrives. That was true in Iraq and Afghanistan, too, wasn’t it? We both saw it for ourselves. Our hands were tied by the rules, by the system, by the machine. But imagine taking action based on what is moral and correct, regardless of what the law says. That’s what we do, Tiger. We can’t change the law, so we break it when the law stands in the way. And yes, we’re risking our lives and our freedom if we’re found out. But you’re no stranger to risk. That’s why we’re here. We want to know if you’re willing to put everything on the line to do what’s right. That’s the question you need to answer for yourself. Are you willing to break every rule?”

      

      Tommy knew he was the most wanted man in Florida.

      Hunted by the police. Hunted by the Outsiders.

      They expected him to run, but he didn’t. The first few hours of any search were the most dangerous because whoever was looking for you could tighten the perimeter and know you were somewhere inside. But the more time went on, the more the cat had to assume the mouse had slipped away. So Tommy simply hid off the trails in the sprawling state park near Micanopy and waited.

      No one knew about his Jeep, so no one was looking for it. He’d bought it for cash from an old man in Georgia years earlier, and he’d swapped the out-of-state plates for a set of Florida plates he’d found on a beater rusting in a field outside Charlie Creek. The Jeep had been hidden in the woods behind the man cave since then.

      The only thing the police were looking for was his face. He was sure that every cop in the state had his photo on the screen in their squad car, but he’d used the hours in the woods to change his appearance completely. He rinsed out the black dye, cut his hair, and shaved his beard. He disposed of his contact lenses and black glasses, and he stored his jeans and dirty tank top under a blanket in the back of the Jeep. He threw on a Marlins baseball cap, a Hawaiian shirt, and white linen slacks, and he was a new man. Blond hair, ocean-blue eyes, sharply angled, smooth jaw.

      He was Tiger again.

      When it was dark, Tommy finally left the park and made his way to the back roads. He took a slow, circuitous route south, making sure there were no police roadblocks, and then he ultimately joined Florida’s Turnpike near The Villages. He had no destination, not yet. First, he needed to know where Alina had gone seventeen months ago. So, at one of the twenty-four-hour service plazas, he used a burner phone to call Andrew Fong while he was filling the Jeep with gas.

      “Can you talk?” he asked when the doctor answered the phone.

      “Tommy, my God. Hang on.”

      He could hear footsteps, then the closing of a door. He guessed that Andrew was still in his hospital lab.

      “What’s going on?” Andrew said when he returned. “The police are looking for you. They say you assaulted multiple officers.”

      “It’s a long story, and I’m sorry about that. But if the police find me, then others will find me, too. People who want me to disappear. I already told you what I’m trying to do. I can’t rescue Teresa and Rosalita if I’m locked in a hole somewhere.”

      “I understand,” Andrew said, although the hesitation in his tone meant he didn’t really understand at all.

      “If the police ask if you’ve talked to me, don’t lie. Tell them the truth.”

      “Okay. Good.” Then Andrew spoke quickly, as if knowing Tommy didn’t have much time. “Tell me what you need.”

      Tommy breathed a sigh of relief. He hadn’t known what to expect in making this call. Andrew might have hung up on him. But the young doctor was like his mother, always ready to jump in to offer help.

      “I think Kim gave Teresa a credit card,” Tommy explained. “She may have used it on a trip last year. Wherever she went, something happened to her, and I think it’s connected to her abduction. I have to find the credit card records if there are any. Do you have any idea what card she might have used?”

      A long silence stretched out on the line.

      “When my father was alive, he and Mom used to go to Disney World a lot,” Andrew said after the pause. “They had a Disney Visa card for the reward points. Mom hasn’t wanted to go back there since he passed away, so she stopped using the card. I could imagine her giving it to Teresa and telling her to use it if she needed anything. The trouble is, I don’t have any of the statements.”

      “Would Kim have had an online account?” Tommy asked.

      “Sure. She did most of her banking online. She tended to use the same password on everything, even when I told her not to. LibraryLady1!!, with two exclamation points. Plus her email as the username. You might be able to log in that way.”

      “There’s probably two-factor authentication by now,” Tommy said. “Do you have Kim’s phone?”

      Andrew hesitated. “No, but I still use my dad’s phone. It’s nostalgic for me. His number is probably still on the account.”

      “Hang on.”

      Tommy used the browser on his burner phone to login to Kim’s Visa account. The username and password worked, and when it prompted him to choose a phone number for backup security, he found that the number for Andrew’s father was still active. When the bank texted Andrew a six-digit code on his father’s phone, he read it off to Tommy.

      “I’m in,” Tommy said. “Thank you, Andrew.”

      “Good luck. Stay safe.” He added, “I hope you find them.”

      A couple of minutes later, Tommy opened Kim Fong’s Visa statement for the month almost a year and a half ago when Alina had taken her mystery trip. There were only a handful of charges, all in the same city.

      His wife had gone to Miami Beach.
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      “That’s a very pretty girl,” the waiter named Rico told Tommy, putting down a Painkiller cocktail in a hurricane glass and squinting at the picture of Alina on Tommy’s phone. “But you know, man, around here, all the girls are pretty. You walk the beach, it’s like Project Runway.”

      Tommy glanced at the ribbon of white sand below the hotel bar, where teens and twentysomethings in bikinis crowded the surf and lounged under a rainbow of umbrellas. A feast of oily bare flesh bronzed into a deep chocolate color under the beating sun.

      Welcome to South Beach.

      “Take another look,” Tommy said.

      The waiter leaned forward, studying Alina’s face again. “It’s possible. I mean, yeah, I get it, there’s something special about that one. Those eyes, you know? I’m gonna remember eyes like that. But this was what? More than a year ago?”

      “Seventeen months.”

      “Yeah, long time, man. Maybe she was here, but what she was doing or who she was with? I couldn’t tell you.”

      “Thanks, anyway,” Tommy said, handing the waiter twenty bucks.

      “No problem.”

      Rico left him alone on the patio. On either side of the beachfront hotel, high white condo towers faced the ocean, stacked together side by side like dominoes. Tommy sipped his Painkiller, tasting coconut and pineapple. A film of sweat coated his skin under his linen clothes. From behind his sunglasses, he noted the people around him, his cautious gaze going from face to face. No one was watching him. He didn’t think he was likely to be recognized here or that anyone would have guessed his destination and followed him. But he didn’t like to take chances.

      He wasn’t surprised that no one at the hotel remembered Alina. According to Kim Fong’s credit card statement, his wife had stayed two nights at the Palm Shores Hotel. In on Friday, out on Sunday. He’d used one of his false IDs as James Rockford, private investigator—it always amazed him that no one got the joke—and that had been enough to get him a copy of Alina’s hotel receipt. He’d also talked to as many of the desk clerks, concierge staff, maids, and valets as he could find, but no one specifically remembered Alina from the photograph.

      Did anything unusual happen at the hotel that weekend? Nobody remembered a thing. No police or emergency calls. No incidents or fights.

      Did Alina stay here alone?

      The hotel register showed no one else in the room, and the only charge on the receipt other than the room itself was at the hotel bar where Tommy was now sitting. Based on the prices, Alina had ordered a single drink on Saturday afternoon. So, during the day, at least, she’d been alone.

      What were you doing here, my love?

      Alina had come to Miami Beach for a reason, and the only reason he could think of was to meet someone. But who? And why?

      Something bad had happened to her while she was here.

      Did it happen in her room?

      From the receipt, Tommy knew the room number she’d been assigned—14618, a king room on a high floor. He left most of his Painkiller behind, and he slung his leather satchel bag onto his shoulder, then made his way into the lobby of the hotel. It was early afternoon; there would still be maids busy on most of the floors. He picked a floor at random on the elevator panel, then wandered along the corridor to the nearest maid cart. The attendant was inside making up the room, the door ajar against the security swing bar.

      He rapped his knuckles on the door. When the young maid appeared, he gave her a smile and asked pleasantly, “Do you mind if I take another bar of soap?”

      Her head cocked in confusion. She didn’t speak English.

      “¿Jabón?” he said.

      This time she smiled back with a nod. He grabbed one of the small boxes of soap from her cart, and as he did, he made a show of accidentally spilling toilet paper rolls onto the floor of the corridor. He apologized loudly and began scrambling to pick them up, and the maid squatted next to him to do the same.

      When Tommy stood up again, he had her master hotel key in his pocket.

      He returned to the elevator and took it to the fourteenth floor. With his head down to avoid the cameras, he made his way to room 14618 and knocked on the door. There was no answer from inside. He used the master key to open the door and saw that the room was unoccupied, the bed still made, no clothes or luggage inside.

      It was a generic hotel room. King bed, dresser, television, closet, toilet, and shower. The view toward the beach made it pricy, not the amenities of the room itself. He closed his eyes, wondering if he would feel Alina’s presence here, but she’d been one guest out of hundreds for two nights more than a year ago. She’d come and gone and left nothing of herself behind.

      Or had she?

      He slid his leather bag off his shoulder and found the spray bottle of luminol he’d made from the powder reagent that morning. Several times during his work with the Outsiders, he and Jacinto had made unauthorized searches in homes where the FBI had no hope of getting a warrant. If they found evidence of value, then information found its way behind the scenes to the appropriate investigators. Tommy used the spray bottle to mist the areas in the hotel room where blood was most likely to be found. The headboard, the wall and carpet surrounding the bed, the bathroom and shower tile. He found what he expected, a few minor drops that a cut or scrape or shaving accident would have left behind.

      But there was no sea of blood, no sprawling stain that would have come from someone dying on the floor, or from a vicious fight for control. There had been no violence in this room. Somehow he was sure that whatever had happened to Alina, there would have been blood. A lot of it.

      Tommy looked through the hotel window at the water.

      He thought about his rules for survival. If he was meeting someone in a strange city, he never stayed where the meeting was to occur. He picked somewhere within walking distance—always an easy escape if he needed to get away fast—but he made sure his hotel was safe ground. Then, for the meeting itself, he chose a crowded place, somewhere with people. More room to lose himself if needed. More opportunities for chaos and diversion.

      Alina was a survivor, like he was, the kind of woman who’d lived on her own under false identities for years, the kind of woman who knew to have a go bag hidden in her antique shop. She was too smart to be caught without an escape plan. If she’d come to Miami Beach to meet someone, she hadn’t done it here, and she hadn’t brought anyone back to the hotel.

      There were two other charges on Kim Fong’s credit card from the same day.

      One was at a boutique on Ocean Drive that sold trendy women’s fashions. Alina had paid several hundred dollars for what Tommy assumed was a dress. A dress he’d never seen. A dress she’d never worn around him. Then, at a little after eleven o’clock on that Saturday evening, she’d paid a hundred-dollar tab at the Biscayne Black, one of the glam hotels in the Mid-Beach area.

      Exactly one hundred dollars, which sounded like a cover charge.

      The Biscayne Black, according to its website, featured one of the most popular dance clubs in Miami, called Xyl.

      A nightclub. A trendy dress. A crowded place.

      Tommy left the Palm Shores and headed north along Indian Creek on foot. The fishy brine of the ocean wafted from two blocks away. He passed million-dollar yachts tied up casually on the canal side as if they were no more than pontoon boats. Girls wearing thong bikinis padded up and down beside the water, and as Rico had said, all the girls in Miami were pretty. Sleek black limos cruised the avenue, coming and going from the condos and hotels. Money and fame hung in the air like a kind of hunger. There were those who wanted it and those who had it.

      Those who had it stayed at the Biscayne Black.

      The resort sprawled across multiple hotel towers and spilled toward the beachfront. It could trace its history to the Sinatra days, to the Sean Connery Goldfinger days, and yet it kept reinventing itself, ultramodern, ultrayoung. He made his way into the lobby, where the floor was laid out in glittering marble and swirling orange chandeliers hung like stalactites over his head. The cocktail bar had a glass floor, illuminated with cool blue lights from below. Through the floor-to-ceiling windows, he could see the largest of the turquoise swimming pools outside, a spiderweb of lush green grass shaded by palm trees, and then the Atlantic breakers crashing on white sand.

      He could picture Alina here.

      She would have fit hand in glove into this scene, wearing a shimmery, form-fitting cocktail dress, her body curvy and perfect, all the men seeking her out like prey. They would have come after her, the rich and the wannabe rich, the famous and the wannabe famous. Let me buy you a drink. Let me buy you a mansion. If there was an entrance line at Xyl—and Xyl was as famous as Studio 54 for its endless lines—the bouncer would have jumped her to the front and told her to go inside.

      That had been Alina’s life.

      But not Teresa’s.

      Teresa had left that world behind when she met Tommy. But for some reason, Alina had gone back to it.

      He made his way to the entrance to Xyl. It was midafternoon, hours before the club opened, and the place had a cavernous emptiness to it. The cushioned booths and mirrored columns and light machines all looked oddly artificial without the hypnotizing effects of shadows and fog. He tried to imagine this place at midnight, packed shoulder to shoulder with writhing, hormone-heavy men and women and the deafening thump of hip-hop beats rocking the walls. Then he tried to imagine Alina in the middle of it. Not here to dance. Not here to drink.

      Here to do what?

      “Hi.”

      Tommy turned.

      A woman in her twenties stood in front of him. She had a sexy, shallow attractiveness that matched the sexy, shallow surroundings. Her hair was full and bottle-blond, falling over one eye, and her grapefruit breasts seemed to fight to escape the white spaghetti-strap top stretched across her frame. She wore black leather skintight pants and red heels as tall and narrow as number two pencils, which brought her up to six feet. Her pale-pink lips greeted him with a smile, and her blue eyes did a survey of him that seemed to assess the size of his wallet. And maybe the size of other things, too.

      “Can I help you?” she asked. He was surprised to hear a British accent.

      “Maybe so,” Tommy said. “Do you work at Xyl?”

      “Sure. You want to get in tonight? You’re a bit old, but you’ve got style. I can see what I can do.”

      “It must be quite the scene.”

      “Oh, yes, we’re always busy, but it’s a weekday, so not as bad. We’ve got RadioAktv here on Saturday. It’ll be crazed. Line out the door.”

      Tommy had no idea who the hell that was. “What’s your name?” he asked.

      “Jilly. Jilly Fox.”

      “I like that name.”

      “Well, my mum loved Jilly Cooper novels. Most people don’t know who that is.”

      “I do,” Tommy replied, “but then again, I’m old.”

      Jilly smirked at the little jab. “Sorry. I can be rude.”

      “No, you’re direct. There’s a difference. Also, you’re right. But I don’t want to get into the club, Jilly. I need your help about something else.”

      “Oh, yes?”

      “How long have you worked here?”

      “About a year and a half. I came to Miami my summer after Cambridge, and I never went home.”

      She winked as if to say: Cambridge. Didn’t see that coming, did you?

      “There was someone at the club seventeen months ago,” Tommy told her. “You might remember her.”

      “One girl seventeen months ago. At Xyl. You’re kidding, right?”

      “Only partly,” Tommy replied. He took out his phone and showed Jilly a photo of Alina. “This is her.”

      Jilly’s gaze assessed Alina, and her eyes widened with the slightly jealous realization that Alina had the look. Everyone who saw her knew it, but a woman who worked in this place definitely knew someone who stood out from the crowd.

      “Well, she’s something, that’s for sure,” Jilly said, “but you’re dreaming if you think I’d remember one girl. Even one who looks like she does. Sorry.”

      “It’s not so much that I think you’d remember her,” Tommy said, “but I’m betting that something happened that night when she was here. If I’m right, whatever it was, it was big. So maybe you’d remember that.”

      “When was this?” Jilly asked.

      Tommy gave her the date. “It was a Saturday night,” he added, “so I suppose the joint was jumping.”

      Jilly blinked. Her suntanned face took on an even darker cast, and the smile bled from her lips. She looked around, squirrely now, and her eyes darted to the ceiling. “Seventeen months? What was that date again?”

      He repeated it.

      “Fuck me,” Jilly said. It wasn’t an invitation. “Who are you?”

      “Nobody.”

      “Cop?”

      “No.”

      “You work for the hotel?”

      “No.”

      “Well, we’re done here. I have to go.”

      She turned to leave, but he blocked her way and spoke quickly. “Jilly, I need your help. This woman is my wife, and she’s missing, along with our baby girl. Men came and took them. I think whatever’s going on started at this club on that Saturday night. All I want is information.”

      “Get away from me,” Jilly hissed, “or some gorillas will be here in ten seconds to take you outside and make you wish you didn’t have balls.”

      “Look at me,” Tommy told her calmly. “I won’t harm you.”

      “It’s not you I’m worried about.”

      “Then who?”

      Jilly shook her head. “No fucking way.”

      Tommy moved in just a little closer. He was careful not to touch her. “Jilly, I know you’re smart, and I can see you’re scared. Anything you tell me stays between us. But I need your help to find my wife and daughter. Seventeen months ago. Please. What happened?”

      She shot another nervous stare at the ceiling. He spotted overhead cameras recording the club from every angle. They were being watched. But he could also see Jilly’s anger bubbling to the surface, not directed at him, but at mystery people spying on her through the monitors. She’d been holding this in for a while.

      “I’m going to slap your face now,” she told him.

      “What?”

      “I’m going to slap your face, because you’re an asshole, and you’re coming on to me,” she repeated, lowering her voice to avoid echoes of the sound.

      Tommy understood. “Make it as hard as you want. Make it look good.”

      Jilly did. She swung her hand sharply, and the crack of skin on skin sounded like a gun firing a bullet. The girl was strong. He didn’t need to pretend that it hurt. His head twisted sideways with the blow, and he backed away from her, holding up his hands as if he’d learned his lesson.

      “What happened that night?” Tommy repeated softly.

      “There was a murder,” Jilly whispered. “A girl got her throat cut.”
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      “Who was the girl?” Tommy asked. His face throbbed like he’d suffered an attack of wasps, and he was sure his cheeks had flushed beet red.

      Jilly shook her head. “I’ve already said too much, and they’re still watching us. You need to go.”

      “Meet me somewhere private. Somewhere they can’t see us.”

      He saw conflicting emotions doing battle on her face. Jilly was scared, but she’d also been keeping a secret that had been eating away at her for seventeen months.

      A girl was dead.

      “Look, rent a cabana on the beach,” she murmured. “Not here at the Black. Go somewhere north. I’ll find you in an hour.”

      Without waiting for an answer, Jilly gave him a middle finger to punctuate their little drama. She turned sharply on her red high heels and stalked away. Tommy waited in the club, alone, then rubbed his aching jaw and made his way back to the lobby of the Biscayne Black. He noticed security paying close attention to him. One guard headed his way, and Tommy had no interest in being grilled in some back room of the hotel. He left through the rear doors and continued past the pools and gardens to the beach. The guard followed as far as the property line, then spoke into a radio. Tommy slipped off his shoes, tied them together and slung them around his neck, and strolled southward on the hot sand.

      But he expected more company, and he wasn’t disappointed.

      With a glance up the beach, he spotted two young toughs in swimsuits breaking away from the lifeguard tower to head after him. If the hotel guards were official security, these boys were the unofficial ambassadors, the ones designed to teach unruly guests a lesson. They closed the distance quickly, but Tommy pretended not to notice them. When he noticed an empty beach cabana, he ducked inside. From one of his pockets, he slipped out an aluminum golf tee and secured it in his fist. Sometimes the simplest weapons were the most effective. He stretched out on an empty chaise, hands casually behind his neck, eyes closed. He didn’t expect anyone to come dunning him for money for the cabana. The boys would take care of that.

      Less than a minute later, twin shadows darkened the sunlight in front of him. Two huge young men wandered inside, undoing the canvas flaps, which draped shut to block out the ocean view. No one on the beach could see them now. Through the shadows, he noted a receiver curled around one ear on both men, which allowed them to keep in touch with the guards at the hotel.

      “Help you, boys?” Tommy said pleasantly.

      The faces of the two thugs looked like tablets chiseled out of stone. They sensed no danger from the man on the chaise. The thing about being big and dumb was that being big didn’t help if you were dumb. One of the boys grabbed Tommy by his shirt, yanked him into the air, and dropped him down in front of them.

      “You need to learn some manners,” the first kid said. “You were messing with one of our girls up there. That’s a no-no.”

      “What, the bimbo in the club? Come on, get serious.”

      “Jilly said you weren’t polite. We don’t like that. We don’t like people who treat our girls that way.”

      “Well, shit, fellas, you can’t blame a guy for trying,” Tommy said with a shrug. “I asked, she said no, she slapped my face. Not the first time, won’t be the last. What’s the big deal?”

      The two of them exchanged hard glances.

      “This guy don’t take a hint,” the second one said.

      The first kid nodded. “Think he needs a lesson.”

      Tommy sighed.

      The first blow would be aimed at his stomach. They always started with the stomach, then the groin, like a dance called the Tough Guy Two-Step. He tightened his abdomen until it was a taut ball of muscle, and he waited until he saw the first man launch his right fist like a pile driver. Tommy stepped back, throwing the man off balance, and absorbed the diminished punch to his gut. He let the aluminum tip of the golf tee slip between his index and middle fingers and delivered one quick, sharp jab to the man’s throat, driving a hole into his windpipe. The man’s hands flew to his throat in a fit of gagging and bleeding. When his partner growled an obscenity and attacked, Tommy responded with a Tough Guy Two-Step of his own, rocketing a fist into the man’s exposed stomach and emptying his lungs like air bursting from a tire. He followed the blow with a knee jerk into the man’s testicles, eliciting a scream that could have come from a ten-year-old girl.

      With both men distracted, he slammed their skulls together with a bone-breaking crack and watched them thud to the sand at his feet.

      Tommy slipped out of the cabana and swept the curtains shut behind him.

      An older woman in a one-piece swimsuit, wearing a floppy shade hat, stared at him from her own cabana a few feet away. “I heard a scream,” she said.

      Tommy smiled. “Sorry, I saw a spider.”

      This time he left the grounds of the Biscayne Black without delay. When he reached the next resort, he hiked into the hotel lobby. In one of the gift shops, he bought a polo shirt and shorts, then changed in the men’s room and added a beach hat and sunglasses. He left out the front entrance and headed north beside Indian Creek.

      Two resorts up from the Biscayne Black, he rented a cabana by the beach and ordered two frozen mai tais.

      He’d finished most of his drink, and the second was a little slushy by the time Jilly found him. She’d changed into a revealing white bikini that showed off cocoa-tanned skin with no tan lines. Her blond hair hung loosely at her shoulders, and she wore auburn reflecting sunglasses. Noting the drink he’d ordered for her, she sucked up half of it through the straw, then stretched out on the chaise next to his.

      “What the fuck did you do?” she asked. “The guards are going nuts. They sent an ambulance to the beach.”

      “I had a little chat with a couple of their boys.”

      “Jesus.” She finished the rest of her drink, and he flagged a waiter to order another. She was playing it cool, but she was scared to death. He saw her hands trembling.

      “Are you good with them?” he asked.

      “Yeah, they bought the bullshit. You played it up, huh? Thank you.”

      “I wanted to make sure you weren’t in any trouble.” Then he added, “I really need the rest of the story, Jilly.”

      She stripped off her sunglasses and sat up, her arms around her knees. She didn’t say anything until she had the next drink in her hand.

      “It was my first week,” she said. “I’d been working at the club for three days. Three days! I’m an assistant to the club supervisor, Lynette. It was a Saturday night, super busy. Half a dozen A-list celebs in the house, so we had our hands full. I didn’t have thirty seconds to take a break until after two in the morning. Then I slipped out back for a smoke in the trees.”

      Tommy waited. Jilly sipped more of her drink and licked her lips. Her eyes closed, and her face tightened as she remembered.

      “There are a few private suites off the club floor. Roped off, exclusive access only. Celebs and billionaires and that’s about it. Nobody else goes in. The suites are for hookups, okay? An A-lister picks a girl off the floor, takes her back there for some fun. The suites all have backup access to the rear of the hotel, so the limos can pull right up in the service alley. You drink, you do some coke, you fuck, you head back to your Gulfstream.”

      “Who was there that night?” Tommy asked.

      “No idea. The peons don’t get the names.”

      “So you went out for a smoke. What happened?”

      “I was on my second cigarette when I saw a limo pull in for a pickup. A few people came out of one of the suites. It was dark. I couldn’t see who it was or how many there were. But I heard what sounded like a struggle. A fight. And suddenly a girl shouted something.”

      “What?” Tommy asked.

      “Run.”

      “Then what?”

      “Someone broke from the group and took off.”

      “Man or woman?”

      “Woman. A tall guy started after her, but I saw someone jump on top of him, hanging on for life. In the time it took for the guy to shake her off, the first woman was gone. No idea where she went. Then there was—there was a scream. I can still hear it. A girl began to scream, but it cut off fast, and I heard something that—well, fuck, I never want to hear a sound like that again. The men piled into the limo, and it shot away. I ran over there⁠—”

      Jilly stopped again.

      “There was a girl on the ground outside the back door to the suite. Blond. Pretty. Jesus, she couldn’t have been more than twenty years old. They’d cut her throat. I mean, they’d practically cut off her head the cut was so deep. She was already dead. And I freaked.”

      “I’m sure,” Tommy said.

      “Lynette knew I’d taken a cig break, and she came to find me. I was by the door next to the body, just staring at this girl. She took me inside. Cleaned me up. She gave me a sleeping pill, a couple of them actually, and I slept for like twenty-four hours. And when I woke up⁠—”

      Tommy watched her chest rise and fall in quick, constricted breaths.

      “It was all done,” Jilly continued.

      “What do you mean?”

      “The police were gone. Nobody asked me any questions. Lynette said it was over. A drug murder. It didn’t involve any of our guests. She said the best thing to do was forget it. Then she gave me five thousand dollars in cash. She said it was a thank-you for looking after the reputation of the hotel.”

      Tommy shook his head. A nice, neat cover-up.

      He showed her the photograph of Alina again. “Could she have been the woman who ran?”

      “I don’t know. It was dark. It happened fast. I couldn’t tell you who any of them were.”

      “And you have no idea who was in that suite that night?”

      “No. I told you, they keep those suites tightly controlled. Lynette didn’t even know. Nobody ever uses names. As soon as there’s a name, it’s going to show up in the tabloids, count on it. For the hotel, it’s not about names, it’s about money. As long as the bill gets paid, who cares?”

      “And the girl who was killed,” Tommy said. “Do you know who she was?”

      “I saw it in the paper later,” Jilly replied. “They said she was from somewhere near Fort Myers. Her name was Ivie.”
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      Malia finally ventured out of the mansion the next morning when the fresh sea air proved too tempting. She wore her Valentino bikini in pink and ivory because she planned to swim in the cove, but she pulled loose white shorts over the bottoms and put on sneakers, so she could first jog around the jungle trails.

      It was early, not even six o’clock. She liked getting up before the worst of the summer heat. In half an hour’s run, she could climb the hillside road and reach the peak just as dawn broke on the eastern horizon. That was one of her favorite views in the world. Her father kept a cottage up there, always fully stocked by his catering chef, so she could sit on the porch with coffee and scones and watch the Caribbean awaken with the sun’s pink fire.

      Sometimes she woke up Gillian to run with her, but today she left quietly, making sure her mother didn’t hear her from the main suite at the far end of the hall. Being with Gillian would be like being with a happy talk robot, and Malia had no patience for that after their confrontation the previous night.

      She’d asked her mother about the baby.

      Who is it? Why is it here?

      Gillian had lied at first and said there was no baby on the island. When Malia pressed it—when she said she’d heard a baby crying in the house—Gillian had changed her story and said that one of the island guests had brought a little girl. But Malia didn’t believe her. The denial, the lie, the excuse—all came in that same bland tone her mother always used. Everything is all right.

      But everything was not all right.

      Something strange was going on.

      Her legs pumped as adrenaline flooded through her. Her ponytail bounced behind her. The trail through the jungle, just wide enough for golf carts and four-wheelers, was still mostly dark, but Malia knew the route by heart. She’d run the island’s narrow roads since she was a girl. She’d watched the banana trees grow year by year, and she’d learned to identify dozens of different birds simply by their calls. Many of the parrots who made a home here were older than she was, and she wondered if they remembered her when she came back to the island.

      Ahead of her, the trail was intersected by a crossroad that headed uphill before breaking free of the trees in a beautiful clearing at the highest point on the island, more than one hundred feet above the sea. That was where the cottage and the cliff faced the dawn. Her mind was so consumed with her own thoughts that Malia didn’t even notice a man standing in the middle of the intersection until she practically jogged into him. Then she skidded to a stop in surprise.

      “Oh!”

      The man wore the khaki uniform of one of the island’s security guards. He was good-looking, with dark hair that made a V down his forehead, and a muscled build. He kept a sidearm clipped to his belt, as all the guards here did. Her father was one of the richest men in the world, and that meant taking no chances. Malia had grown accustomed to seeing guards in and around the house, and near the various beaches where boats might land, but she had never seen one in the interior of the jungle.

      “Good morning, miss,” he said.

      Malia knew many of the guards by name, but this one was a stranger to her. She took a moment to decompress, her face hot and flushed from the pace of her run. “Hi. Good morning. Wow, you startled me.”

      “I’m sorry about that.”

      “No worries. Running is my think time, so I stop paying attention. I should be more careful.”

      “It’s not a problem.”

      “What’s your name?” Malia asked.

      “Anthony.”

      “Oh, well, nice to meet you, Anthony.” She nodded at the road leading toward the summit of the cliff. “Anyway, I’m heading up to the cottage.”

      The guard shook his head. “I’m sorry, miss. The road’s closed.”

      “What?”

      “Mr. Fell said no one goes up there.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know, but the road and the cliff are off-limits right now. That includes the cottage.”

      Malia cocked her head. She didn’t like to play the “do you know who I am” card, but sometimes she had to pull rank. “You get that I’m not a guest, right? I’m Martin’s daughter.”

      “Yes, I understand, miss. Mr. Fell said no exceptions.”

      “Well, he can’t possibly have meant me.”

      The guard smiled, but it was one of those smiles that had steel behind it. “I have my orders, miss. I’m sorry about that. Unless Mr. Fell gives explicit approval, I can’t let anyone take the road. Not even you.”

      Malia swallowed down her annoyance. The guard was just doing his job. For all she knew, there was some safety issue up there. A fallen tree. A mudslide after the summer rains. But the blocked cliff road was one more thing she’d never experienced on the island before, and she didn’t like it.

      Everything was not all right.

      “Well, I guess I’ll take the road to the beach,” Malia said.

      “Have a nice run, miss.”

      Malia bit her tongue and jogged past the guard, turning away from the steep hill. The flatland road wound through thick jungle, growing more uneven the farther she went. She had to slow her pace to avoid taking a wrong step where vines snaked across the dirt. Finally, a few minutes later, she saw a glint of ocean blue ahead of her and heard the whooshing thunder of waves.

      She emerged from the trees onto the beach, where she was greeted by a stiff westerly wind in her face. This shoreline had more rocks than sand, and submerged reefs lurking close to the land discouraged swimming. The early-morning sky left the water a dark shade of blue, except for swirling white breakers that rolled in with the breeze. She picked her way among the rocks, occasionally finding smooth stones that she skipped into the sea or a multicolored shell she deposited in her pocket. She was in no hurry. Over the next few minutes, the cloudless sky lightened, and she could make out the long stretch of shore more clearly.

      That was when she realized she wasn’t alone.

      Another girl sat by herself on a low promontory of rocks that jutted into the water, close enough that the waves threw clouds of spray over her. In the shadows of the island, and with the noisy boom of surf around them, the girl hadn’t seen Malia approaching her. She was about Malia’s age, dressed in a bikini, her legs draped over the rocks. Her black hair hung about her shoulders, soaked by wet spray. In profile, she had a pretty face, with a sharply angled nose and prominent chin. The last couple of inches of a cigarette drooped from her mouth.

      “Hiya,” Malia called. “Mind some company?”

      The girl made a little start at the unexpected voice. She turned to see Malia on the beach below her, and her dark eyes widened, as if afraid. Then she softened and offered up a weak smile from behind the cigarette. She wiped her face, and Malia had the sense that the dampness there came from tears as much as from the sea.

      “Oh, hi. No, come on up.”

      Malia scrambled up the low outcropping and tried to find a comfortable position among the jagged rocks. The wet stone was cold, and every wave drenched her as it pounded the shoreline.

      “I’m Malia.”

      “Kerry.”

      The girl didn’t look anxious to talk, and after introductions, she stared out to sea and fell silent again. With a quick glance, Malia took note of the girl’s tall, bony frame and saw that her pale skin was covered over with a galaxy of bruises. One cheek sported a purplish welt below her eye.

      “Hey, are you okay?” Malia asked.

      Kerry looked back in surprise. “Huh?”

      Malia gestured at the bruises. “You fall or something?”

      The girl’s face knitted in confusion, as if that were a stupid question. She flicked away the butt of her cigarette, then grabbed the pack bulging from her bikini bottom and lit it with a lighter stuffed in her bikini top. The flame took several tries to catch in the wind. “I’m fine.”

      But she didn’t look fine.

      “Have you been here long?” Malia asked.

      “A month.”

      “Where are you from?”

      “Little Rock.”

      “How’d you get here?”

      Kerry shrugged. “The ice queen spotted me on the beach near Delray. Asked if I wanted to go to a party that night in one of the local hotels. Fancy food, free booze, some Hollywood types. Why not, right? When I told her I’d broken up with my boyfriend and was on my own, she said, hey, why not spend the summer on a tropical island? So I got on the chopper, and here I am.”

      “Ice queen?” Malia asked.

      “Gillian.”

      Malia blinked. “Gillian brought you here?”

      “Who else?”

      Malia shook her head. Her mother? Her mother was out there bringing girls to the island? She found that hard to imagine. Then again, Malia had never really asked herself where the girls came from. All her life, they’d simply been there, young and pretty, same look, same bodies, same hair. She couldn’t remember when she’d actually talked to one of them.

      Other than Alina.

      Alina had been here for two years, longer than most of the others. Malia would go to school and come back months later, and Alina was still there. She was a friend, someone to talk to, someone to share secrets with. They’d hug when they saw each other. They’d swim together. They’d go to the house on the hill together. They’d talk about boys and men and sex and love.

      Then she disappeared. Alina was there one day and gone the next, and when Malia asked about it, Gillian said to forget her. Malia, who had been sixteen back then, couldn’t understand how Alina could have left her behind without saying goodbye.

      “Have you had a bad one yet?” Kerry asked.

      Malia’s face crinkled with confusion. “A bad one? What do you mean?”

      “The men,” Kerry said.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Most of them are okay, but every now and then—” She gingerly touched a finger to the angry welt on her cheek.

      “Hang on, someone hit you?” Malia demanded. “A man did this? Did you tell Gillian?”

      Kerry laughed sourly. “Are you kidding?”

      “Well, let me talk to her about it. If one of my father’s friends did this to you, I’ll make sure his ass gets kicked off the island. Nobody should get away with that kind of shit.”

      “Your father?” Kerry asked as her face darkened. “Who are you, anyway?”

      “Malia Fell. My dad owns the island.”

      Kerry’s whole expression screwed into a mask of terror. “Oh, fuck. Oh my God, fuck.”

      “What is it?”

      The girl grabbed Malia’s shoulder. “Don’t say anything. Please. Don’t say anything. Not a word.”

      “Kerry, somebody hurt you!” Malia protested.

      “Not a word! Promise me!”

      “Well, sure, but⁠—”

      Kerry didn’t let her finish. The girl pushed herself to her feet in a panic, then slipped on the wet rocks and fell down, making gashes on her forearm and knee. She ignored the injuries, ignored Malia telling her to wait, to stop, to come back. Kerry jumped from the promontory, landing awkwardly on the rocky beach and twisting her ankle. She took one last look at Malia above her and half-sprinted, half-limped toward the thick jungle.

      Malia watched Kerry disappear.

      Her mind spun, like a clock moving backward. Maybe it was the frightened look in the girl’s eyes. Maybe it was the sight of the girl running on the beach. Or maybe it was the bruises and the blood.

      But she remembered.

      The memory that had danced on the edge of her mind for two days came flooding back in a rush.

      One midnight ten years ago.

      One night on the beach when she was twelve years old.

      “Help me!”

      

      Malia played a game with the surf. She danced down the wet sand of the cove and waited as each calm wave lapped toward her. As it got closer, she turned and raced up the beach ahead of the water. Sometimes she won, but sometimes the sea soaked her bare legs up to her calves, making her giggle.

      It was a perfect night. Almost no wind. No moon, nothing but the island darkness, with a billion stars filling the sky over her head. The birds slept in the trees, so the world was quiet. Did birds sleep? Malia assumed they did. Everyone on the island was asleep except for her.

      Well, that wasn’t completely true.

      When she’d slipped out of the house and made her way to the cove, she’d passed near the overwater cabanas where her father’s visitors spent the night, with warm breezes blowing through open windows and thatch walls. There she’d heard grunts and groans and moans, like a language of animals all its own. Malia was old enough to know that was the sound of people having sex, but if that was what sex sounded like, she really didn’t know why anyone would want to do it.

      The surf came in. She ran.

      The surf went out. She chased it back down to the sea.

      With the retreat of the next wave, she chased the water until she was knee-deep in the bay. Thigh-deep. Stomach-deep. The hem of her white nightgown clung to her body, soaking wet. Malia didn’t care. The water felt gorgeously warm. She floated on her back, lace fabric billowing around her like a parachute, as she drifted away from the shore. The stars winked at her in the black sky. When she let her legs sink down, she found herself in a sand bar, able to stand on tiptoes with her head above the water.

      Malia bounced up and down on her toes, above the water to breathe, below the water to blow bubbles. The beach wasn’t far, maybe fifty feet away, and the cove wrapped its protective arms around her, keeping the dangerous currents on the other side of the land.

      Then the scream came.

      A terrible, wailing cry. The noise howled from somewhere in the jungle. Was it a monkey? But it didn’t sound like a monkey; it sounded like some kind of monster. Even though Malia knew there was no such thing, she sank down so low that only her eyes and nose stayed above the surface. To the rest of the world, she was invisible.

      She stared across the calm water at the beach.

      Something came from the trees, a shadow against deeper shadows, running along the white sand and screaming so loudly that Malia wanted to cover her ears. But this wasn’t a monster’s scream.

      This was a girl.

      She ran to the edge of the surf, as if she would jump in, as if she knew Malia was hiding out there. But the girl on the beach couldn’t see her. No one could see her. As Malia watched, men emerged from the trees on both sides of the cove. They had lights. Flashlights. The crisscrossing beams lit up the beach, and the brightness illuminated the girl so that Malia could see her clearly.

      Her eyes were as huge and white as the moon.

      She was naked, covered in blood. Head to toe, in blood.

      The men converged on her from both sides. She splashed desperately into the water, but they charged after her and dragged her back. Her legs kicked wildly. Her body writhed.

      “Help me!”

      It was like she was calling to Malia, but Malia didn’t know what to do.

      The girl screamed once more, but then the men hit her, and the scream stopped. She went limp, collapsing in the sand. Two of the men—they were guards, island guards, she could see that before they turned off the lights—picked up her legs. Two others grabbed her arms.

      Then they took her away, hoisted in the air, as if she were nothing but a dead pig being carried to the fire.
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      “Bowles,” Senator Macklin said. “What’s the report?”

      The FBI agent wore no expression on his face. Macklin wondered how they trained their agents to be like that. Good news, bad news, there was never a crack in the cement.

      The two men walked side by side on a paved path through Crossman Park, which bordered the Falls Church neighborhood where Macklin kept his Virginia house. His main home, where he lived most of the year, was on a thousand-acre ranch in Colorado. Ahead of them, Macklin’s beagle rummaged through the underbrush, occasionally flushing a squirrel from the trees.

      “We don’t have any further reports on Tiger,” Bowles informed him. “He eluded the sheriff’s team at his house in Micanopy two days ago, and we haven’t had any new sightings.”

      Macklin clucked his tongue in disgust. “For fuck’s sake, Bowles, why did you let a bunch of county amateurs go after this man? Four cops with Glocks trying to arrest one of the most experienced operatives in the country? They didn’t stand a hope in hell. We’ve been searching for this man for five years, and we finally get a solid lead, only to watch him slip away.”

      Bowles didn’t react, and his monotone didn’t change. “We didn’t want to use a heavy hand with the sheriff’s department. General Wyatt indicated that our priority was to keep this quiet.”

      “And how did that work out?” Macklin demanded. “Now we’ve got his picture in police cars all over Florida.”

      The senator whistled down the trail. His dog bounded from the trees and heeled beside him. Macklin squatted and clipped a leash to the dog’s collar and let him run ahead of them again.

      “Yes, sir,” Bowles agreed. “That’s unfortunate, but no one is likely to find him before we do. They’re all looking for Tommy Miller, and you and I both know that identity is burned. He’ll never use it again. I’m sure he’s changed his appearance. The police are hunting for a ghost.”

      “So are we,” Macklin reminded him. “We’re back to square one.”

      “Not completely, sir.”

      “Oh?”

      “Five years ago, Tiger had a new identity ready to go,” Bowles said. “He built the Tommy Miller cover almost immediately after you and the general recruited him to the Outsiders. He was prepared to run if something happened. After the Perez incident, he knew he was too hot to handle. So he disappeared into his new life, and he stayed there until now. Although I still wonder⁠—”

      Bowles stopped and shook his head.

      “Something on your mind?” Macklin asked.

      “I still don’t understand why Tiger and Jacinto killed Almu Perez. It doesn’t make sense.”

      “Does it matter? Maybe she was trying to call for help. Maybe they were pissed because Perez wasn’t there. Maybe she wouldn’t suck their dicks. Who knows? Field men live in a pressure cooker. Those two were neck-deep in it for years. They crossed the line.”

      Bowles frowned but said nothing.

      The agent obviously wasn’t convinced, and Macklin didn’t like it. He didn’t like any of this coming up now. If only Tiger and Jacinto had died that night in Venezuela the way they were supposed to. Dead wife, dead mercenaries. End of story.

      Almu Perez.

      That drunken fucking bitch had screwed up everything. And now the whole mess was back, like a live grenade tossed into his lap.

      “So what’s your plan?” the senator asked Bowles.

      “Well, as I say, we’re not back to square one. Tiger may have backup ID that will carry him for a while, but it’s unlikely he has a full new identity in place. That means he can’t just disappear again. He’s on the run, in the open. The NSA is monitoring cell traffic. We’re keeping an eye on the dark web for any back-channel communications. We’ve done multiple reconstructions of what he may look like now, and we’ve passed those to our resources in the field. Everyone’s hunting for him.”

      “Including the Florida cops,” Macklin snapped. “You said this detective, Lindy Jax, was a bulldog. Nose to the ground. After what Tiger did to her and her men, she’s not likely to give up.”

      “We’ve neutralized her,” Bowles replied confidently. “After the Miller incident in Micanopy, we had the special agent in charge from the Jacksonville field office call the Alachua County sheriff. The SAIC suggested that keeping Jax’s face on the investigation after such a high-profile failure wouldn’t help the sheriff’s political ambitions.”

      Macklin raised an eyebrow. “He has political ambitions?”

      “All sheriffs have political ambitions.”

      The senator chuckled. “So Jax is off the case?”

      “Yes, sir. Paid leave.”

      “Very good.”

      “As I say, it’s only a matter of time until we find Tiger,” Bowles went on. “He can’t hide forever. Once he sticks his head out of his shell, we’ll send in a team and take him. Believe me, sir, I’ve been waiting a long time to get him in a cell. I want to know what really happened with Almu Perez.”

      Macklin stopped on the trail. In front of him, his beagle squatted and dumped a sizable load of shit squarely in the middle of the path. It looked just like that emoji his wife liked to send him in her texts.

      “Would you mind, Bowles? I don’t have a bag.”

      “I’m sorry, sir?”

      “Clean it up.”

      For the first time, the FBI agent’s face flickered with a hint of annoyance. So that was what it took to get a rise out of the stoic feds. Even so, Bowles made no complaint. He found a large stick in the brush next to the trail and used it to knock the soft dogshit off the running path.

      “Thank you, Bowles,” Macklin said. “Now with regard to Tiger. If you find him, when you find him⁠—”

      “Yes, sir?”

      “Call me as soon as you do, but take no action.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      Macklin glanced up and down the trail to confirm they were alone.

      “What happened in Venezuela was unfortunate,” he told Bowles, “and I know we’d like answers about how it went wrong. But after all this time, I think it would be better if Tiger simply went away.”

      “Went away?”

      “Permanently.”

      Bowles frowned. “I’m not sure my men⁠—”

      “No, of course not,” Macklin continued. “I’m not looking to involve you or your men in the dirty work. Just let me know where Tiger is. After that, I’ll make sure the information gets into the appropriate hands.”
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        * * *

      

      Lindy took the last bite of her Whopper, no onions, extra pickles, then dug into the paper bag for a napkin and wiped her mouth.

      “Take a break,” the sheriff had told her. “Go on vacation. Go to Hawaii or the Grand Canyon or wherever. But keep your ass off this case.”

      She wasn’t in Hawaii. She wasn’t in the Grand Canyon. She’d spent the last four hours on Interstate 75, and now she was sitting in her fourteen- year-old red Chevy Blazer—160,000 miles and counting—on a dead-end road called Wheaton Court in Fort Myers. On the other side of the street was the house where Alina Baro had been living when she disappeared from a Miami swim meet at seventeen years old.

      Yeah, the sheriff wouldn’t be happy if he knew what she was doing. She’d probably get fired. But if she found Teresa and Rosalita Miller—or if she put the cuffs on Tommy Miller, who’d made the entire department look like fools—all would be forgiven.

      Lindy got out of her Blazer into the hot sun and crossed the street. The one-story house looked like hurricane bait, with missing shingles on the roof and no sign of rivets for metal window shutters. She was surprised the place had made it through Ian, rather than being blown to Oz. The yard was fenced, but the fence leaned inward, protecting several patio chairs that were losing the battle against Florida rust. She spotted half a dozen large ceramic pots near the front door, and all the plants looked withered by the heat. Even the palm trees in the yard drooped listlessly, exhausted by the sun.

      A sixty-year-old Hispanic woman in a yellow housedress answered her knock.

      “Mrs. Ortega? I’m Lindy Jax. I called you earlier.”

      “The police officer?”

      “That’s right. I’m with the Alachua County Sheriff’s Office. I wanted to talk to you about Alina.”

      The woman opened the door wider. “Well, it’s nice to see someone finally taking an interest. The police down in Miami couldn’t be bothered when it happened. You better come inside. I don’t know what I can tell you, though. We haven’t seen or heard from that girl in eight years.”

      “Thank you.”

      Lindy walked into the steamy house, where the white walls were dotted with mosquitoes. They swarmed around her and made a taunting buzz in her ears. Some people were simply magnets for mosquitoes, and Lindy was one of them.

      “Is this going to take long?” Mrs. Ortega asked. “My husband is at the doctor. Radiation treatment. I have to pick him up soon.”

      “I’m sorry. I hope he’s doing okay. No, I just have a few questions.”

      “Well, sit yourself down.”

      Lindy squeezed onto a sofa decorated with hand-crocheted throw pillows in multiple colors. She glanced around the room and noticed an entire wall filled with family photographs. All the pictures included Dona Ortega, plus a smiling heavyset man who was obviously her husband. Most of the pictures included children; they’d obviously done a lot of foster care over the years, boys and girls of various ages. Her gaze zeroed in on a picture of Alina, who was wearing a medal from one of her swim meets.

      “How long did Alina live with you?” she asked.

      “Not long. Maybe a year.”

      “Was she the only child in the house back then?”

      “No, we had two other foster kids at the same time, but they were younger. I think one was about seven, the other maybe ten or eleven. Both boys.”

      “How did Alina fit in?”

      Mrs. Ortega glanced at the wall of photographs. “I won’t lie to you. Not well. We did our best for her, truly. People think foster parents are just in it for the money, but if you look around the house, you’ll see we don’t spend much on ourselves. People also assume we don’t care about the kids, but that couldn’t be farther from the truth.”

      “I can see that,” Lindy told her sincerely.

      “Alina came to us at the end of a long, bad stretch. She lost her parents when she was twelve. Tough age. Both of them died in a car accident. Over the next four years, she was in and out of maybe half a dozen foster homes. Not her fault. She was angry at God, angry at the world. By the time she came to us, she was seventeen. Believe me, she was far more woman than girl, but not in a healthy way. She was also beautiful. A very singular beauty. I’m sure you’ve seen pictures. Boys were after her all the time. Not just boys, to be honest, a lot of husbands and fathers, too. That made it even more challenging, but Alina had figured out how to play the game. She manipulated them much more than any man was ever able to manipulate her. Or so it seemed to me. Alina saw men as a means to an end.”

      “Which was?” Lindy asked.

      “Money. Good times. Pretty things. That sounds shallow, but you have to remember, this was an orphaned child. She was alone and fatalistic about death after what happened to her parents. Live for today, because tomorrow it may all be taken away.”

      Lindy found that an interesting description of Alina. Based on her behavior in Miami—going off to a nightclub on her own at age seventeen—she didn’t doubt that Mrs. Ortega was right. But the description didn’t seem to fit with what she knew of Teresa Miller. That woman seemed mature. A good mother. A loving wife. Happy. It made her think that Tommy Miller had been the one man who had actually been able to change her.

      Whatever else he’d lied about, she didn’t think he’d lied about the love between him and his wife.

      “I understand Alina was a swimmer,” Lindy said.

      “Oh, yes, she was a championship swimmer. Truly exceptional, the top girl on the team, one of the top in the whole state. She swam so ferociously. I always thought that was how she took out her frustrations with the world. She battled the water as if it represented everything she’d lost. I don’t know that she loved swimming or even particularly enjoyed it. She was just good at it.”

      “And the trip to Miami?”

      Mrs. Ortega shook her head. “She went with the team. She was the star. We wanted to watch her compete, but she wouldn’t hear of it. She said she didn’t want a cheering section. So we stayed home. Two days later, the police called us. She’d vanished.”

      “Do you think she was already planning to run away?”

      “In retrospect, that’s exactly what I wondered. She was almost eighteen, and she was restless, ready to live her own life. That doesn’t mean we weren’t determined to find her. Whether it was intentional or not, we were afraid that she might be harmed being on her own. You hear stories about girls in Miami falling into drugs, prostitution, organized crime, human trafficking. But to the police, she was one among many. They didn’t care.”

      “I’m sorry,” Lindy replied. “Did you ever hear from Alina again? Phone call, letter, text, anything?”

      “Nothing.”

      Lindy hesitated. “You’re probably wondering why this has come up again after all these years.”

      “I am,” she agreed.

      “Well, we haven’t released the information to the media yet, because we don’t want to push the perpetrators further underground. But we believe Alina has been living for the last several years as a woman named Teresa Miller in Micanopy. She has a baby girl. They were both abducted a few days ago.”

      “Oh my God!” Mrs. Ortega reacted immediately. “That case? That was Alina? That poor girl!”

      “Yes, exactly. So you see, I’m trying to piece together Alina’s life after she disappeared. There may be a clue that will help us figure out who came after her. I was just wondering if you knew anything at all that might help me. Maybe you found something in her room after she left? Or there was a school friend she might have talked to about her plans?”

      “I wish I could help,” Mrs. Ortega replied with genuine regret. “Truly, I do. All these years, the only thing we’ve wanted is to know Alina was safe. But I’m very sorry. That girl was a closed book with us and everyone else. I doubt she confided in anyone, and she didn’t leave anything behind.”

      Lindy nodded. “I understand.”

      With a sigh, she removed her phone and tapped out a few notes. Six years later, Alina Baro—or Teresa Miller—was still a closed book. There was nothing but empty chapters between a swim meet in Miami and a violent kidnapping outside a Micanopy antique shop.

      “Of course, I suppose you might talk to Barbara Walker,” Mrs. Ortega went on suddenly. “Maybe she could help.”

      “I’m sorry, who?”

      “Barbara Walker. She was Ivie Walker’s mother. Ivie was the other girl who disappeared in Miami.”

      Lindy’s head snapped up. “Other girl?”
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      “I hate Miami,” Barbara Walker told Tommy. “Miami took away my little girl. It may not be fair to blame a whole city, but if Ivie hadn’t gone to Miami, she’d still be alive today. That place destroyed her.”

      Barbara’s face had a fierceness about it, her cheeks turning crimson. Tommy saw no tears, no grief, not anymore. She’d moved beyond her sorrow into white-hot fury, and fury always needed a place to land. In this case, it was the crash-and-burn life in the fast lane that was Miami.

      Tommy let her anger simmer for a minute before he continued. “Can you tell me more about what happened?”

      She took a breath, closing her eyes. Her elbows leaned on the fence that faced Edison Avenue outside Dunbar High School. Her daughter, Ivie, had been a student here, and Barbara Walker was a dance teacher. It was the summer season, and the parking lot around them was mostly empty. She’d just wrapped up a dance program for the Boys & Girls Club.

      With Barbara, Tommy had used FBI identification dating back to his days with the Outsiders. He’d bought a cheap suit to wear, because every FBI man wore a suit, and his neck prickled with the heat. He was Greg Johnson—a nicely generic name—member of the Bureau’s Organized Crime Task Force. Barbara Walker had shown no hesitation about talking to him.

      “All I know is what the police in that hellhole told me,” she said. “They found Ivie in a service alley behind the Biscayne Black. She’d been at the nightclub there. Xyl. Someone had cut her throat. Nobody saw anything, nobody heard anything. Unbelievable. They said it was probably some kind of drug deal gone bad.”

      “Did Ivie take drugs?” he asked quietly.

      Barbara stiffened. “I guess it wouldn’t surprise me.”

      “Do you know what she was doing in Miami?”

      “I didn’t even know she was there,” Barbara replied. “Ivie was twenty-one, living on her own. She had a studio apartment just south of here in Naples. She was a waitress at one of the restaurants in Tin City. Things were strained between us. We didn’t talk much.”

      “Why was that?” Tommy asked.

      “Oh, the usual mother-daughter stuff. She thought I was trying to run her life. Maybe I was. I don’t apologize for keeping her on a short leash when she was growing up, but sometimes I think she was like the boy who wants a toy gun and his parents won’t give it to him. Instead, as soon as he grows up, he gets a real gun.”

      “When did you last talk to Ivie?”

      “A few days before I got the call from the police,” Barbara said.

      “And she didn’t tell you that she was planning to go to Miami?”

      “No.” Barbara gave a limp wave to someone driving past the school, then turned to face Tommy. “I don’t understand, Agent Johnson. Why is the FBI suddenly interested in Ivie’s murder?”

      “There may be a connection to a recent kidnapping case that falls in our jurisdiction,” he replied.

      “Kidnapping?” Her brow furrowed, then her eyes widened as she put the pieces together. “God, you don’t mean that woman and her baby, do you? Up near Gainesville?”

      “That’s the one.”

      “Jesus, what a terrible thing that was. But how does that involve Ivie?”

      “We’re looking into the possibility that the woman who was abducted was also at the Xyl nightclub on the night that Ivie was murdered,” Tommy said.

      “Are you serious? I don’t even know what to say.”

      “This woman was living in Micanopy under the name Teresa Miller. Does that name mean anything to you?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Do you remember Ivie ever mentioning that name?”

      “No.”

      “Do you have Ivie’s cell phone?”

      “No, the Miami Police didn’t find it. They assumed the killers took it.”

      Tommy slid his own phone out of his pocket, and he enlarged a photograph of his wife. “Do you recognize this woman?”

      Barbara leaned closer, studying the picture. She looked as if she were about to say no, but then her brow furrowed. “I’m not sure. There’s definitely something familiar about her face.”

      “Well, we believe she grew up not far from here,” Tommy told her. “Her name back then was Alina Baro.”

      This time, Barbara reacted as if she’d been struck. “Alina!”

      She grabbed the phone out of his hand and stared at the photograph again. “God, yes, you’re right. It’s her. She was much younger back then, and her hair is different, but it’s definitely her. Alina Baro. Jesus! Alina is the woman who was abducted? And you think she was in the club with Ivie that night⁠—”

      Barbara stopped. Her hand clapped over her mouth, and the tears she’d resisted slipped down her cheeks.

      “Several years earlier, Alina disappeared during a school swim meet in Miami,” Tommy went on.

      “I know! Of course, I know!”

      “You remember it?”

      Her face bloomed with the tiniest suspicion. “Remember it? Of course, I remember! Don’t you know about Alina and Ivie?”

      “I’m sorry, what about them?” He added in a disarming tone, “I’m not the lead investigator on the case. I’m just gathering background. I may not be up to speed on all the relevant details.”

      “Well, Ivie disappeared in Miami just like Alina did,” Barbara told him. “It happened two years later. She went to a swim meet in October, and she vanished for three days. My husband and I were going crazy that whole time. All we could think was, this was just like Alina Baro. We were terrified that we’d never see her again.”

      Tommy kept a stolid poker face, but beneath it, he felt a surge of adrenaline. His mind began to work through calculations like an Enigma machine breaking a code. A connection. He had an actual connection.

      Alina Baro. Ivie Walker.

      “Were the two girls friends?” he asked.

      “No, Ivie was younger, so she didn’t know Alina,” Barbara replied. “Of course, she knew of Alina because of her disappearance. Everyone in town did. She knew about her because of the swim team, too. They were both on the swim team here at Dunbar, although Alina disappeared before Ivie even reached high school.”

      “How old was Ivie when she went missing?”

      “Sixteen. A sophomore. The school put tighter security in place on out-of-town trips because of what happened to Alina, but kids can figure their way around anything. We were supposed to be with her, but my father had to have emergency bypass surgery, so we were in the hospital with him. Ivie went to Miami with the team, and she sneaked out on her own after curfew. The next day, she missed her race. The school coach called us, and we pushed the panic button. It was four days of hell. Nobody had any idea where she’d gone.”

      “And then?” Tommy asked.

      “Then she came back,” Barbara replied. “She showed up in the hotel lobby.”

      “Where did she say she’d been?”

      Barbara frowned. “She said she went walking on the beach, and she met some local girls, and they went to a party. She didn’t know where or who they were. But she drank too much and passed out. When she woke up, she’d already missed the race, and she saw on the news that everybody was panicking about her. She was embarrassed. She knew we’d be angry. So she stayed with one of the local girls for another couple of days before she sobered up and came back.”

      “That seems unlikely,” Tommy said dubiously.

      “Yes, it was a lie,” Barbara agreed, “but Ivie refused to tell us anything more. She wouldn’t give us any information about where she’d been or who the other girls were. We insisted she go to a doctor, and the doctor was convinced that she’d been sexually assaulted. Obviously, we wanted answers, but we talked to a therapist who said not to push her. She said it was better that Ivie open up on her own about what happened instead of being forced to talk about it. But Ivie never opened up. Not to us, not to the police. She refused to answer questions. We went back home to Fort Myers, and Ivie pretended as if everything was fine. But honestly, she was never the same after that.”

      “After she was killed in Miami, did the police find any links between her murder and her disappearance six years ago?”

      “We pushed them about it, but they didn’t turn up anything. With so much time in between, they thought a connection was unlikely. They said the first time was probably just a girlish lark that ended badly.”

      “Did the Biscayne Black come up at all when Ivie disappeared the first time? Could she have gone there?”

      “If she did, she never said so.”

      “What about Alina? Did the police ask about her?”

      “Well, we brought up Alina when Ivie vanished, because the circumstances were so similar. But nobody knew what happened to Alina, so it didn’t really help. I don’t think her name came up when Ivie was killed. Why would it?”

      Tommy slid his phone back in his pocket and extended his hand. “Mrs. Walker, thank you. I know this was hard, but I appreciate all the information you’ve provided.”

      “If you want to thank me, you can tell me what really happened to my daughter.”

      He nodded sympathetically. “I’m afraid I don’t know. Not yet.”

      “You know something. Or you have suspicions. Tell me the truth.”

      If he’d been a cop, Tommy would have let it go without saying anything. But he wasn’t a cop anymore. He was in the same position as Barbara Walker, a man looking for answers about someone he’d lost.

      “Truly, Mrs. Walker, I don’t know why Ivie was killed at the Biscayne Black,” Tommy told her. “I also don’t know what happened when she disappeared six years ago. But I’m pretty sure Alina Baro was involved both times.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Lindy listened to Google Maps giving her directions to Dunbar High School. At the same time, she also listened to Suzanne Sjoselius telling her what she’d found out about the disappearance—and subsequent murder—of Ivie Walker. Which wasn’t much. But SS didn’t like coincidences any more than Lindy.

      “Two girls from the same school,” she said. “Both go missing in Miami two years apart. One comes back, one doesn’t. I mean, maybe you could call that the bad luck of the big city, but⁠—”

      “But then one ends up murdered, and one ends up abducted,” Lindy concluded.

      “Yeah. Right. There must be some kind of connection tying them together, but the trail is pretty cold. I’ll keep digging.”

      “Good.” Lindy pulled to a stop at a red light. “You know what I think when I hear that two girls have gone missing?”

      “That maybe there are three girls?”

      “Exactly. Three or four or ten or thirty. Not just from Miami, but elsewhere. We’re always late when it comes to finding patterns, but this time the vics have something in common. Swimming. So maybe there are others, and nobody’s spotted it yet.”

      “I’ll hunt around for swimmers in the missing persons boards.”

      “Go worldwide, too,” Lindy suggested. “Not just the US. Miami’s a melting pot, and swimming’s international. So is trafficking.”

      “Will do.”

      “Thanks, SS. Stay in touch.” She hung up the phone.

      According to Google, she had less than a minute to go to reach Dunbar High School. The younger sister of Ivie Walker had answered the phone when Lindy called, and according to the fourteen-year-old girl, her mother, Barbara, was teaching dance at the high school.

      Lindy reached the stop sign at Edison Avenue and signaled for a turn. As she did, a Jeep came through the intersection in front of her. The Jeep didn’t have to stop, so it was there and gone in a second or two. Out of habit, she glanced at the driver, and maybe he felt her stare because he glanced back. The driver was a man. Blond hair, smooth-shaven, good-looking.

      Lindy turned right.

      She’d almost reached the school when her brain caught up with her eyes. Immediately, she jammed her brakes and spun the Blazer into a U-turn. She sped back the way she’d come, but in that amount of time, the Jeep had already vanished onto the streets of Fort Myers.

      Was she wrong?

      She’d only caught a glimpse of the man, just enough to let her see a similarity in the eyes. Other than that, the faces couldn’t have been more different.

      But she wasn’t wrong.

      The man driving the Jeep was Tommy Miller.
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      “Checkmate,” Teresa sang out, her eyes twinkling.

      The position of the pieces confirmed he had nowhere to run, and all Tommy could do was shake his head. He’d played chess since he was a boy, and he was good at it. He’d won a couple of tournaments in high school in Texas. But in the four months Teresa had been living at his house in Micanopy, the best he’d ever done with her was a draw, and that had only happened twice.

      She unfurled her legs from beneath her, then climbed out of the sofa and stretched like a cat. Her feet were bare, and she wore pink short-shorts that hugged her skinny frame. One of his old white T-shirts hung loosely on her torso. She went to the stereo on the far wall and squatted in front of his LP collection. Humming softly, she selected an album and mounted it on the turntable. Seconds later, the opening strings of Shostakovich’s Fifth Symphony filled the dark living room. That was her favorite piece, and she played it over and over.

      Teresa had arrived in August. Now it was almost Christmas. She’d insisted on decorating the house, putting up a tree and strands of lights, which blinked around them and made strange reflections on the walls. The midnight weather was cold for Florida—fifty degrees outside. When she asked him to turn on the heat pump, he’d built a fire in the fireplace instead. As the music played, she went to the sheepskin rug and sat cross-legged in front of the spitting, crackling logs. Silently, she patted the rug next to her, inviting him to join her.

      He did.

      As soon as he sat down, he felt the overwhelming heat in the room. The warmth didn’t come from the fire, although the flames made him sweat. Instead, there was an irresistible electricity between them. Want. Desire. She sat so that her knee brushed against his outer thigh, just the barest touch that made him aware of her closeness. But he did what he always did. He shoved down his need for her and pretended he felt nothing at all.

      Do not fall in love with this girl, he told himself for the thousandth time.

      And for the thousandth time, his mind replied: Too late.

      “Can I ask you something?” he murmured to her.

      “Surely.” Her voice was light, but she knew he was being serious. She didn’t look at him, and her gaze simply followed the fire.

      “Did any of the other men play chess?”

      Teresa didn’t reply immediately. Her body swayed with the rise and fall of the music. She had no need to ask what he meant. They’d talked about the other men in her life. Two years—that was how long she’d been haunting the Florida coast on her own, moving from bed to bed. Three months with the pianist near Jacksonville. Two months with a farmers’ market painter in Sarasota. Six months—the longest stretch—with a Space Coast rocket engineer. Otherwise, it had been a week here, two weeks there, a dozen or more one-night stands when she simply needed a place to sleep on her way to somewhere new.

      Her eyes closed. She conducted the music with both hands.

      “Some of them did,” she said. “A few already played, but I taught some of the others. I like chess.”

      “Did any of them beat you?”

      “All of them did,” she replied.

      He thought he must have misheard her. “What?”

      “They all did,” she said. “They won every game.”

      Tommy shook his head. “That’s impossible.”

      “Not at all. I let them win.”

      Of course she did.

      He didn’t need to ask her why. She understood the fragile male ego better than him. None of those men could have dealt with being beaten by a girl, and she needed them not to feel threatened. He didn’t think he’d ever been paid a more sincere compliment than realizing that Teresa felt no need with him to pretend she was anything less than she was. She could simply kick his ass.

      Teresa got to her feet and went to the record player, where she lifted the needle and skipped to the symphony’s final movement, which surged to life like a fox trying to stay ahead of the hounds. She sat back down next to him in front of the fire and leaned her head into his neck. It was a delicate, dangerous moment. She’d never done that before. They were careful with each other—or more accurately, he was always careful with her, and she’d learned to respect that. But something about this night was different. They both seemed to feel it.

      “Can you hear it?” she asked with a kind of reverence.

      “What?”

      “The yearning. The longing.”

      He did. He always heard it in the Shostakovich, but he’d never felt it in quite the same way before he listened to it with her. That was what Teresa did. She changed everything she touched, and she made it better.

      “Have you seen pictures of him? Shostakovich? What a sad little man, with those lost eyes and black glasses. Stalin wanted patriotic music, and Shostakovich gave him what he asked for. It’s so Russian, all that bombast and concrete. But he couldn’t hide the desperation he felt, too. The lust to be free. It creeps in behind the brass and the drums, that wail of the violins. Won’t someone help me? Won’t someone save me? God, I cry whenever I hear it.”

      A tear rolled down one cheek, proving what she said. Her breath came in quick, emotional swells. He wondered whether she was talking about Shostakovich or about herself. The lust to be free. The wish that she could simply be herself. If only the fox could stop running.

      Her head tilted, a tender and unmistakable gesture. Her eyes found his, and he could see the glassy mirror of the flames in her stare. Her lips parted, softly waiting for him to give in to what he felt. A hand rose up. Fingertips grazed his cheek. This wasn’t seduction or surrender. This was love.

      Four months, and Tommy had avoided a moment like this because, once it happened, there was no going back from it. But he didn’t want to go back. He didn’t want to run away. He gathered her up in his arms. Their movements turned to frenzy, hurrying to remove their clothes, bare skin crushing against bare skin as if they could crawl inside each other.

      This woman. God, this woman.

      Shostakovich had long since gone quiet, and the fire had died to charcoal and embers, by the time they were done. And nothing was ever the same after that.

      

      Tommy was rusty in his detective work. He knew he was missing something—something that was right in front of his face. He hadn’t thought like a cop in years.

      He lay in the dark, eyes open, staring sightlessly at the ceiling. It was two in the morning, and he hadn’t slept. His room was in a two-star motel off the Sugarland Highway in Clewiston. He’d parked the Jeep two blocks away and walked to the motel, just to be sure the cops and feds weren’t scouting the road between Fort Myers and West Palm Beach. If Lindy Jax had spotted him near Dunbar High School—and he was pretty sure she had—then she might have gotten out an alert about the kind of vehicle that Tommy Miller was driving.

      But there was nothing to be done about that. Not now.

      His thoughts kept going back to Teresa. To Alina.

      Strange, he felt as if he knew his wife so much better now. Everything he’d learned about her past filled in pieces of the puzzle that she’d kept from him. If he could unlock all her secrets, then maybe he could find her.

      If she was even still alive.

      Tommy couldn’t think like that. Alina and Rosalita needed him. He had to focus on the mission.

      Restlessly, he got out of bed and stepped to the motel window. He pushed the curtain aside an inch or two and looked out. The highway was quiet. No traffic came or went, and no vehicles were parked where they shouldn’t have been. They hadn’t found him. Not yet. He still had time.

      Alina Baro. Ivie Walker.

      What was he missing?

      He needed to write it all down. When he’d been a detective in Houston, he’d had to see the evidence, the clues, to begin understanding how everything fit together. In his head, the mass of detail was just a formless cloud, but when he wrote it down, the cloud began to pour out rain.

      The timeline. That was where to start. Put the events in order and see where they led. He found a cheap pen in the motel room’s desk drawer and a notepad that had the number for a local pizza joint scribbled on the top page from a previous guest.

      Tommy tore off the page and then wrote:

      
        
        8 years ago, October. Alina Baro disappears during a swim meet in Miami.

      

        

      
        6 years ago, October. Ivie Walker disappears during a swim meet in Miami but returns four days later saying she was at a party with locals.

      

        

      
        4 years ago, August. Alina, now Teresa, meets me at a bar in Daytona. She says she’s been bouncing up and down the coast for two years.

      

        

      
        17 months ago, January. Alina takes a mystery trip to a nightclub at the Biscayne Black. That same night, Ivie Walker is murdered outside the club.

      

        

      
        8 months ago, October. Rosalita is born.

      

        

      
        Now. Alina and Rosalita are both abducted.

      

      

      Look for the patterns, Tommy told himself.

      It seemed impossible that the first touch point between Alina and Ivie had been at the Biscayne Black a year and a half ago. There had to be a prior relationship between them, and the only time that made sense was when Ivie disappeared. But Ivie had come back home after her vanishing act, whereas Alina never did.

      Why?

      Tommy thought about the Biscayne Black and the nightclub called Xyl. The timing was impossible to avoid. Rosalita was not his biological daughter, so that meant Alina had had sex with another man. It must have been that night. It must have been there. At the hotel.

      He remembered what Jilly had told him.

      “The suites are for hookups, okay? An A-lister picks a girl off the floor, takes her back there for some fun. The suites all have backup access to the rear of the hotel, so the limos can pull right up in the service alley. You drink, you do some coke, you fuck, you head back to your Gulfstream.”

      An A-lister. A hookup. No, an assault. Then an alley behind the resort and Ivie telling another girl to run—it had to be Alina—and ending up with her throat cut. The police wrote the whole thing off as a drug deal gone bad, but it was definitely more than that.

      What happened?

      Alina hadn’t gone to the club to dance or do drugs. He was sure she hadn’t gone there to cheat on him. Had she planned to meet Ivie? Why? If Ivie reached out to her, why would Alina drop everything to meet her? And who else was involved? Because somewhere in the mix was a man. A man who had raped his wife.

      Tommy shook his head.

      Above him, hard rain began to thump on the motel roof. He went back to the window. The calm night had erupted in wind, swirling the palm trees. The downpour sheeted through the streetlights, so sudden and hard that the highway outside became a river. He was dressed only in boxer shorts, and he went to the motel door and opened it, walking outside into the soaking rain. There was no one else around; he was alone with the storm in the middle of the night.

      His loneliness hit him with an intensity he didn’t expect. He’d spent most of his life alone; it had never bothered him before. When Alina came into his life, and then Rosalita, he hadn’t thought about the fact that he no longer lived a solitary life. But now he was by himself again. It was unexpected. Unwanted. He missed his wife and daughter with a sharpness that took his breath away.

      He felt lost at sea, a castaway struggling to keep his head above the ocean.

      The ocean.

      That was when he remembered. He finally realized what had been staring him in the face all along.

      Tommy went back to the motel room. He dug in his leather satchel for the newspaper article that Alina had hidden inside a biography of Robert Schumann. When he found it, he spread it out on the bed as water dripped from his hair onto the yellowed paper.

      And there it was. The date. The connection between Alina and Ivie.

      October 4. Six years ago.

      The British royal was lost at sea from a yacht called the Dreamtime during the same four days that Ivie Walker went missing.
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      The next morning, Tommy left the motel early and returned to Miami. He headed for the downtown library and found what he wanted in the archives of the British tabloid press.

      In the days following the death of the prince in the Caribbean—body never found—the Daily Mirror had posted photos of the yacht where the royal had been staying when he went overboard. Going back a few more days, Tommy found an article about the prince’s lavish holiday at sea. The story included an aerial view of the deck of the Dreamtime and a picture of the prince sunbathing on the yacht.

      The photo credit went to a paparazzo named Vang Ta. With another couple of Google searches, Tommy learned that Vang was based out of a houseboat in Hollywood, north of Miami. Two hours later, he stood on a pier on the Stranahan River, hailing a Vietnamese man who was drinking espresso on the flat top deck of a forty-foot Seatopia houseboat.

      Vang Ta initially didn’t want to talk about his photos with a stranger, but a thousand dollars in cash changed his mind. With the money in his pocket, the man became garrulous and friendly. He made two more cups of double espresso from a Nespresso machine inside the boat, and he handed one cup to Tommy.

      “Drivers,” Vang told him with a wink.

      Tommy sipped his coffee. “What?”

      “Limo drivers. They’re the key. You want to know who’s in town and where they are, you gotta make friends with the drivers. Thing is, celebs can fly in on their Gulfstreams, but they still gotta get where they’re going, and that means booking a car service. Not every place has a chopper pad, you know? So the limo drivers have all the secrets.”

      “Interesting,” Tommy said politely.

      Vang waved his hand up and down the river. “Florida’s the perfect place, man. Sooner or later, every A-lister winds up in Miami. Concerts, Super Bowls, recording studios, whatever. The popzees in Europe gotta chase ’em all over the Med, but here, they come to me.”

      With a single swallow, Vang finished his next espresso. He disappeared and came back with another cup two minutes later. Tommy figured the volume of daily caffeine explained the man’s twitchy energy. Vang was a small man, no more than five-foot-two, and as skinny as a bag of pretzel sticks. He had a thick mop of black hair that hung down close to his eyebrows. He was young, probably not even thirty, and he wore ratty orange sneakers and black Lycra shorts. His sunken chest was bare, with a small tattoo of George Clooney below his shoulder.

      Vang noticed him eyeing it, and he laughed. “Clooney’s a tough one to snap, but he has fun with it, too. He bet me once that I couldn’t get a photo of him and Amal when they were in town to hang out with Barry. Gibb, that is. Said if I lost, I’d have to get a tat of his face. I lost. One of the few times a celeb outmaneuvered me. But I pay my debts.”

      Tommy kept waiting for the photographer to run out of gas, but Vang told celebrity stories for the next twenty minutes without showing any sign of slowing down. When Vang came back with his fourth espresso, Tommy finally interrupted before the man could get started again.

      “I need your help.”

      “Yeah, sure. You paid. Ask what you want.”

      “I’m wondering what you know about a murder near the beach about seventeen months ago. Young blond girl got her throat cut outside Xyl.”

      The easy smile vanished from Vang’s face. “Xyl? Sorry, man. I steer clear of the Biscayne Black. Most of the popzees do.”

      “Why is that?”

      “They catch you, they beat the shit out of you,” Vang replied. “Buddy of mine from London didn’t know the score. He was using a hidden camera, and they grabbed him. Lost four teeth. They broke all his fingers.”

      “He didn’t sue? Or call the cops?”

      “You think that would do any good? It’s like the fucking Mafia over there. You want dirt on the Black, man, go somewhere else.”

      “Fair enough.” Tommy slid out his phone and opened one of the paparazzi photos that had appeared in the Daily Mirror. “How about we talk about a dead royal instead?”

      Vang’s eyebrows shot upward and nestled in his bangs. “That’s going back a ways. You writing a book or something?”

      “Something like that,” Tommy replied. “What can you tell me about it?”

      “Well, don’t buy the cover story, that’s for sure.”

      “You mean, the prince didn’t get drunk and fall off the boat?”

      Vang snorted. “Yeah, no way. One of my driver buddies is the permanent chauffeur to the British consul general in Miami. He caught a few seconds of a phone call when the CG was getting out of his town car. He heard him say the cremation had been taken care of.”

      “You think he was talking about the prince?” Tommy asked.

      “Nobody was talking about anything else at that point. And it’s pretty hard to cremate a body that hasn’t been found, right? So if you ask me, the search was all bullshit staged for the media. They found the body in the water. Or—who knows—maybe he was never in the water at all.”

      “What do you think really happened?”

      “No idea. There are plenty of rumors. Drug overdose. Suicide. But that’s just people farting through their mouths. Other than a couple of Brits in the consul’s office, I doubt anybody in Miami really knows.”

      “Like which Brits?” Tommy asked.

      “Other than the CG himself? There’s a senior aide who’s usually in the loop. Newberry. Douglas Newberry. The CG is gone a lot, which means there’s not much going on in the office that Newberry doesn’t know about. But he won’t talk to you, man. Believe me, he’ll keep his mouth shut when it comes to a scandal reaching into Buck House.”

      “What can you tell me about him?”

      “Newberry? Prissy stick-up-his-ass Brit.” Vang offered up a sly grin. “Lives pretty well, though. Definitely likes the Miami scene. I caught him in a photo one time when I was staking out the Palm Beach causeway. Had a tip that Adele was in town. I never saw her, but I saw Dougie coming off the island in a Lamborghini. Pretty nice ride for a civil servant.”

      “Where does he get his money?”

      “Not a clue, but I imagine he sees info come across his desk that a lot of rich people might like an advance word about.”

      “Interesting,” Tommy said. He tapped his phone screen, bringing up another picture from the Mirror. “Tell me about the pics you took of the yacht.”

      Vang didn’t mind boasting. “World exclusive. See, I’ve got a source in Nassau. She keeps an eye on the airport for me, who’s on which jet. For the right celeb, it’s worth a quick charter flight out there. That’s how I heard His Highness was in town. A little more digging, and I found out he was on the Dreamtime and narrowed down where the yacht was cruising. My pilot buddy and I buzzed the boat, and I snapped some pics. Soon as I got close, they all bolted from the deck, but I got a couple of shots of the prince.”

      “And after the disappearance?”

      Vang shrugged. “Half the world was trying to get close at that point. I got a few long-distance pics, but the Brits had Wildcats up, and the choppers forced us away. You couldn’t see anything on deck.”

      “The photo in the Mirror,” Tommy said. “How long before the disappearance was that picture taken?”

      “Not even two days. I shot the boat in the afternoon, did the deal with the paper that evening. It was on their website by midnight. The prince went on a walkabout the following night. Shit, just my luck, I’d already sold the rights. If I’d waited, they’d have paid me ten times the price.”

      Tommy studied the photo again. It had been taken nearly straight down from the charter plane to the deck of the Dreamtime below them. The paper had zoomed in on a man draped across a chaise, fully naked, his genitals discreetly covered by a small black bar the paper had added. The man in the picture wore sunglasses and a baseball cap, but the build and features did look a lot like the prince, at least from the various photos Tommy had seen of him over the years.

      But that wasn’t what he was interested in.

      “I assume you took other photos. Not just this pic.”

      “Sure. Dozens. That was the best shot of His Highness, so that’s the one the paper wanted.”

      “I want to see the rest,” Tommy said.

      Vang’s eyes narrowed. “What are you looking for? I smell a story here.”

      Tommy dug in his wallet and peeled off five additional hundred- dollar bills. “No questions. Just the photos.”

      “Yeah, all right. Come on down. You can check ’em out on the big screen.”

      Tommy followed Vang down the ladder from the deck, and the two of them went inside the houseboat. The walls were made of glass, but heavy curtains hung in one of the divided rooms to block out the light. That was where Vang kept his office and equipment. Among the digital cameras and telephoto lenses was an Apple Pro Display XDR. Vang sat in front of the monitor, and his fingers flew. A few seconds later, Tommy saw an aerial view of the Dreamtime take shape in vivid color on the screen.

      “Here you go. Must be about a hundred pics.”

      “Take me through them,” Tommy said.

      “There’s only about six or eight where you can see the prince.”

      “I want to see all of them.”

      “Your money,” Vang said. “But fifteen hundred bucks only gives you a look-see. No copies.”

      “Fine.”

      Vang clicked through the Caribbean photos one by one. The Dreamtime looked like something out of a James Bond movie, with a sleek white shell shaped like a heron’s beak and four decks above the waterline. The early photos, before the passengers realized the plane was buzzing the yacht, showed half a dozen people gathered on the flat sundeck. Some were men, some were women, all appeared to be naked, but none of the photos were close enough to identify individual faces. As Vang’s plane got closer, most of them ducked inside and disappeared. The prince was the only one who stayed on the deck, and in at least one photo, he seemed to be lifting a middle finger toward the plane above him.

      “That’s it,” Vang said.

      Tommy frowned. “One more time.”

      Vang took him through the photos again. This time, Tommy ignored the prince and his entourage and concentrated on the rest of the yacht. Shadows obscured most of the other decks, so he struggled to see whether they were empty. He squinted, feeling frustrated, as if he’d hit another dead end.

      Then, near the end of the photo roll, he spotted a figure near the railing at the aft end of the yacht. The first picture was out of focus. So was the second. But in the third photo, he could clearly see a woman standing on the lowermost deck.

      “Zoom in,” Tommy said. “Show me who that is.”

      Vang used the mouse to enlarge the photo. The more he did, the grainier the picture became, until the young woman on the yacht was nothing but a blur of tanned skin and chestnut hair, face tilted toward the plane that was spying on her.

      No one else would have recognized her from that photograph, but Tommy did. He knew her in an instant.

      It was Alina.
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      Through his binoculars, Tommy zeroed in on the man leaving the high-rise tower on Brickell Bay Drive, which housed the office of the British Consulate General. Douglas Newberry wore a three-piece tweed suit more appropriate for an April walk through Hyde Park than Miami in July. He was in his forties, with a stooped, very tall frame. His sandy hair was swept back over his head into a messy crown. He had a narrow, rectangular face, punctuated by a nose so long that Tommy suspected Pinocchio had been telling lies. A red leather briefcase dangled from the man’s left hand. In his other hand was a black umbrella with a handle shaped like a jaguar’s head.

      Tommy assumed Newberry would have a car pick him up—he wouldn’t take the chance of being seen in his Lamborghini outside the government office—but instead, the man stayed on foot, turning down the city sidewalk. Leaving his Jeep parked at the curb, Tommy followed. Newberry’s tall frame was easy to keep in sight.

      It was seven thirty in the evening, the daylight waning. One block away, the Atlantic kicked up a moist summer breeze.

      Newberry showed no concern about being followed. He didn’t look back. He walked with long strides, occasionally tapping the metal point of his umbrella on the sidewalk. Three blocks later, he crossed the street to a French restaurant, where the hostess greeted him with a kiss and seated him at one of the outside tables. Newberry was obviously a regular. At the table, he removed his suitcoat, then smiled as a waitress brought him an amber-colored cocktail and a plate of shrimp without him bothering to place an order.

      Tommy sat near a fountain in a condominium courtyard close to the water, with a view across the street toward the restaurant patio. He waited. Over the next two and a half hours, he watched Newberry enjoy a leisurely solo dinner. The man read papers from his briefcase, made numerous phone calls, and flirted with the waitress. By the time he’d finished a lemon posset for dessert, followed by a last glass of brandy, the twilight had turned to night. The city was dark.

      Newberry left the restaurant with a wave to the staff. He crossed the empty street, passing in front of the tower where Tommy sat by the fountain. Tommy could hear the man whistling, interspersed with the tap of his umbrella. With a glance at the restaurant to confirm they weren’t being watched, Tommy slipped up silently behind the tall Brit. He shoved the barrel of his Hellcat into the base of the man’s spine.

      “Don’t shout, Mr. Newberry,” Tommy said. “This will go better for both of us if you don’t shout.”

      The Brit froze. He looked over his shoulder, his face showing surprise and fear. There was no streetlight here, which left both men in shadow. Parked cars blocked the street, and they were alone where the condo courtyard met the sidewalk.

      “What do you want?” he asked evenly, his accent full of British starch. “Money? Is this a robbery?”

      “No.”

      “Then what?”

      “Let’s talk by the water.”

      “So you can shoot me?” he asked, with an eye on the gun.

      “Hopefully you won’t make that necessary,” Tommy replied. “I have some questions. You answer them, I leave, and no one’s the wiser.”

      The Brit did a quick survey of the area and realized that no one was coming to his rescue. With a little shrug, he headed along the courtyard. Tommy stayed a step behind him, holding the gun. They continued past the fountains to where the cobblestone walkway ended at the bay shore, with a view of the illuminated causeway leading to Virginia Key. Water slapped against the breaker wall, and the fiery lights of Miami Beach loomed to the north.

      Newberry considered Tommy with a mixture of concern and curiosity. “Who are you?”

      Tommy ignored the question. He thought about how to get this man to talk.

      He didn’t have time to dig into this man’s dirty life and figure out how to blow it up. A Lamborghini? A rumor about selling information that crossed the consul general’s desk? That wasn’t going to intimidate Douglas Newberry. Without proof, Tommy had nothing, and every hour left him farther away from Alina and Rosalita.

      Pain would get him what he wanted. This fussy Brit had never known the kind of torture Tommy could inflict. A shot to the knee. A shot to the hand. In seconds, Newberry would be on his knees, spilling his guts and begging for mercy. But Tommy had typically reserved that technique for killers, not for bureaucrats taking under-the-table payouts.

      This is for Alina. The rules don’t matter.

      Tommy threaded a Gemtech suppressor onto his Hellcat, and he made sure Newberry saw him do it. Sometimes fear worked as well as pain, and he hoped Newberry wouldn’t make him cross the line. But if he needed to, he would. This was a game of chicken, and one of them would have to blink.

      Uneasiness bled across the Brit’s face as he read the ice in Tommy’s expression. “You said you weren’t going to kill me.”

      “Kill you? No. But you’ll wish I had when I’m done with you.”

      “Jesus, who are you? What is this about?”

      Tommy said nothing, but he racked the slide on the Hellcat. The gun was ready to shoot, and Newberry knew it.

      “Why are you doing this? I don’t even know you! What do you want?”

      “I told you. I want information.”

      “Well, what is it? Tell me!”

      Tommy’s finger caressed the trigger. “First things first. Are you left-handed or right-handed?”

      “What?”

      “Left or right? Because one of them gets a bullet. Are you a betting man, Mr. Newberry? Do you enjoy the casinos with some of the kickbacks you get? You see, if you’re left-handed, you could always lie about it and hope that I put a bullet through your right hand. Then again, maybe I’ll assume you’re lying and choose your left. Take your pick.”

      “My God!”

      Tommy took the man’s right hand tightly in his grasp. He dragged the barrel slowly along the cephalic vein, then pushed the man’s middle finger up and back until tears swam in the man’s eyes. Either the bone would break with a crack, or he’d blow the finger off.

      Newberry’s body shuddered. “What do you want? I’ll tell you anything!”

      No, he wouldn’t. Not yet. The man still wasn’t ready.

      Tommy let go of Newberry’s hand. He slipped the pistol back into his belt, then reached into a pocket and removed a switchblade that popped open with a flash of silver. Moving like a snake, he threw Newberry hard to the concrete, the man’s body flat on the walkway. Tommy leaned a knee into his stomach, and Newberry’s head and shoulders jutted backward over the dark water. He pressed the blade to the man’s throat, watching it pulse as the Brit swallowed in panic.

      Newberry opened his mouth to scream, but Tommy clamped his jaw shut. The knife stayed at the man’s windpipe.

      “Have I impressed upon you my seriousness, Mr. Newberry?”

      The man nodded frantically. Even so, Tommy shoved the man’s body further over the water, torso bending backward toward the bay, blood rushing to his head. He moved the knife between the man’s legs and hung on to his belt, which was the only thing keeping Newberry from falling into the water. The cutting edge of the blade sliced through the man’s pants, and the knife wormed inside.

      “Do you understand what I’ll do to you if you don’t give me what I want?” Tommy asked.

      Newberry nodded again in desperation.

      “I need a verbal reply.”

      “Yes!” the man gasped. “Yes!”

      Tommy jerked on Newberry’s belt and yanked him back to the pavement, where he lay face down, head turned sideways on the stone. The point of the knife pricked into the bottom of his chin.

      “What happened on the Dreamtime?”

      “What?”

      “The prince. What really happened to him?”

      “I don’t⁠—”

      Tommy jabbed the point upward and drew blood. In reality, the slice of the knife was little more than a shaving cut, but Newberry squealed like a pig. “All right, stop, stop, I’ll tell you! I’ll tell you!”

      With a quick jerk on his shoulder, Tommy shoved the man onto his back. He leaned over him, face-to-face. “Go.”

      “The CG got a call in the middle of the night,” the Brit began, words pouring out of him in a rush. “The prince was dead. Murdered! The two of us took a boat out to the yacht. It was anchored a few miles off the coast. Jesus, the scene! His throat had been cut! Blood everywhere! There was no way we could let this get out. It would be madness. The whole thing had to be covered up. We talked to the Crown. The PM. Everyone agreed. So we came up with the story of a drowning, the body lost at sea.”

      “What really happened?”

      “He was having sex. The prince had a reputation. We’d all heard the rumors about him. Young girls. Very rough. Very violent. Apparently he was in a stateroom with a teenager, and it was bad. Another girl heard what was going on. She took a knife, and she slit his throat. God, you can’t imagine what it looked like!”

      Tommy could imagine exactly what it looked like.

      “Who were the girls?” he asked.

      “I don’t know. I swear I don’t know. We never got their names. They were Martin’s girls.”

      “Martin?”

      “Martin Fell. The billionaire. He owns the Dreamtime. He was there on the yacht that night. He called the CG to tell him what had happened. But we left Martin out of it when we made our announcement. The safest thing was to claim the prince was out there on his own. Just a few crew who could back up the story about alcohol and cold medication.”

      “And the girls?” Tommy asked. “What happened to the girls?”

      “They dove off the boat. Martin told us they drowned. That far out? There was no way they could have made it to shore.”

      Tommy yanked away the knife, and he sat back on the pavement, breathing hard. The Brit stared at him, eyes wild, as he wiped blood from his neck.

      “That’s all!” he went on. “I swear that’s all.”

      “Get out of here, Newberry,” Tommy told him with a disgusted hiss. “We never talked. You never said a word. If you tell anyone about this, if you warn anyone that I know, then I’ll find you. Got it?”

      “Yes! Yes!”

      The man scrambled to his feet and backed away. When he was lost in the shadows, he turned and headed for the street. Tommy listened to the sharp click of the man’s footsteps as he ran.

      Tommy didn’t move. He sat on the pavement listening to the water slushing and slapping around the pier.

      A dead royal. And two girls.

      Ivie. Alina.

      No, they didn’t drown in the Atlantic when they dove from the boat. They made it to shore. They were swimmers.
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      Martin Fell.

      One of the richest men in the world.

      The sources of his money didn’t seem entirely clear to Tommy. Yes, he had a millionaire father who’d given his investments a head start. Yes, he’d done deals on Wall Street in his twenties and amassed a modest fortune. But there was a big difference between millions and billions. Somehow he’d managed to worm his way into real estate developments and start-ups around the world at just the right moment to get the maximum payout. Somehow he always knew when industry regulations were about to change, in order to buy or sell.

      Insider trading. Under-the-table intelligence from people in the know. That was the key. Everyone suspected it. But there hadn’t been so much as a whiff of a federal investigation on any of his investments. Fell came through every deal richer and cleaner. He lived a charmed life.

      Tommy stared at the photograph of the billionaire and knew he’d found his man.

      It wasn’t the money or the shady deals or the casual evil in his smile, like a cat with a mouthful of canary. Every rich asshole had that. No, it was the look of the man himself. His face. The shock of reddish- blond hair, the smooth, soft lines of his nose and jaw, the shape of his ears. In terms of clues, it was everything and nothing, but the secret hid in plain sight.

      When Tommy stared at Martin Fell, he was staring at a photograph of Rosalita’s biological father. The resemblance was unmistakable. This was the man who had hunted down Alina and assaulted her at the Biscayne Black.

      Alina.

      The girl who jumped ship. The girl who got away.

      Martin Fell couldn’t let her go. No doubt he’d found Ivie and forced her to lure Alina to the hotel. There, in one of the private suites behind the nightclub, he’d raped her. But just as she had six years ago on the Dreamtime, Alina had gotten away from him. Tommy didn’t know exactly how it had all gone down, but he was sure that Alina had escaped with Ivie’s help.

      Run!

      Now the billionaire had come after Alina once again. He’d taken her away—along with his daughter. He’d taken what he believed was rightfully his.

      Martin Fell.

      If Tommy had any lingering doubts about the connection between father and child, that doubt disappeared when he located a photograph of Fell’s daughter, Malia. Twenty-two years old, slim and tall. The girl was beautiful, but more than that, he could see in her face that Malia Fell may as well have been Rosalita’s twin sister. Because the two girls were sisters.

      The more Tommy dug into the billionaire’s life and the people around him, the more his horror and fury grew.

      He read up on Gillian Fell, Malia’s mother and Martin’s consort for an indeterminate number of years. Her age was a mystery and the subject of fevered online speculation. Some people said she’d been as young as thirteen when she joined Fell’s entourage, but no one could prove it because no one knew where she’d come from or who her parents were. Gillian Fell’s relationship with Martin also included a detail that helped the pieces fall into place. Among the many nonprofit causes she supported with Martin’s money was an association that funded and coordinated resources for young swimmers. According to news reports, she was a fixture at swim meets around the world. Including Florida.

      Including Miami.

      Alina Baro. Ivie Walker. Hand-picked by Gillian Fell.

      With each article he read, with each rumor he unearthed, the story got worse. Fell owned a private island in the Bahamas. Wild speculation spread about it on the fringes of the dark web. Helicopters came and went carrying A-list celebrities, government officials, and corporate CEOs. The stories about the island seemed so extreme that Tommy wondered if they could possibly be true. Orgies. Drug abuse. Underage girls flown in as playthings for the rich, powerful, and famous.

      There were other rumors, too.

      Rumors of blackmail, extortion, secret videos, and sweetheart deals.

      Rumors of girls being pushed out of helicopters over the Caribbean, their bodies weighted down, sinking to the bottom of the sea.

      Just more of the missing who would never be found.

      But in the mainstream press—nothing. The gossip was too hot. Many of the names of Fell’s brethren hit too close to home. These were men working in the same newsrooms, the same corporate offices. To Tommy, it seemed as if everyone knew the truth about Fell, and no one dared say a word.

      Martin Fell.

      He was a formidable enemy, hiding on his island in the Caribbean, protected by armed guards, political connections, and limitless money.

      Untouchable.

      Just like TRex.

      Tommy thought about his first meeting with General Wyatt about the Outsiders.

      “Forget the courts, forget the law, forget everything except the reality on the ground. If this were one of our missions overseas, what order would you advise me to give?”

      Tommy didn’t hesitate. The answer was the same as it had been back then. He knew what had to happen.

      Martin Fell needed to be killed.

      He picked up his burner phone and dialed.

      “Tiger,” Jacinto answered with a satisfied hunger in his voice. His friend knew what this call was about.

      “It’s go time, brother,” Tommy told him. “Meet me in Miami.”
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        * * *

      

      Malia looked up from the book she was reading, and there he was. Her father.

      At any other time of her life, she would have leaped off the chaise and run to him and let him wrap her up in his arms. But not now. She stayed where she was, in the cushioned settee near the family pool. A waterfall, built to look like an island cliff, bubbled nearby. Coffee, freshly squeezed juices, and trays of mango, papaya, and strawberries stocked the nearby buffet table.

      The rest of the island was shut out by an intricately hand-carved wooden fence around the two-acre pool and garden, the entire space monitored by cameras. No guests were allowed here. No men. No girls. The only ones who came here were Martin, Gillian, and Malia.

      Although there had been one exception to that rule. Alina had had privileges here, too. She and Malia had spent hours talking, swimming, and laughing together.

      Alina.

      Where had she gone? Why had she never said goodbye?

      Malia stared at her father, whom she hadn’t seen in months, other than via an infrequent Zoom call. He stared back, obviously sensing the chill in the air between them. He was a handsome man, ageless and mature. They looked so much alike. Same blond hair, effortlessly wavy. Same soft lines in the face. Same tall frame. But her father’s charm, his magnetism, was about more than looks. She’d seen it among the elite all over the world whenever people met him. Money and power became an aphrodisiac, and men and women longed to be part of the favored circle.

      “Hello, darling,” her father said. His voice had a smooth, mellow cast that matched his face.

      He came to her, then bent over and kissed the top of her head. When she said nothing and stiffened at his presence, he went to the buffet table and poured himself coffee. He pulled a chair next to her settee and sat down.

      “Sorry I was away so long.”

      Malia shrugged. “You were busy. You’re always busy.”

      “I am, but never too busy for you.” He frowned as if his actions didn’t back up his words, which they didn’t. So he added after a brief pause, “Gillian says you’ve been having a rough time. I’m sorry. What happened to you in Zermatt was inexcusable. Believe me, I dealt with the hotel personally about the egregious lapse in security. Heads have rolled. And from now on, we’ll triple your guards. Nothing like that will ever happen again.”

      “Who was she?” Malia asked, ignoring the rest of what he said.

      “Who, the woman? Don’t worry about her. She was just an angry, unbalanced soul.”

      Martin wore sunglasses, hiding his blue eyes. Malia reached out with both hands and slid the sunglasses off his face to allow her to look at him. “Who was she?” she repeated. “I know you know.”

      He studied her thoughtfully and seemed to conclude she wouldn’t be put off with bland reassurances. “Her name was Sela Ravelle. She was French, came from Marseilles.”

      “I thought she looked Middle Eastern.”

      “Well, you have a good eye. Her mother was French, but her father was Iranian. He was killed when Sela was five years old, and her mother made it out of the country with her two girls. She moved back to France and remarried. The daughters took the name of their stepfather. Their mother was concerned about the Iranian government finding them.”

      “It sounds like you know a lot about her.”

      He shrugged. “This woman attacked you. I made it my business to find out who she was.”

      “Who was her sister?” Malia asked. “She said this was all about her sister.”

      “Her younger sister was named Daria. Eighteen years old. Apparently, Daria disappeared last summer.”

      “She said Daria was here on the island.” Malia looked away and then went on, “She seemed to believe that you killed her.”

      Martin let that comment sit between them like a sharp piece of broken glass neither of them wanted to touch.

      “Obviously that’s nonsense,” he said finally.

      “Well, why would she think that?”

      “Because when tragic things happen, people look for someone to blame.”

      “Was Daria ever on the island?”

      “No, of course not.”

      “Why ‘of course’? There are lots of girls here. They come and go all the time. It’s weird, I never really thought about who they are, or where they come from. Or where they go when they leave.”

      “They go back to their lives richer and happier,” Martin replied.

      “Not dead?”

      “Malia, please.”

      “This woman—this Sela Ravelle—wanted to kill me to take revenge on you. That’s what she said.”

      “And I told you, she was angry and unbalanced. Darling, I’m sorry this happened to you. I blame myself that you weren’t properly protected. It’s totally understandable that you’re upset.”

      Malia didn’t know what else to say. Her father was right. She was upset. She’d nearly died, and she still had flashbacks of that last moment in the spa, seeing bone and brain explode from the woman’s head as she was shot. Sela Ravelle. Her name was Sela Ravelle, and Malia had watched her die.

      “It was horrible,” she murmured.

      “I know. I wish I’d been there to help you. And again, I’m sorry it’s taken me so long to get back here. I should have anticipated how shaken you’d be, and I should have been waiting for you when you got off the helicopter. I hope you can forgive me.”

      Malia shrugged. “It is what it is, Dad.”

      “Thank you. Let’s try to put it behind us, okay? It’s going to be a great summer now that you’re here. The benefit concert is coming up soon. Gillian told you, right? Eddie Salon is the headliner?”

      Malia smiled. “Yeah. Great.”

      “You want me to see if he’ll bring you on stage? Do a duet with him?”

      A blush rose furiously on Malia’s face. “Oh, God, no. Don’t you dare.”

      “All right,” Martin replied, but his smirk worried her because that was just the kind of thing her father would do anyway. He’d been doing things like that to her since she was a little girl.

      “Really, don’t you dare,” she insisted. “I’ll meet him backstage.”

      “Yes, okay.”

      On the far side of the sprawling garden, where a gate opened on the path that led to the house, Malia saw one of their white-uniformed servants motioning to her father. Martin saw him too and waved back. He got a strange look of anticipation on his face, and he said to Malia, “Meanwhile, I have a little surprise for you.”

      Martin crossed to the gate.

      When he returned, he had a beautiful baby girl in his arms.

      “Meet Rosy,” he told her. “Gillian told me you heard her crying this week. Sorry, I told her not to say anything to you. I wanted to be here so I could introduce the two of you myself.”

      Her father held out the baby. Malia surprised herself by accepting the little girl willingly into her arms. She’d never really been a baby person, and yet she felt a swell of warmth at the sight of this girl’s face. Malia struggled briefly to find a comfortable position, but once she did, the baby settled, and she seemed to be as interested in Malia as Malia was in her. The girl reached up with tiny hands and touched Malia’s cheek, and then her face shone with a giggling laugh.

      Malia didn’t know what the connection was—she’d never felt anything like this—but she felt drawn to the little girl. Martin obviously saw it, too. The chemistry between the two girls brought a proud smile to his face.

      “Rosy’s part of the family,” he told her.

      Malia’s face scrunched with confusion. “I don’t understand.”

      “She’s your sister.”

      “My—?”

      Malia’s gaze traced the little girl’s face. The reddish hair. The smile. The twinkling eyes. And in that moment, she knew it was true. The instinctive love she felt for this sweet child wasn’t just about holding her in her arms. The relationship went deeper than that. This baby, this little girl, was her sister. She could feel it. She could feel the bond of blood between them.

      “What does Gillian say?” she asked. “I don’t get it. Where did Rosy come from?”

      Martin made a show of looking uncomfortable. “Well, your mother and I have always had an—open—relationship when it comes to certain aspects of our marriage. I don’t think I’m telling you anything you’re not aware of. Gillian made her peace with that long ago. There was a lovely young woman I met a while back. We became involved. I learned only recently that she’d had a child. My child. Naturally, I made sure the little girl would have all the economic support she needed. But then something changed, and I knew I had to bring Rosy here and make her a part of our lives.”

      “What changed?” Malia asked.

      “Her mother,” Martin replied, taking the little girl out of Malia’s arms and stroking her blond hair as he held her. His stare disappeared into the distance, and then his eyes closed. As if unhappy to be taken away from her sister, the baby began to cry.

      “It was very tragic,” her father continued, shading his voice with regret. “Rosy’s mother died.”
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      Lindy Jax couldn’t afford a room at the Biscayne Black, not on a county cop’s salary. Instead, she booked a cheap room at an Indian casino outside the city, where the Everglades nudged against the border of Miami. Now it was midnight, and she was frustrated. She kept feeding dollar bills into a penny slot machine and waiting for a jackpot that was never going to come.

      She’d spent the entire day digging into the disappearances of Alina Baro and Ivie Walker, as well as Ivie’s murder at the hotel. Despite a long, hot day, she’d come away with almost nothing. She’d started at the suburban hotels where Alina’s and Ivie’s swim teams had stayed, but almost no one still worked there who remembered the two disappearances two years apart. Then she’d shifted to the high school where the swim meets had been held. The coaches and administrators all remembered Alina and Ivie, but they couldn’t add much more than that.

      Did they remember anyone talking to Alina or Ivie after their races?

      Anyone who might have invited them to hang out at the SoBe hot spots?

      But they didn’t. It was too long ago. The Miami Police had asked the same thing years earlier, but there were too many girls and too many spectators. And pretty teenagers hardly needed an invitation to slip off to the clubs with a fake ID.

      Lindy had run into a similar brick wall at the Biscayne Black.

      Hotel management and security had shown no interest in revisiting a murder from seventeen months earlier outside their back door. That wasn’t the kind of publicity they wanted. There was no evidence, they told Lindy, that Ivie Walker had ever been inside Xyl, and nobody had seen her or this other woman named Alina Baro.

      That was where the trail ran dry.

      So now Lindy was back at the casino, nursing a watery Diet Coke and watching the slot machine swallow her money.

      “Ms. Jax?”

      Lindy looked up and found an attractive dark-haired woman standing next to her. Her skin had a golden cast, and she looked Middle Eastern. She was in her forties, maybe fifties, but her black hair didn’t show any hint of gray. Her body looked thin to the point of being unhealthy, and she barely cleared five feet tall. She wore a loose-fitting blouse with a multicolored geometric design and black slacks over sandals. She had a hooked nose and dark, almost black eyes, and her mouth was pushed together in what looked like perpetual sadness.

      “That’s me,” Lindy replied. “Who are you? How do you know who I am?”

      “My name is Leila Ravelle. Your colleague told me where to find you. Ms. Suhjo—Ms. Shosha⁠—”

      “Sjoselius,” Lindy said with a smile. “Don’t worry, half the time I can’t pronounce it either. That’s why I call her SS.”

      She was surprised that SS hadn’t given her a heads-up about a potential visit from this woman, but when she picked up her phone, she saw that she had several unread text messages missed in the noise of the casino.

      “What can I do for you, Ms. Ravelle?” Lindy asked.

      The woman studied the surroundings with an uncomfortable expression. “The clamor in here, it’s a bit much. Is there somewhere we can talk?”

      “About what?”

      “Missing girls,” the woman replied.

      Lindy finished her Diet Coke with a swig. She didn’t bother cashing out the seventy-one cents she had left on the slot machine. She led the woman out of the casino, and the two of them exited into the hotel gardens in the warm night air and strolled side by side under a series of tall palm trees. Pools of white light cast shadows on the sidewalk. The tiny size of the woman made Lindy overly conscious of her own height and weight.

      “SS said in her message that you have an interesting story to tell me,” Lindy said. “I’d like to hear it.”

      “I’m not even sure where to begin,” the woman replied.

      “At the beginning is always good.”

      Leila Ravelle stopped on the sidewalk. “All right. I have two daughters. I suppose I should say had. My youngest, Daria, has been missing since last summer. My other girl, Sela, was killed in Switzerland last week.”

      “I’m very sorry.”

      The woman took out her phone. She tapped the keys, then showed Lindy a photograph of two girls who looked a lot alike. One was older and taller, with a serious face; the other was small and sunny. But they shared jet-black hair and striking angular features. Two sisters, both gone. Lindy thought of photos of herself and Ray-Ray from years ago. Sometimes she hated those photos because her brother looked so real and alive in them that she thought she should be able to climb inside and talk to him again. She wondered how many hours Leila Ravelle had spent staring at this picture and feeling the same way.

      “Sela was headstrong,” Leila continued, touching the screen gently with her finger. “Angry. Impatient. She made a terrible mistake in Switzerland. She killed one person, tried to kill another. However, I don’t even know if I can really blame her for it. She was desperate over what happened to her sister.”

      “What did happen to her sister?” Lindy asked.

      “Daria was a swimmer,” Leila replied, and Lindy began to hear gears clicking into place like the intricate workings of a clock. “I live in Marseilles, but Daria was swimming in a European competition in Barcelona. This was last July. In the middle of the event, she vanished. Some of the other girls said she’d talked about going to a nightclub near the water, but no one reported seeing her there. Or if they did, they never admitted it. The Spanish police mounted a search, but nothing came of it. Daria simply wasn’t there. We had no idea what had happened to her. We’ve been looking for her ever since.”

      Lindy frowned. “This is a familiar story.”

      “Yes. That’s why I’m here. That’s why I wanted to talk to you. Obviously, teenage girls go missing all over the world. Sela and I, we haunted the forums online to gather information. That’s where families would share their experiences. Photographs. Histories. Suspicions. All with the faint hope that someone somewhere might see something or know something and come forward with a clue that would help.”

      “Or a common thread,” Lindy said.

      “Yes.”

      “Like swimmers.”

      “Exactly. There are so many girls who disappear that patterns aren’t easy to find. Or a pattern can get lost in the tapestry. But swimmers like Daria—that’s unusual. And the specific instances, like vanishing from a swim meet? You see several instances like that, and you think, there must be a connection.”

      “Agreed,” Lindy replied. “I know of two right here in Miami. Alina Baro. Ivie Walker. Now your daughter Daria disappearing from Barcelona. Are there more? Have you found others?”

      Leila nodded. “As many as twenty in the past ten years. Maybe that doesn’t sound like a lot to you, and perhaps I’m seeing what I want to see and not what’s real. But twenty teenagers disappearing from swim meets around the world? I don’t believe that’s a coincidence.”

      “Neither do I,” Lindy said.

      A look of relief crossed Leila’s face, as if she hadn’t been sure whether Lindy would reject her suspicions.

      “I was hoping you’d say that. Praying, really. Your colleague posted in the missing persons boards, and she mentioned the two girls from Miami. I knew about one of them. Alina. She was on my list. Not the other girl, the one who came back. She wasn’t gone long enough to show up online. I wish I’d known about her because I would have gone to find her. To talk to her. But the post from your colleague indicated there had been new developments. The abduction of the woman and her child. When I read that, I knew I needed to find you. That’s why I was willing to get on a plane and seek you out.”

      “Where were you?” Lindy asked.

      “Nassau.”

      “Do you live there?”

      Leila shook her head. “No, but I go there as often as I can to look for clues.”

      “Clues?”

      “Yes, you see, I am virtually certain I know what happened to Daria. And to the others. To all of them.”

      Lindy couldn’t hide her surprise. “You do?”

      “I do. We got lucky. Truly, it was just that bolt of lightning, the right person in the right place at the right time. About six months ago, someone reached out to me. It was a young man named Matteo DuBois. He grew up near us in Marseilles, so he knew Sela and Daria. Matteo had been living and working in various places around the world, the way young people do, and he was waiting tables at a very exclusive resort in Nassau. And he saw Daria. She was with a bunch of rich men. He was sure it was her. He even called out her name, and she looked back, but he said she had this empty expression, as if she barely recognized her own name. He thought she looked drugged. At the time, he didn’t realize she was missing, but when he mentioned the incident to his parents in Marseilles, they told him that Daria had disappeared. So Matteo contacted me to tell me what he’d seen. Now we had a clue to where she was.”

      “What did you do? Did you talk to Interpol?”

      “Of course. But they weren’t convinced by the identification. A brief glance of one teenage girl across a bar in an island resort? They concluded that Matteo probably made a mistake. They said they would refer it to the police in the Bahamas, but that was all they did.”

      “And did the local police look into it?”

      “There was nothing to look into,” Leila replied, her face grim. “Matteo was already dead.”

      “What?”

      “A drug overdose. His parents swore he never did drugs, but that was the end of it, as far as the police were concerned. Sela and I, we knew Matteo had been murdered. He’d said too much, and someone wanted to cover it up. So, if the authorities would do nothing, we decided to investigate ourselves. We flew to the Bahamas to try to find out more. Believe me, no one wanted to talk to us, not after what happened to Matteo. People knew to keep their mouths shut. The records we wanted were missing or unavailable. But Sela was smart. She got a job at one of the resorts. She didn’t ask a lot of questions, but she listened. She kept her ears open for rumors and gossip. And that was how we got a name.”

      “What name?”

      Leila looked reluctant to say it out loud, as if the name itself was possessed by an evil spirit. “Are you familiar with Martin Fell?”

      “He’s some kind of rich guy, isn’t he?” Lindy replied.

      “Extremely rich. A billionaire.”

      “He gives away a lot of money, doesn’t he?”

      “Yes. The Fell Foundation is one of the most well-capitalized nonprofits in the world. It attracts millions in donations. He does huge celebrity events. But the foundation is just a cover. It hides the evil of what Martin Fell does.”

      “Tell me,” Lindy said.

      Leila took a long, slow breath. “Sela learned that Fell has his own private island in the Bahamas. There are stories about the things that happen there. How the rich and powerful visit, how there is never a shortage of girls for their pleasure and their kinks. Apparently, sometimes Fell brings small parties to resorts on the larger islands, usually for special events. Concerts and the like. Sela and I checked. There was a huge open-air concert on Paradise Island the night that Matteo saw Daria. Fell was there. I think Daria was part of his group.”

      Lindy frowned. “That’s suggestive, but rumors aren’t proof.”

      “Then how about this?” Leila went on. “Fell owns a yacht. The Dreamtime. We were able to confirm that in seven of the instances where a young swimmer went missing, Fell’s yacht was docked nearby. Yes, that’s only seven of twenty, but still. Seven. Plus, his wife, Gillian, is a financial supporter of swimming organizations in America and around the world. She’s often seen at amateur and professional swim meets.”

      “Again, it’s⁠—”

      “Suggestive, yes. That’s all. Interpol said much the same. But not enough to investigate. If you ask me, this is where money talks. The people who come to Fell’s island are powerful. Government leaders. Senior executives. They don’t want their secrets coming out. If Fell goes down, so do they. So they make sure Fell is protected.”

      Lindy didn’t say anything for a long time.

      As a detective, she knew the evidence was thin. Rumors and gossip didn’t add up to anything solid. But as the sister of a teenage boy who had gone missing, she would have jumped at a connection like this.

      She knew why Leila was absolutely convinced she’d found the answer. And the answer was Martin Fell.

      “What happened to Sela?” Lindy asked quietly.

      “She was consumed with outrage that no one would help us. That the rich and famous would gather around Fell and not let the truth come out. Her fury, her dreams of revenge, it was all she thought about. It drove her mad. I didn’t know what she was doing. She found Fell’s daughter, Malia, at a resort in Switzerland. She killed the girl’s friend when she tried to stop her. She tried to kill Malia herself. To pay Martin Fell back for what happened to Daria. A security guard intervened and shot her.”

      Lindy shook her head. “I’m sorry.”

      “Thank you. Believe me, I don’t condone what Sela did. It was evil, it was wrong. I understand the emotion, the desperation, but well—now I’ve lost both my daughters. So all I can do is haunt Nassau and try to find something, anything, that will expose the truth about Martin Fell. He’s still on that island, Ms. Jax. Nothing has changed. And meanwhile, the girls keep going missing.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 26

          

        

      

    

    
      Tommy stood in the shadow of blue-and-red steel containers stacked over his head like children’s blocks. Around him, the engines and whistles of traffic in the port of Miami made a deafening clatter as cranes loaded and offloaded cargo. This was the sweaty industrial section of the port. On the other side of Dodge Island, he could see the slick passenger terminals and the gleaming white cruise ships ready to ferry suburbanites into the Caribbean.

      One by one, semitrucks came and went through the barbed-wire fence. With his binoculars, he studied each truck, waiting for the blue Coastal Marine semi with the South Carolina license plate.

      He tried to remain inconspicuous. The area was crowded with police and customs officials monitoring the port. Their primary focus was finding drugs and contraband, but every one of them almost certainly had Tiger’s likeness among the BOLO photos they received every morning. His disguise was enough to get by if no one looked too closely. He wore loose cargo pants, work boots, and a yellow jacket with reflective stripes, like the dock workers. The badge slung on a lanyard around his neck identified him as Larry Zack, and he had a driver’s license and passport to back it up. That would get him on the ship and out to sea.

      He didn’t intend to go through customs in Nassau.

      A text buzzed on his phone from an unknown number. He read it and went on heightened alert. Five minutes.

      Tommy left the shelter of the steel containers. He headed across the parking lot, walking with a confident stride, the kind of walk that dissuaded people from challenging him. He carried a clipboard stuffed with old shipping manifests he’d found online and printed. Casually, as if he belonged here, he waved at another dock worker near the fence, and the man waved back. They were far enough apart that the man had no idea whether he knew Tommy or not.

      The afternoon air was still, no wind at all. Flags hung limply on poles. A fiery sun burned his forehead. He felt sweat on his neck, but that was about more than the heat. These were the moments, as a new operation got underway, when his mind became hyperconscious of details around him. Every face. Every vehicle. Every sound and vibration. Nothing showed on his poker face, but his skin unleashed a thin film of clammy sweat like steam through an overflow pipe.

      There it was. Coastal Marine. South Carolina plate.

      He was here.

      The truck accelerated slowly past the gate. Tommy let it clear the backup of incoming vehicles before he stepped out and blocked its passage. He waved his clipboard at the driver, then went around to the far side, where he was sheltered from the activity in the port. Above him, the passenger door of the truck opened.

      Jacinto climbed down.

      His friend’s feet landed heavily on the pavement next to him, and his face broke into a grin. They took ten seconds to embrace. Tommy hadn’t laid eyes on Jacinto in more than six years, but time didn’t matter between them. Their bond transcended years and distance. He felt the strength of the man’s tree-trunk arms around him, and neither one needed to say a word.

      By the time the truck passed, they were playing their roles for anyone who might be watching them. Tommy pointed at his clipboard, and Jacinto gestured around them at the huge ships docked along the concrete pier. They were two men who were where they were supposed to be, doing what they were supposed to do. Jacinto was dressed as Tommy was, like a dock worker, but he hoisted a large black duffel over his shoulder. Under a false bottom in the bag, he knew, was Jacinto’s arsenal.

      Guns. Ammunition. Explosives.

      “Come on,” Tommy said. “Let’s get coffee. There’s an office in the warehouse where no one will bother us.”

      “Lead the way, brother.”

      They headed toward the container ships.

      Jacinto towered over Tommy, taller and wider, his boots thumping the concrete with heavy strides. His partner still looked mostly as he had during their last mission, the disaster in Venezuela. Age hadn’t caught up with him. He appeared a little stronger if that was possible, as if without missions for the Outsiders, he’d channeled his excess energy into weightlifting and martial arts. Jacinto always had a physical impatience, a need to be doing. His bald head was smoothly shaved, but his face now sported a beard as thick and dark as a black bear’s fur. His thick fists clenched and unclenched like a nervous tic.

      “So what’s the plan?” Jacinto asked.

      “I’ve got us on a ship called the Hephaestus on its way to San Juan,” Tommy told him. “The ship’s going to have engine trouble passing the Bahamas. They’ll stop for an hour, and that’s where they’ll let us off. One of our old friends retired to Freeport and has a fishing boat there. He’ll pick us up and get us to Nassau.”

      “Which friend?”

      “D’Angelo. Lost his leg in the Valley of Death.”

      “I remember,” Jacinto said. “What about the ship captain? And the crew? Can we trust them?”

      Tommy chuckled. “Trust? No. But the Hephaestus is the go-to ship for trafficking pirated merchandise, according to my sources. They’ve got too much to lose to fuck with us.”

      “And what else do we know about this rich fucker Martin Fell and his Island of Misfit Boys?”

      “Not much more than I told you on the phone. We’ll have to scout the island when we get there.”

      “I don’t have much firepower,” Jacinto pointed out. “Only what I can carry.”

      “Same here. I had to put my Jeep and most of my supplies in storage. If we need more equipment, we’ll get it locally. But once we know what we’re up against, we can figure out a plan on the fly.”

      “Just like old times,” Jacinto said with a smile.

      Then his smile vanished, and his lips pursed into a frown. He put a restraining hand on Tommy’s shoulder and stopped walking. Screening his eyes against the bright sun, he gestured toward one of the gantry cranes that was offloading a green Maersk cargo container. But his real focus was elsewhere.

      “Ten o’clock. Somebody’s paying an awful lot of attention to us.”

      “I see him,” Tommy said. He took note of the man who was studying them from a gate in the barbed-wire fence.

      “CBP,” he added.

      The customs and border officer by the fence was heavyset, wearing a blue uniform and badge. His hair was buzzed and black, and tattoos crept along his arms below the short sleeves of his shirt. A rifle was slung around his shoulder. He spoke quietly into a walkie-talkie pressed to his mouth, and Tommy wondered if the sky was about to fall down on them.

      “Made us?” Jacinto asked.

      “Looks that way.”

      “Any sign of a welcome party?”

      “Not so far.”

      Tommy weighed their strategy if they faced a confrontation. They didn’t have much choice. They’d have to fight their way out of the port and give up on the Hephaestus. But that also meant cops and feds blanketing South Florida. Everyone would know where they were.

      “Hang on,” Jacinto murmured. “He’s standing down.”

      With a quick glance toward the fence, Tommy confirmed that Jacinto was right. The customs official returned the walkie-talkie to his belt, then marched away in the opposite direction. The man who’d been so curious about them didn’t even look back once. Tommy did another check of the area, but there were no other men or vehicles converging on their location.

      “That was weird,” Jacinto said.

      “Yeah.”

      “Think he was just giving us a once-over?”

      “Maybe. Let’s get out of sight.”

      “Roger that.”

      Five minutes later, they sat in canvas chairs in a screened-off room in one of the cargo warehouses. Through the nearest window, Tommy could see the rusting superstructure of the Hephaestus rising above them. The ship was scheduled to leave in two hours, but that felt like a long time to wait and a lot of time to be discovered. He was still surprised that the CBP officer hadn’t challenged them.

      Or maybe he was just being paranoid.

      “It’s good to see you, man,” Jacinto said.

      “Same here, brother. Where you been hiding out?”

      “In the mountains. Appalachia. Got a dog. Got a bar I can walk to. Taught myself to play guitar. Who needs anything else?”

      “Sorry to pull you away from that,” Tommy said with a grin.

      “Yeah, well, my guitar playing ain’t no Stevie Ray Vaughan. And the dog bit me.”

      Jacinto got out of the chair and went to the window. He gulped cold coffee and stared at the ship. It wasn’t hard to read his mind. A few years earlier, they’d been on another ship, inbound from Venezuela, leaving the body of Almu Perez dead on the floor of her bedroom in the mountain estate. That was when their isolation began.

      “So what the fuck do you think happened down there?” Jacinto asked quietly. “Who set us up? Perez?”

      “No, Perez loved his wife,” Tommy replied. “It wasn’t him.”

      “Then who?”

      Tommy shrugged. There was only one answer to that question. He’d been convinced of it from the beginning. “Macklin’s the one who sent us down there. They knew we were coming. Connect the dots.”

      “Yeah, I thought the same thing. Macklin burned us. But why? Was it a fuckup? Was Perez supposed to be there, too? It makes no sense. Why would Macklin have the guy’s wife murdered and leave us to take the fall?”

      “No idea. We’re missing a piece in the puzzle.”

      Jacinto shook his head in frustration. He sat down in the canvas chair, the metal legs groaning under his bulk. “So now everybody’s after us. Perez wants to finish the job. Macklin wants to make sure dead men tell no tales. And I don’t imagine Martin Fell is going to invite us to the island and throw us a party.”

      “Probably not. You want to back out? No harm, no foul, man. I can do this alone.”

      “And let you go down in a blaze of glory by yourself? Hell, no.” Jacinto put a meaty fist around Tommy’s wrist. “I’m with you all the way. You know that. I just want to make sure you’ve got your eyes open about what comes next. This mission isn’t like any of the others. It’s personal.”

      “Understood.”

      His partner’s dark eyes got even darker. “So the little girl is his? Rosalita? Fell assaulted your wife?”

      “Yep.”

      “Fuck me. And he wanted his baby back? That’s what this is all about?”

      “Yep,” Tommy said again.

      “So odds are Rosy’s alive.”

      “I’m sure she is. And I’m sure she’s with him on that island.”

      Jacinto was quiet for a while. When he spoke, his voice rumbled like thunder. “What about your wife?”

      Tommy thought about Alina. He could see her face in his head as clearly as if she were sitting with him in the warehouse. Her smile putting him in his place. Her lush hair swishing at her cheek like a paintbrush. Her eyes telling him he was the only man in the world for her.

      He missed her. His heart ached for her. He felt the loss of her like a boat anchor dragging him down into the depths of the sea.

      Alina.

      Was she alive, or was she dead? That was the question.

      “I don’t know, man,” Tommy murmured. “I just don’t know.”
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      “You’re sure it’s them?” Senator Macklin asked, gripping the phone tightly in his hand until his knuckles turned white.

      “Yes, sir, we have positive identification,” Special Agent Bowles replied. “CBP sent us a photo yesterday out of the port of Miami. It’s definitely them. As we anticipated, they’re together. Tiger and Jacinto. Per your orders, we took no action to try to detain them.”

      “And where are they now?”

      “According to our intel, they boarded a cargo ship called the He- phaestus, which left Miami yesterday afternoon. The official destination is Puerto Rico, but satellites caught the ship making a stop in Bahamian waters. We believe Tiger and Jacinto disembarked there. A fishing boat picked them up.”

      “To go where?”

      “Nassau,” Bowles replied.

      “Why Nassau?”

      “We’re not sure, sir. But given that Tiger’s wife and daughter are missing, I assume he has some kind of information that they may be somewhere in the Bahamas.”

      Macklin said nothing, but he felt events coming to a head. The moment was finally here. The two of them together. Tiger and Jacinto. He thought about what needed to happen next. It was unpleasant, but making necessary and unpleasant choices was part of his job.

      “Sir?” Bowles asked, when the silence dragged on. “What would you like us to do now?”

      Macklin roused himself and tried to focus. “Nothing. Do nothing. Discontinue operations.”

      “Discontinue? What about surveillance?”

      “Are you sure that Tiger and Jacinto are in Nassau?”

      “Confidence is high.”

      “Then terminate surveillance, too. Leave it in my hands, Bowles.”

      There was a long pause from the FBI agent. “Sir, I should point out that if we shut down surveillance, we won’t know if they leave the island. I’d suggest we alert our operatives, at least to monitor Pindling Airport and the boat harbors and helipads. Tiger and Jacinto are highly experienced and highly mobile. For now, we’ve got them pinned down, but that’s not likely to last. If we lose them, we may never pick them up again.”

      “Understood,” Macklin replied. “I appreciate your concern, Bowles. You’ve got your orders.”

      This time the reply was prompt and clipped. “Yes, sir. Shutting it down.”

      Macklin hung up the phone.

      He turned it off and removed the SIM card, then replaced the phone in a lockbox in his bottom drawer. Before he secured the box, he removed a second phone from inside and booted it up long enough to send a single text.

      We’ve got them. Half an hour. The usual place.

      The senator got up from his desk in the Russell Senate Office Building. He removed his suitcoat and tie, which he replaced with a beige windbreaker. He added sunglasses and a fedora, then exited to his outer office and scooped up a copy of the Wall Street Journal. He told his senior aide that he was taking a walk, which his staff knew was his typical midmorning break. Leaving the building, he crossed to the green grass of the Capitol complex and headed diagonally through the park. After passing the Capitol’s imposing dome, he continued to Independence Avenue and took the sidewalk west until he reached the flower gardens opposite the glass walls of the conservatory. The whole trip took less than fifteen minutes.

      No one recognized him.

      He sat on a bench near the Bartholdi Fountain and listened to the loud gurgling of water as he waited. Bees buzzed around his head, and the air was fragrant with the smell of roses and lavender. Macklin crossed his legs and read his newspaper. Whenever one of the Washington tourists drew near, he lifted the paper, hiding his face.

      His casual pose hid the tension he felt. Minutes ticked by slowly. When he checked his watch, he saw that the man was late. It was an irritating power play. The longer he waited, the more Macklin worried about someone from the media coming across him and asking questions. Or worse, spying from elsewhere in the park and taking pictures.

      The half-hour time for their meeting became an hour.

      Finally, the bench shifted as another man sat down. Macklin didn’t react or put down his newspaper. To anyone watching, the two men weren’t together.

      “Luis,” Macklin said. “You took your time getting here.”

      “I made sure I wasn’t followed. That’s the protocol you wanted, Gerry.”

      Macklin cringed at the use of his first name. He despised people who called him Gerry if they weren’t family or lifelong friends. He was Senator Macklin, and he was one of the most powerful men in the world. But there was no advantage in calling out Luis Perez for his disrespect.

      “So Tiger has finally surfaced,” Luis said, taking a careful bite of a food-truck burrito to avoid spills on his tailored black suit.

      “Yes, and the other one is with him, too. Jacinto.”

      “Even better. Two birds with one stone.”

      Luis’s blue eyes had a bright, wild shine. He was in his midthirties, small and slim, only five feet nine. His black hair was curly and thick, trimmed very short on the sides. He had a square face, pronounced cheekbones, and dark rectangular eyebrows.

      “This has to be handled cleanly and quietly,” Macklin said.

      “Quietly for sure,” Luis replied. His mouth, which was a thin, cruel slash, opened into a white-toothed smirk. “But my brother isn’t going to want it to be clean. In Mauricio’s eyes, Almu is an angel who must be avenged. Count on their deaths being slow and painful.”

      Macklin shook his head.

      “Almu,” he muttered, spitting out the name with disgust. “An angel? That little whore almost brought down our whole operation. We’re lucky we killed her before she could do any real damage. But I don’t blame her, Luis. I blame you. You’re the fool who had to sleep with her. You’re the one who kept shooting your mouth off and bragging about the deals you were running. To your brother’s wife. To a fucking drunk and drug addict.”

      Luis’s jaw hardened. “I don’t need a history lesson, Gerry.”

      “Maybe you do. What if Almu followed through on her threat? What if we didn’t get to her in time? Your recklessness nearly brought us both down.”

      “Ah, but you have a lot farther to fall, don’t you, Senator?”

      “Maybe so, but my fall ends in a jail cell. Your fall ends in a dirty room in Caracas with your brother applying electrodes to your balls.”

      Luis’s eyes turned as cold as a reptile’s stare. Macklin knew he’d struck a nerve. For all his bluster, Luis had spent his life chafing in the shadow of his older, more formidable brother. Much more than twenty years separated them. Mauricio was the Venezuelan hero, six feet three and athletic, a man built like an oak tree in its prime. He was constantly reminding Luis that he was the one who had fought with the guerrillas in the mountains, the one who’d taken all the risks for his country, the one who’d helped Maduro consolidate his regime of power.

      What Mauricio didn’t know was that Luis had spent the last ten years making millions off his brother’s power and influence. Selling drugs. Selling arms. Intimidating, threatening, corrupting. And fucking his brother’s beautiful wife whenever Mauricio left the country.

      Until Almu threatened to bring the whole operation crashing down by telling Mauricio about the games Luis was playing behind his back.

      Macklin couldn’t allow that to happen. Luis was too useful to him. And too lucrative. He was one of those resources nobody in the government wanted to admit they had. Thanks to Luis, Macklin knew more about the inner workings of the drug cartels and the communists in Latin America than the CIA ever would. Getting in bed with Luis Perez had made the US a safer place. And if the little bastard was also making a fortune by funneling weapons to terrorists—and paying Gerry Macklin to keep the heat off—well, that was the compromise of living in the real world. He didn’t have the luxury of seeing morality as black and white.

      One drug-addled blond slut had to take a bullet to the head to keep the operation going. So be it. And Tiger and Jacinto had to take the fall for her death. Regrettable. But every operation came with collateral damage.

      “So where are these two assholes?” Luis asked, his voice impatient.

      “Nassau,” Macklin replied.

      “You’re sure?”

      “Yes, the intel is solid. Find them, remove them, and make it fast. We both know what’s at stake, Luis.”

      “Believe me, I know. Have you told your operatives to back off?”

      “They’re under orders to be deaf, dumb, and blind. No one will get in your way.”

      Luis finished his burrito with a last bite. He got off the bench and smoothed the lines of his suit and stared up at the sun. “Excellent. Then leave it to me, Gerry. Tiger and Jacinto are dead.”
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      Martin Fell shut down the engine of his Argo four-wheeler and nodded at the security guard on the road that led to the clifftop. “Good morning, Anthony.”

      “Good morning, Mr. Fell.”

      “Any problems?”

      “None at all,” the guard replied. “Everything’s secure.”

      “All right. Very good. We’ll have a delivery coming later restocking food and supplies. Accompany the van to the cottage, will you? You can go inside, but make sure the catering staff stays outside. Okay? I want no one in there but you.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Fell considered the bulky guard. “Nassir tells me you do good work. He relies on you. And he never doubts your discretion.”

      “I’m pleased to hear that,” Anthony said.

      “As you know, discretion is very important to me. The people who come here count on me to assure their privacy.”

      “I do know that. Absolutely.”

      “When’s the last time you had a day off, Anthony?” Fell asked.

      “It’s been a few weeks. But it’s not a problem. I like what I do, and I’m treated well.”

      “Still, everyone needs to blow off some steam. I’ll talk to Nassir. Take the day off tomorrow. Use one of the Nor-Techs to go into Nassau. You can go to the benefit concert if you’d like. I can arrange for an all-access pass behind the scenes. It’s not just this Salon boy, you know. Amie Grace is on the lineup among others. You might enjoy meeting her.”

      Anthony nodded, a smile breaking across his face. “I appreciate that, sir. Thank you very much.”

      Fell reached to start up the Argo again, then stopped. “One more thing, Anthony. I understand from Nassir that my daughter was jogging here a few days ago. She wanted to take the road up to the cottage.”

      A shadow crossed the guard’s face. “Yes, that’s right, sir. Perhaps I was wrong not to let her through, but your orders were explicit. I’m very sorry. I made sure to tell Nassir what happened.”

      Fell smiled. “Don’t worry, you did the right thing. I made sure Nassir knew that. My daughter doesn’t like to hear the word no. I’m impressed that she wasn’t able to talk her way past you.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Fell.”

      “Absent any directive from me to the contrary, the order stands. No one goes up there but me.”

      “Of course.”

      “If Malia or anyone else tries to get up there again, let me know immediately. And stay alert.”

      “I will, sir.”

      Fell stretched out a hand and squeezed the guard’s shoulder. “Enjoy Nassau tomorrow.”

      “Yes, sir. Thank you again.”

      Fell gunned the four-wheeler as he raced up the trail. He always drove fast; there was no point in doing anything else. Life was fast. He knew the road intimately, knew just how much pressure to tap on the brake when he hit a curve, knew how sharply to swing the wheel on the switchbacks. After a couple of minutes in the claustrophobic jungle, he ascended above the tree line, where the road hugged the verdant hillside and the Caribbean opened up below him like an endless blue planet. He sped along the terraced road, wound around the summit, and came to a stop at his getaway on the roof of the world.

      It wasn’t a large house because the clifftop was small. The walls were wooden beams painted island green, with a wraparound porch and a tiki roof over hurricane-resistant steel. Up here, the winds could howl when the cyclones came through. The wooden beams on the walls hid heavy stone, and the windows were made of Category 5 impact glass. But from the outside, it looked like a cottage lifted up by the ocean gales and dropped down from Polynesia.

      Fell got off the ATV. He wore a flowered silk shirt, shorts, and sandals. He walked to the sharpest edge of the cliff, where the rocks went straight down more than one hundred feet to the green water. Below him, waves hit the island like the boom of a bass drum and kicked up clouds of spray. Seagulls rose screeching on the currents, wings outstretched. In the distance, not another speck of land was visible, just miles of the Caribbean Sea disappearing toward the horizon. He sucked in the sweet air and felt happier than he had in years. He had everything he wanted.

      Everything.

      It was time.

      He made his way to the steps leading to the cottage’s door. Using his magnetic master keycard, rather than punching in the eight-digit manual code, he heard the lock disengage and let himself inside. The marble stone foyer had double doors that led to the interior, and he relocked the front door before crossing to the next entryway. With another tap of his card to undo the next digital lock, he entered the great space, with its unbreakable windows offering up a grand view of the sea and the green hilltop in every direction.

      There she was.

      It had been so long. He felt himself stir at the very sight of her. His passion rose like a storm.

      She sat in one of the huge leather chairs by the windows, long legs tucked casually beneath her. He’d been watching the cameras, and he knew she’d resisted for days, but she’d finally eaten and showered. She’d put on one of the dresses he’d left for her, an orange tropical print that dove deeply down her torso to expose cleavage and brown skin and ended at her skinny knees. Her feet were bare. Her hair, always lush like the rainforest, made chocolate waves across her shoulders.

      And her eyes. How he’d missed those amazing brown eyes. They stared across the room at him with more hatred than he’d ever seen in another human being’s face. If he’d handed her a knife, she would have dived across the room and flayed him until she had no more strength to lift the blade. But even her hatred did nothing but arouse him. Her hatred reminded him of the power he had and how amazing it felt to possess a creature such as this one.

      “Hello, Alina,” Fell said. “It’s so good to have you home.”
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      “That is one damn fine boat,” Jacinto commented, focusing on the Dreamtime through his binoculars. “I think I’d look pretty good up there wearing one of those little white captain’s hats.”

      The yacht dwarfed the other boats in the harbor of Martin Fell’s island like a skyscraper towering over lesser buildings. Tommy, looking through his own binoculars, counted nearly a dozen vessels anchored at the piers jutting into the turquoise waters of the bay. One was a thirty- five-foot A2V catamaran that looked built to fly across the water. Then there were a couple of fishing boats, plus half a dozen sleek Nor-Tech Roadsters, all painted in matching blue-and-gold colors, like the Fell family crest.

      In addition to the boats, he noted a concrete platform at the end of one pier, on which sat an Airbus ACH130 helicopter, Aston Martin edition, painted in a metallic silver-blue.

      “I’d take the chopper myself,” Tommy said.

      “Nah, you’re both wrong,” D’Angelo commented. He sat with one hand on the wheel, with the engine of his forty-footer putt-putting as he kept it on idle. Twin fishing rods were mounted in the rod holders on the fiberglass hardtop above him. “Give me one of those Roadsters. Fuckers can do sixty knots.”

      “That’s fast,” Jacinto acknowledged.

      “Yeah, they go in and out of the private harbors in Freeport and Nassau all the time. Everybody around here knows Fell’s boats.”

      “Interesting,” Tommy said, filing away that nugget of information.

      D’Angelo harrumphed. As long as they’d known him, which was more than twenty years, he’d been a curmudgeon. Never a smile. Never a joke. But when they’d seen action, he’d always been the first man in and the last man out. He was in his sixties, wiry and small, with snow-white hair cut short and skin tanned to the consistency of shoe leather. His clothes fit loosely; he’d lost some weight since Tommy had last seen him a decade or so earlier. A black prosthetic limb jutted out from his shorts, but Tommy wouldn’t have bet against D’Angelo in a hundred-yard dash.

      “What if we sailed into the harbor and said we had engine trouble?” Jacinto asked. “Think they’d give us a mojito and a tour of the island?”

      “More likely they feed us to the sharks,” D’Angelo replied sourly.

      Jacinto cocked an eyebrow. “You serious, D?”

      “Yeah, word around the islands is that Martin Fell values his privacy in a big way. Every now and then somebody tries to sneak ashore for a look-see. Usually it’s a private dick or a tabloid reporter. Most of them get chased off. But I know a couple of dudes who washed ashore at Freeport in chunks.”

      Jacinto whistled. “Lots of ways to go in this world, but I don’t like that one.”

      Tommy focused on the beach again. He saw a man on the pier, watching the three men in the fishing boat as intently as they were watching him. The man had olive skin and thick black hair, and his eyes were covered by what looked like Oakley sunglasses. He was tall, with a lean build, and wore a white polo shirt and khaki slacks. A sidearm was clipped to his belt.

      “Looks like we’ve attracted some attention,” Tommy said.

      “That’s Nassir,” D’Angelo muttered, not even needing binoculars to identify the man. “Fell’s head of security. I’m sure he’s been watching us since we got close to the island.”

      “You figure they have perimeter radar?”

      “Oh, yeah.”

      “Well, let’s move out before they chase us off.”

      “Aye, aye,” D’Angelo replied.

      Their old friend accelerated through the choppy sea. As they left the harbor behind, Tommy noted that the security guard kept an eye on them until they were out of sight. They sailed east, where the island jungle opened onto a pristine white beach, protected by a manmade breakwater. Palm trees dotted the sand, and he could see luxurious cabanas built over the shallow green water, accessible by footbridges. The beach continued around several small peninsulas, like island fingers. Where it ended, the land rose swiftly, climbing at least a hundred feet to a green-topped pinnacle that commanded the sea. A rocky cliff face made a sheer wall from the ocean to the summit, and Tommy caught a glimpse of a cottage built up there to take advantage of the sweeping views.

      D’Angelo continued around the island at a slow pace, the fishing boat bobbing over the waves. The western shores were less inviting, the beaches rocky and turbulent, offering no safe places for a larger boat to land. Anyone coming in would have to anchor out in the open water and then use a Zodiac to get to the island.

      So far, Tommy hadn’t seen people inhabiting Fell’s reclusive getaway, other than Nassir. However, as he scanned the western beach, he spotted a young woman sitting on the high rocks, pelted by spray. She had blond hair and wore a colorful bikini. Seeing them, she cupped a hand over her eyes to watch the boat but made no effort to wave or acknowledge them. A couple of minutes later, as D’Angelo steered around the next peninsula, the girl disappeared from view.

      They’d made a full circle of the island in less than an hour.

      “So how do we get ashore?” Jacinto asked.

      Tommy didn’t have a chance to answer.

      With a powerful roar, an engine growled over the Caribbean silence. Directly in front of them, one of the Nor-Tech speedboats shot into view from the direction of the main harbor. Almost immediately, another whining engine joined the clatter. Tommy glanced over his shoulder to see a second Roadster closing on them from the opposite direction.

      D’Angelo’s fishing boat was like a turtle inching along next to two cheetahs. They had nowhere to go.

      He counted five men, three in the first boat, two in the second. The two drivers sat behind the wheels, but as the Roadsters screamed to within a few feet of D’Angelo’s trawler, the other three men stood up, gracefully balanced as the speedboats lurched in the waves. Two of them wore khaki security uniforms, and they both gripped Mexican FX-05 rifles on Viking slings, barrels pointed at Tommy and Jacinto.

      Martin Fell’s guards were not messing around.

      The third man, in the lead boat, was the man D’Angelo had identified as Nassir, the head of security. He held no rifle, but his Glock was within easy reach. As the engines cut out, he called to them in a voice tinged with a Middle Eastern accent.

      “Who are you, and what are you doing here?”

      Jacinto dredged up a smile. He put up his meaty arms in surrender. “Fishing, buddy. Yellowfin, mackerel, whatever we can find. We’re in Freeport for a week on vacation. Man, oh man, we didn’t mean to cause you guys any trouble. Those are some serious guns you got there.”

      Nassir’s face remained a block of stone. “You’re not fishing. You’re looking at our island through binoculars.”

      “Yeah, you got us, sorry to be gawking,” Tommy commented blandly, flattening his voice into a New York accent. “But hey, this is quite the island. I love the yacht and catamaran in the harbor. Who owns this place? Must be somebody with beaucoup bucks.”

      Nassir stared back at him from behind his Oakleys. Tommy wondered if this was the man who’d arranged the kidnapping of Alina and Rosalita. Had he been in Micanopy himself? Had he been the one to put a bullet in the head of Kim Fong? That was not the kind of assignment you left to the hired help. But Tommy let none of his suspicions cross his face. He drained the military alertness from his muscles and anxiously watched the guards and their guns, which was what an ordinary man on a fishing boat would do.

      Did Nassir know who he was?

      If the man had scouted Teresa Miller before the assault, then he’d probably scouted her husband, too. Tommy looked nothing like his old cover identity, but he could feel himself being scrutinized by the head of security. He didn’t doubt that if Nassir recognized him, he’d order the guards to shoot.

      The long, tense moment dragged out.

      Then Nassir shrugged, and the guards eased off on their weapons. “Get the fuck out of here, and don’t let me see you near the island again. Next time it won’t go well for you. Understand me?”

      Jacinto tapped his forehead in a salute. “Understood, amigo.”

      “Have a nice day,” Tommy added.

      He nodded at D’Angelo, who fired up the fishing boat’s engine. They navigated between the two speedboats and headed out to sea. Tommy didn’t look back until they were well beyond the island, and when he did, he could see that the Roadsters hadn’t moved. Nassir still stood in the first boat, watching the intruders through his binoculars. The island was barely a dot on the horizon before the noise of the speedboats carried across the water to let them know they were returning to the harbor.

      “Fuck Nassir,” D’Angelo snapped, slowing the boat down. “What an asshole.”

      “Thought we were going to be shark bait for a minute,” Jacinto said.

      Tommy nodded. He knew it had been a close call.

      “So, you never answered my question, brother,” Jacinto went on. “What’s the plan? How do we get ashore?”

      Tommy shook his head. “We don’t. At least not yet. If we’re going to get onto that island, we need help.”
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      From her perch on the rocks, Malia watched the fishing boat grow smaller until she could no longer pick it out on the sea. She’d seen the Nor-Tech roaring around the coast from the north; she knew the guards were scaring away the boat and whoever was on it. Nosy spies checked out the island all the time, drawn by the smell of money and fame. She’d never really thought much about them. Most were harmless. Curiosity seekers. The occasional tabloid reporter. Or paparazzi trying to get close to snap photos of celebrities.

      But Malia had begun to wonder. What were they really looking for? And was there anything to find?

      She climbed down from the rocks, escaping the pelting ocean spray. The day was hot, but as she made her way across the beach, her wet bare skin felt cold. She wished she’d brought a shirt to pull over her bikini top. When she reached the jungle road that led across the island, the shadows under the trees made her shiver.

      She walked quickly in her sandals. The parrots screeched, as if annoyed that she wasn’t talking to them. But her thoughts were far away. She was thinking about the girl she’d met at the beach a few days earlier.

      Kerry. Kerry from Little Rock.

      Malia could hear the girl’s scared, nervous voice, could see her fingering the bruise on her cheek.

      “Have you had a bad one yet?”

      Malia had broken her promise. She’d talked to Gillian about what Kerry had told her. Her mother had seemed less concerned that one of their guests might have beaten up one of the girls than about which girl Malia had seen. What was her name? Where was she from? It had all given Malia a queasy feeling. Rather than mention Kerry’s name, she’d claimed not to remember. But it wouldn’t take much for Gillian to find the girl with the rainbow bruises on her body.

      Just like that, Kerry would be gone from the island.

      Gone where?

      Malia felt the shiver again.

      Not far away, beyond a curve in the road, she heard voices. She realized she was near the intersection where the crossroad led up the hillside to the cottage. If she took another few steps, whoever was there would see her. Malia decided she didn’t want that, but she did want to hear what they were talking about. She got down on her hands and knees and crawled until she could see through a web of sea grape leaves.

      One voice belonged to the guard she’d met on her morning run a few days earlier. Anthony. The other belonged to Manuel, a man she knew from the kitchen staff. Manuel was at the wheel of a small catering van they used to bring food to the beach parties and barbecues.

      “Mr. Fell wants me to do the unloading at the cottage,” she heard Anthony tell Manuel.

      “Yeah, sure, whatever,” Manuel replied. “You want to do my job, hop in.”

      Malia watched Anthony climb into the passenger seat of the van, and then the vehicle set out on the road that led up the island hill.

      She ran. She didn’t think twice. Her sandals made her gait awkward, so she kicked them off and scooped them into her hands. She ran as fast as she could, arms and legs pumping, listening to the engine of the van not far ahead of her as it navigated the switchbacks. The hill wasn’t high, but the curves made the road long, and the van didn’t have much horsepower. A couple of times, she needed to hang back to make sure Manuel didn’t glance in his mirror and see her coming up behind him. As she neared the tree line, she waited, letting the van continue to the flat hilltop, where it parked out of view. She crept closer, staying low, until she could see the cottage and the van by the front porch.

      Manuel helped Anthony unload covered trays of food onto wheeled carts. That was a normal thing, keeping the cottage stocked with everything from fresh meats and fruits to champagne and desserts. As a little girl, she’d thought it was magic, how there were always things to eat and drink whenever she visited the house on the hill.

      But why was the cottage suddenly restricted? Even from the kitchen staff who brought the food? Even from her?

      Was her father getting the house ready for some special VIP?

      Malia lay on her stomach in the tall grass. She saw Anthony take several of the trays into the house, while Manuel went to the cliff’s edge and lit a cigarette. For at least a few seconds, no one was watching. She pushed off her knees and ran to the side of the house and hid around the far corner. She made it out of view just as she heard the door open and the scrape of Anthony’s boots.

      It took him ten minutes and four trips to bring all the provisions inside. Malia waited. When Anthony was done, he shouted for Manuel, who threw down a cigarette butt and jogged from the cliff. The two men got back into the van and headed down the hillside. Neither of them looked back. Neither of them saw Malia emerge from behind the wall of the house.

      She was alone, but she had the strangest feeling that she was not alone.

      “Hello?” she said aloud, not expecting an answer.

      “Is anyone there?” she called, even louder, but the fierce sea breeze on the summit made her voice sound like a whisper. She walked to the edge of the cliff, where Manuel had stood, and watched the waves beating against the rocks. She stared out at the endless water, the sea stretching unbroken to the horizon. The sun was high and bright. But gooseflesh pimpled her bare skin.

      Malia turned and looked at the cottage. She walked to the porch and climbed the steps to the front door. She didn’t have a master keycard like her father, but that had never mattered. She knew the manual eight-digit code to undo the lock. It was her birth date.

      But when she tapped in the numbers, the lock gave an annoying buzz and failed to disengage. At first, she thought she’d gotten the combination wrong, so she tried again, slowly pushing the numeric buttons one by one. There was no doubt that she’d gotten it right this time. But again the door stayed locked, and with a rush, she realized: her birth date didn’t open the door anymore.

      After years of using the same eight digits, her father had changed the code.

      There could be only one reason he’d done that. He was trying to keep her out. Specifically her. His own daughter. Anthony, the fucking security guard, knew the new combination. She was willing to bet Gillian knew it, too. But Malia was locked out of her favorite place in the world.

      She rattled the handle and beat on the door. None of it would do any good. She followed the wraparound porch to the wall of windows that looked out on the sea. They were built to withstand hurricane winds; she couldn’t break them even if she’d wanted to. And they were smoked. Black. She couldn’t see inside. Even so, Malia went up to one of the windows and pressed her body against the glass like a spider and tried to see into the cottage.

      But she couldn’t see anything at all.

      Even so, that same feeling came back in a rush. It went up and down her spine like an electric charge and made her jump back. She wasn’t alone. She was sure—100 percent sure—that someone was inches away on the other side of that window, staring right back at her.
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        * * *

      

      Alina parted her lips to call out to the girl. The thick glass could keep out the storms, but it couldn’t keep out sound. Not completely. She could hear the name forming in her throat.

      “Malia.”

      Then she closed her mouth tightly and said nothing. Malia didn’t know she was here. That was obvious. She didn’t even have the combination to unlock the door anymore. Martin had changed the code. Alina was his hostage, and he was going to make sure his daughter stayed away from her.

      Malia.

      Look at her, she thought.

      Alina stared at the girl like a little sister, proud of how strong and beautiful she’d become in the years they’d been apart. She’d been a teenager then, and now she was a woman. She’d matured into her body. In her lovely face and sharp blue eyes, Alina saw fire and intelligence. Leaving Malia had been the hardest part about running away. When she dove from the deck of the Dreamtime, she’d assumed she would never see Malia again, and the girl would have no idea what had happened to her.

      They’d been so close in those days. Best friends. Yes, Malia had been naive, oblivious to the violence and abuse of her father’s world. But Alina had been slow to realize how bad it was herself. She’d been the special one, the chosen one—hand-picked by Gillian—and she’d hardened her heart to what the others were going through. She saw the men and what they did to the girls, but she’d fooled herself into thinking she could push it all out of her conscience.

      Until Ivie.

      Until she heard the terrible noises from the other side of the door on the Dreamtime.

      Until she pushed the door open and saw what that man was doing to her.

      That prince. That predator. He was going to kill her. Rape that girl and kill her. Alina had decided right then and there that she would not allow it, even if it meant spending the rest of her life on the run.

      On the other side of the window, Malia walked away from the cottage.

      Alina watched her go, and she still had to bite her lip to keep from calling after her. Malia would help her. She knew she would. But that wasn’t a burden she could put on the girl’s shoulders.

      Besides, Martin still had the ultimate leverage. He had Rosy. Without her, Alina couldn’t think of escape. She would do nothing that might endanger her child. It killed her to think that Martin Fell was the girl’s father—that she’d had a baby with him and not with Tommy, not with the best man she’d met in her whole life—but Rosalita’s DNA was not her fault. Her daughter was the light of her life, and she needed to keep her safe, regardless of the price.

      Alina sank to her knees. Her forehead bumped against the glass. Her eyes closed, shutting out the view. Her prison was on top of the world, the gorgeous Caribbean surrounding her, but it was still a prison. She would have given anything to be back among the spiders and alligators of Micanopy with Tommy.

      “God, how I fucked up,” she murmured in a broken voice, partly to herself, partly to her husband, wherever he was. She should have shared all her secrets with him from the very beginning. About Martin Fell. About the Dreamtime. About Ivie and the prince and the murder.

      Or she should have told him the truth when she got back from Miami seventeen months ago.

      Ivie called me in a panic, Tommy. When we separated years ago after that cold swim in the Atlantic, I gave her a number—a way she could always reach me in an emergency. She told me she was being watched, that Martin Fell had found her again. She asked me to meet her at the Biscayne Black. She was desperate; she needed my help. But it was a trap. Martin already had her; he’d forced her to reach out to me. I should have guessed.

      When I got there, Fell was waiting for me. He took me in the back, and he made Ivie watch, and then he⁠—

      But Ivie saved me. She sacrificed herself to save my life. Outside the club, she jumped Nassir, and she gave me the time I needed to get away. And then they killed her for it.

      I should have told you! God, I know I should have told you! But you would have killed Martin Fell for what he did. I know you, Tommy. You don’t think I know who you are, but I know your skills, I know what you would have done to him. And I wasn’t going to lose you just to get revenge on that man.

      Alina shook her head. Tears rolled down her face.

      She’d made a mistake by staying silent, and now she’d lost everything. Her life. Her child. Her husband.

      She wondered where Tommy was at that very moment. She knew, wherever he was, that he would never give up looking for her. That was the man she married. That was the man she loved.

      Love.

      “I don’t need any fucking love. Just fucking.”

      She wished, now that they were apart, that she’d been able to say it to him without joking. That she’d been able to find the words even once to tell him how she really felt. But no. She’d been a fool. A coward.

      Alina kept crying as she looked out at the empty sea.

      Earlier, she’d caught a glimpse of a fishing boat cruising around the island. Boats passed by all the time, teasing her with a taste of freedom. But for some reason, her heart had risen in her throat when she saw it. Out of nowhere, she’d felt a sensation of closeness to her husband. She’d felt the faintest stirring of hope, telling her that all was not lost.

      It was as if Tommy was on that boat, and she could call to him, and he would come to her.

      Tommy, I’m still here.
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      Sooner or later, Tommy knew, someone would leave the island.

      A cook. A maid. A gardener. They couldn’t stay there twenty-four seven with no time off. The VIPs might get helicopter service to Pindling Airport, where they could board a private jet and be whisked away to New York, Beijing, or Riyadh. But the ordinary staff would have to rely on boats ferrying them to and from Nassau.

      Tommy needed intel from someone who knew the island layout. He needed to know what they’d be walking into if they landed. The security and armaments. The surveillance technology. The roads. The buildings. He’d assumed it would take a day, maybe two, before an opportunity with one of Martin Fell’s staff presented itself. Instead, the call from D’Angelo—who was anchored out of visual range of the island, but close enough to spy on boat traffic—came at ten o’clock that morning.

      “One of the Roadsters is heading your way,” D’Angelo reported. “Thing’s practically flying. It won’t take long to reach you.”

      “How many on board?”

      “Looks like just one.”

      “Thanks, brother,” Tommy told him.

      He radioed Jacinto an update through his earpiece. The two men had staked out positions on opposite sides of Nassau. If a boat arrived from the island, they didn’t know where it would land, and they had a lot of ground to cover. Tommy was monitoring the northern coast near Paradise Island, while Jacinto watched the southern coast near Adelaide Village.

      D’Angelo was right about the boat’s speed. The Roadster arrived in Nassau Harbour in less than an hour.

      Tommy sat on a Yamaha XMAX scooter off Bay Street, where the twin bridges leading to and from the Atlantis resort rose over his head. He could see cruise ships docked to the west and hundreds of boats lining the piers of the main harbor east of his position. Through his binoculars, he spotted the Nor-Tech chugging through the main channel like a greyhound on a leash. He wasn’t surprised when the Roadster turned before the bridge and disappeared down an inlet to the exclusive Atlantis marina. Martin Fell’s boats wouldn’t use a public dock.

      The Yamaha sprang into action.

      Tommy shot down Bay Street and merged onto the bridge that arched over the water. Traffic stalled, but he weaved around the stopped cars and arrived on Paradise Island alongside the pastel-colored buildings of the Harborside Resort. Leaving the road, he half-walked, half-drove the scooter into the village, in time to see the speedboat tying up at a reserved slip among a cluster of million-dollar yachts.

      The man who climbed out of the Roadster didn’t look like one of Martin Fell’s playboys. He wore a white polo shirt that probably came out of the L.L.Bean catalog, plus beige shorts and Top-Siders. He was in his twenties, with dark hair that came to a sharp point on his forehead and a heavy five-o-clock shadow. His muscular build was like a business card for private security. Plus, he was armed. A SOCP Thompson dagger hung in a sheath at his belt, and Tommy assumed the man had a pistol holstered in the small of his back.

      This one was smart. Nassir hired good men. Standing on the pier, the guard scouted the resort like a pro, examining not just the people around him but the accesses in and out of the harbor and the sightlines from roofs and balconies. In a few seconds, he’d made a complete tactical analysis, which included taking a long look at the man sitting on the Yamaha scooter not far away.

      Tommy tapped his earbud to talk to Jacinto. “Got me on the map?”

      “I’m heading your way. Who’s our boy? Think this one knows anything?”

      “If we can grab him, my bet is he knows everything.”

      “Cool beans. Be there soon.”

      The guard from Fell’s island walked toward the resort village, with the high red towers of the Atlantis casino hotel rising behind him. He strolled among palm trees, shops, and spendy restaurants, and Tommy parked the scooter and trailed him on foot. The guard found a table at an outdoor bar, ordered himself a drink, and made a phone call. Tommy watched from the other side of the plaza as the man sipped his fruity drink for the next half hour. He didn’t look suspicious of his surroundings anymore.

      Then a hotel attendant in a red uniform approached him. The two men had a brief conversation, and the attendant handed the guard a small envelope, which he slid into his pocket. He gave the attendant a nod and a tip. Alone again, the guard nursed his drink and stayed at the table under the bright sunshine for a few more minutes. He studied his phone and watched the rich tourists, especially the young girls, and he appeared in no hurry to leave.

      Tommy checked his watch. It was now past noon.

      After paying for his drink with cash taken from a fat money clip, the guard stood up and retrieved the envelope from his pocket. He removed a set of keys from inside, then climbed a set of concrete steps that led to the circular driveway outside the hotel entrance. Tommy followed and swore under his breath when he saw the guard head for a white Land Rover Defender waiting for him in the driveway. The guard swung the keys on his finger as he climbed into the compact SUV. Seconds later, he gunned the engine.

      Tommy reversed direction. He ran back to where he’d parked the Yamaha scooter, and he navigated the resort sidewalks, drawing shouts of annoyance. Then he wheeled onto the main access road and eyed the vehicles ahead of him. He spotted the SUV, which was already climbing the causeway bridge that led across the channel back to Nassau.

      “He’s on the move,” Tommy told Jacinto. “White Defender.”

      “I’m trying to get there, but traffic sucks. Any idea where he’s going?”

      “No.”

      “Did he get eyes on you?”

      Tommy frowned. “Not sure. Maybe. I don’t like it.”

      “Stay alert, brother,” Jacinto said.

      “Always.”

      Tommy hugged the bridge shoulder, keeping himself sheltered from the SUV’s mirrors. When they reached the main island, the Land Rover headed west into the downtown streets, past the crowded beaches and cruise ports, where it was easy for Tommy to stay hidden in traffic. But the guard didn’t stop at the popular spots. He left the busy tourist areas and followed the coastal road west around the island.

      Out here, the roads were almost deserted. Tommy had to give the SUV more distance in order to stay out of sight. There were times when he thought he’d lost the guard completely, but then he accelerated enough to catch a glimpse of the Land Rover before dropping back. The back-and-forth dance continued for several miles as the road tracked the shore of the blue-green water just a few feet away.

      “Where the hell is he going?” Jacinto asked on the radio.

      “I don’t know. Where are you?”

      “Ten minutes behind you on West Bay.”

      “Make it fast,” Tommy replied. Then he came around the next curve and said, “Shit.”

      “What is it?”

      “He pulled off the road. He’s not in the vehicle.”

      “Dude’s been playing you,” Jacinto warned.

      “Yeah.”

      The Land Rover was parked halfway onto the moss-covered shoulder. There was no point in Tommy hiding. The man obviously knew he was coming. He pulled the scooter behind the SUV and got off the bike. The beach beside the highway was narrow, studded with rocks and driftwood. A few trees clung to the sandy ground. It was dead quiet, the wind calm, the water like glass reflecting the blue sky.

      He drew his Hellcat into his hand. He walked to the surf and looked up and down the beach, but the guard from Fell’s island had disappeared. There wasn’t another person for half a mile in both directions, but Tommy got that uncomfortable itch on the back of his neck that told him he was being watched.

      He glanced toward the road, and his eyes caught a reflection in the dense brush on the opposite side of the highway. Sun on metal.

      A gun.

      He threw himself to the ground just as a bullet seared past his shoulder and the suppressed spit of a gun hissed around him. Rolling, then crawling, he barely escaped another shot that pinged off the rocks near his head. He fired back twice, hitting nothing with wild shots, but buying himself a few seconds to dive for cover behind one of the windswept beach trees.

      The guard dashed across the road and ducked behind a corner of the Land Rover. Tommy heard another low spit and an explosion of air as the guard shot out the tire on his Yamaha. Then the man stood up, pistol cradled with both hands. Bullets began to rain down on Tommy’s position, blasting him with bark and sand.

      “Some backup would be really good about now, brother,” Tommy told Jacinto.

      “Almost there, almost there.”

      The guard squatted, invisible again. Tommy fired high multiple times, then used the barrage to charge from behind the tree and slide down at the opposite corner of the SUV. They weren’t even ten feet apart now, both pinned on different sides of the Land Rover. But then the whine of an engine rose through the air. From around the highway curve, Jacinto sped toward them on a second Yamaha. The guard, seeing him, fired up the road, and Jacinto veered for cover and dove off the bike behind low rocks on the beach.

      Tommy charged. As he came around the back of the Land Rover, the guard shifted his gun, but Tommy’s boot kicked him in the wrist and lofted the man’s pistol like a football toward the beach. In the next instant, the guard unsheathed his dagger and slashed toward Tommy’s chest, barely missing. Tommy pivoted back, then pointed the barrel of his Hellcat squarely at the man’s head.

      Up the road, they heard the stomp of Jacinto’s boots as he sprinted toward them, leading with his Glock. The guard froze, trapped from both directions, two guns pointed at him. His eyes shot back and forth between Tommy and Jacinto, looking for a way out.

      But there was none.

      “Take it easy,” Tommy said. “This doesn’t have to go badly. Just drop the knife.”

      “Fuck you.”

      “You really want to die for Martin Fell?”

      The man answered with another slash of his Thompson dagger, forcing the two of them back.

      “I’m not going to die,” the guard snapped, “because you’re not going to kill me. You’ve got the guns, but here I am, still breathing. That means you need me alive. You want something, but whatever it is, you’re not going to get it from me. So my advice is to get the hell off this island before Nassir hunts you both down.”

      “This one’s got balls,” Jacinto said with a laugh.

      Tommy nodded. “He does. I like that. What’s your name?”

      “Anthony.”

      “Okay, Anthony. You’re right, I don’t want to kill you. But if you think I won’t do everything except kill you, then you don’t know who you’re dealing with.”

      “You don’t scare me.”

      “No? Well, that’s a mistake. I should scare you. Like my buddy says, you’ve got balls, but you won’t for much longer. Understand me?”

      Tommy saw the twitch in the guard’s eye, the quick way his tongue licked his lips, the nervous swallow in his throat. The man could read the deadly intention on Tommy’s face and knew this was no bluff. Tommy lowered the barrel of his Hellcat to aim between Anthony’s legs.

      “Five seconds. Then you’re a soprano pissing through a plastic tube. Drop the knife. I won’t ask you twice.”

      Tommy knew he’d won. He didn’t even have to call out the countdown. The man would drop the knife, they’d put him in the Land Rover, they’d take him to a warehouse downtown, and they’d get everything they needed to know about Martin Fell’s island.

      Then it all went to hell.

      From behind them, someone shouted. A voice cut through the silence, a random man on the beach seeing trouble. “Hey!”

      One word. That was enough. Jacinto flinched at the unexpected noise, and his gaze shifted away for a single instant. Anthony saw his opening and sent the point of the dagger stabbing toward Jacinto’s throat.

      Tommy had no choice. He fired. The bullet went into Anthony’s brain, and the knife dropped, and the man’s body collapsed all in the same moment. On the beach, the man howled with fear and sprinted away, screaming for help.

      Jacinto swore as they stared at the dead body at their feet. “Fuck, I blew it, man.”

      “Forget it. If I hadn’t shot him, you’d be dead. We’ll get another chance.”

      But Tommy knew there was no second chance. When Anthony didn’t return to the island, Nassir would put the whole place on high alert, and there would be no way to get in without an army waiting to greet them. Or even worse, Fell would take Alina and Rosalita and spirit them away to one of his other hideaways around the world.

      Assuming the little girl was on the island at all.

      Assuming Alina was still alive.

      “We better go,” Jacinto murmured. “The police will be coming soon. We can take the SUV.”

      Tommy nodded, but first, he squatted to go through Anthony’s pockets. He found the man’s money clip, wallet, and phone. Not that any of those things would do them any good. He was about to get up when he spotted a vinyl strap slung around Anthony’s neck. When he dug it out, he found a lanyard with an ID badge tucked inside a plastic holder.

      The badge was labeled all access.

      It was a pass to a concert on Paradise Island that night, a fundraiser featuring celebrities and singers, all benefiting a nonprofit organization.

      The Martin Fell Foundation.

      “Hang on,” Tommy said. “We may have a Plan B.”
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      Lindy Jax disembarked from the last row of the ninety-nine-dollar Priceline flight from Miami to Nassau. After spending an hour in the customs line at Pindling Airport—thank God she always kept her passport in a zippered pocket of her travel bag—she took a cab to the cheapest hotel she could find near the harbor channel. She’d never been to the Bahamas, and she wasn’t a fan of casinos or beaches. But hey, the sheriff had told her to take a vacation.

      So here she was, following the lead that Leila Ravelle had given her about her missing daughter, Daria.

      Most of the local police hadn’t given much credence to Leila’s theories about Martin Fell. But there was one detective, Leila said, who had the stricken look of a man caught between politics and justice. He was Desmond Streich, assistant commissioner of the Criminal Investigations Department. On one hand, Desmond was part of a government bureaucracy greased by money and influence, and Martin Fell had plenty of both. On the other hand, he was also a father of six and could empathize with a mother searching for her missing daughter.

      From the balcony of her hotel room, which had a view of the Atlantis towers if she squinted between building walls, Lindy called the Royal Bahamas Police Force and was put through to Desmond’s phone. He had a pleasant, rumbling voice as he answered, but the pleasantness disappeared when Lindy explained her mission on the island. At that point, the detective fussily informed her that he had no time to meet with her and that the overdose death of a bartender named Matteo DuBois—who’d reported seeing Daria Ravelle at an upscale resort—had been investigated and closed months earlier. Then he hung up on her.

      However, ten minutes later, she got a call from a different number. It was Desmond Streich, suggesting they meet privately in an hour.

      Now Lindy sat among the palm trees and algae-green canals of Nassau’s Ardastra Gardens. She watched a flock of pink flamingos bathing in a stagnant pond, their necks bent like question marks. Children shouted and ran through the zoo trails. The heat and humidity were sweltering, and the air had the smell of animal feces. She checked her watch and saw that an hour had passed since the phone call.

      Desmond Streich arrived precisely on time.

      The Black detective seemed to know most of the local children and greeted them by name with smiles and hugs. He was heavyset and tall and wore a full uniform, with impeccably shined shoes that somehow managed to repel the dust and dirt of the gardens. His black hair was cropped short, and his face sported a salt-and-pepper goatee.

      “Detective Jax,” he said, sitting down on the bench and putting his hands on his knees. “Welcome to Nassau.”

      “Thank you for seeing me.”

      “I don’t have much time. Also, I must tell you, you’re going down a road that others have already traveled without success.”

      “Yes, I understand that. But I’m pursuing several missing persons cases, and the evidence has led me here.”

      “In other words, you’ve been talking with Leila Ravelle,” he concluded.

      “That’s right. She told me about Martin Fell and his island.”

      The police officer sighed. “Well, of course, I am familiar with Mrs. Ravelle. She has been to see me many times. I am very sympathetic to her situation. But I’m bound by certain realities. She has brought me no evidence of wrongdoing by Mr. Fell or any of his friends and associates. All she has is coincidence and speculation. Without facts, my hands are tied.”

      “By politics?” Lindy asked.

      His face tightened into an uncomfortable frown. “Mr. Fell is a prominent member of the Bahamas community and very generous with our local institutions. Including the police. Raising this kind of rumor is—well, it’s difficult. That’s why I didn’t want to have this conversation where others could hear it.”

      “Oh, I get it,” Lindy replied. “Believe me, it’s the same back in the US. Money talks. But this seems like more than a case of random speculation. A witness identified Mrs. Ravelle’s daughter earlier this year. Daria’s been missing since last summer, and she was seen here in Nassau. And then that witness died under suspicious circumstances before you could talk to him.”

      Desmond shrugged his big shoulders. “Young people. Drugs. I wish I could tell you it’s uncommon here, but it’s not. Matteo’s death is tragic but not necessarily suspicious.”

      “Except the timing certainly is suspicious.”

      “I grant you that,” he admitted, “but we found no evidence to suggest foul play. Matteo’s friends acknowledged he was a regular drug user. Naturally, that also calls into question the reliability of any identification he may have made.”

      “Did you try to confirm his statement? Did you talk to anyone else who may have seen Daria Ravelle?”

      “Yes. In fact, I did so personally, using a photograph Mrs. Ravelle provided of her daughter. No one else at the resort remembered seeing her.”

      “This was after Matteo died,” Lindy pointed out. “I don’t suppose many people were very interested in talking to the police after they saw what happened to him.”

      Desmond’s lips pushed together, and he said nothing.

      “Have you interviewed Mr. Fell?” Lindy continued.

      “I don’t know the man. However, the commissioner does. They are friends.”

      “Of course.” Lindy sighed as she felt the concrete hardening in the stone wall. “What about Mr. Fell’s island? Have you ever been out there?”

      “It is private property. Invitation only.” He glanced around the garden and lowered his voice. “I believe the commissioner has been there. As I say, he and Mr. Fell are friends. He tells me the island is a lovely place. He also told me in explicit terms that he saw no indication of any criminal activity.”

      Lindy shook her head. “You must have heard rumors about what goes on there.”

      “Ms. Jax, you are a police officer like me. Do you listen to rumors? Because I don’t.”

      “What if Daria Ravelle is alive out there?” Lindy asked.

      She thought: Or Alina Baro. Or Rosalita Miller. Or a dozen other missing girls.

      Desmond spread his arms wide. “What if your American flier, Amelia Earhart, is alive out there? I have as much evidence of that as I do of Daria Ravelle being on Mr. Fell’s island. I’m sorry. I wish I could be more help.”

      Lindy felt herself backed into a corner.

      The frustrating thing, the thing that really pissed her off, was that Desmond was right. She and Leila had lots of smoke and not even a single spark of fire. They had nothing.

      “Is there any way I could talk to Mr. Fell myself?” she asked. “Or to his wife? I’m sure Leila told you about Gillian Fell’s connection to international swimming organizations. Daria disappeared during a swim meet, as did two other girls from Florida. Gillian Fell was in town for all of those competitions and for several others around the world where girls vanished. A coincidence like that has to be worth a conversation with the Fells.”

      “Mr. Fell does not talk to people like you,” Desmond told her. “He does not talk to people like me. Neither does his wife. And I must remind you, Ms. Jax, that you have no jurisdiction or authority here. If you break our laws, if you harass people and they complain about it, then I can’t protect you.”

      “Asking questions isn’t harassment.”

      Desmond stood up and smoothed the lines of his uniform. He folded his meaty arms together. “Do you know what I did when you called to ask for a meeting, Ms. Jax? I contacted your sheriff to verify your identity. As anyone would in my situation. He was quite surprised to learn you were down here asking questions. He said, and I quote, ‘Tell Lindy she’s off this case, and if she doesn’t stop what she’s doing, she’s out of my department.’”

      Lindy swore under her breath.

      “So my official advice, Ms. Jax,” Desmond went on, “is that you enjoy Nassau while you’re here. Lie in the sun. Gamble at the slot machines. Eat in a couple of nice restaurants. And then go home and forget about Mr. Fell.”

      “If it were your daughter who was missing, is that what you would do?”

      He exhaled loudly. “I’ve told you my official advice.”

      Lindy listened to the tone of his voice. She thought she heard a little emphasis on the word official that encouraged her to say something more. “And unofficially? What would you suggest?”

      “Unofficially, perhaps you’d like to buy a ticket to a concert,” he said.

      “What?”

      “It’s for a good cause.”

      She cocked her head. “I don’t understand.”

      “There’s a concert at Paradise Island tonight. Some very popular young singers, I’m told. It’s a benefit for the Fell Foundation. Mr. Fell and his family will be there.”

      “I see,” Lindy said.

      “Of course, if you were to think about trying to talk to them, I would advise you not to bother. Security will be in place to keep intruders away from the VIP area. I’ll be there myself, in fact. It would be very unlikely that anyone could slip by me. Do I make myself clear?”

      A smile flickered onto Lindy’s face. “You do.”

      “Enjoy Nassau, Ms. Jax. And good luck.”
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      The Gulfstream G650 drifted to a stop outside a hangar at the southern tip of Pindling Airport, away from the commercial traffic. As the engines shut down, the door swung open, creating a stairway to the tarmac. Mauricio Perez appeared in the doorway, an unlit Cohiba cigar clamped between his lips. His nostrils flared as he sucked in the hot Bahamian air and the smell of jet fuel.

      Perez shouldered down the plane’s steps, which rattled under his weight. His brother, Luis, followed him, and the two men stood side by side, one as big and imposing as a bull in the ring, one thin and slippery like a poisonous snake.

      Mauricio lit his cigar and inhaled the smoke. His face was deeply tanned, except for one pale scar down his left cheek, which dated back to his role in the attempted Venezuelan coup in 1992. He was in his sixties now, his jowls fleshy, his dark, narrow eyes set back behind bulging lids. His thick crown of black hair had flashes of gray at the temples. He wore a navy sport coat over an open-collared linen shirt that revealed curly chest hair.

      “Six years, Luis,” Mauricio announced. “I’ve been waiting more than six years for this moment. Finally, a chance to avenge Almu. A chance to pay these Yankee fuckers back for what they did to her.”

      On the runway behind them, a 737 gathered speed for takeoff, making the earth tremble under their feet. The two men watched it go. After the jet lumbered into the blue sky, Luis lit a dark European cigarette with a brass lighter. His black suit was tailored, custom-fitted on Savile Row in London. He eyed his older brother, who towered over him.

      “I’ll repeat what I said before,” Luis told Mauricio. “You don’t need to be here. Let me deal with this. I’ll make sure these bastards suffer. I’ll make it slow, just like you want. Then I can drag what’s left of their corpses back to Caracas, and you can hang their bodies from the flagpoles at the estate. But it’s a mistake for you to do this in person. If you’re recognized—or if something goes wrong⁠—”

      “Nothing will go wrong,” Mauricio snapped. He whipped off his sunglasses. “Unless you fuck it up, Luis. Do you plan to fuck it up?”

      “No.”

      “Because God knows you’ve fucked up before.”

      “Yes, I know. I’m sorry.”

      “My head of security let those assholes sneak onto the grounds. He let them murder my wife. They did it right under his nose. I shot him for his incompetence that night, but by all rights, I should have shot you, too. You picked him. He was your man.”

      “Ernesto was a drunk. I had no way of knowing.”

      Mauricio took his cigar from his mouth and spat on the ground. “Excuses. Excuses are for weaklings and losers. Don’t give me excuses.”

      “Of course. You’re right. I take responsibility for what happened to Almu. It’s the greatest regret of my life that I failed her and failed you. That’s why I want the chance to deal with these American mercenaries myself. I want to be the one to pull the trigger while they beg for mercy.”

      “She was my wife,” Mauricio retorted. “The vengeance is mine.”

      Luis nodded. “Whatever you say, brother.”

      Mauricio flagged a limousine that was waiting for them outside the airport gates. The barbed-wire fence inched open, and the black town car accelerated toward the plane.

      “Are the men in place?” Mauricio asked.

      “Yes. The six men you requested are in a house I rented near Palm Cay. But I could have recruited local assets to work with us. Again, using our own people is a risk. It’s too easy to be discovered.”

      Mauricio scoffed. “I don’t trust locals. Not for something like this.”

      “Understood,” Luis replied meekly.

      “Is there any sign of them? Have you found Tiger and Jacinto?”

      Luis shook his head. “Not yet. But we’ve spread the word with our sources all over the island. The beaches, the clubs, the harbor, the casino. If they make any kind of move, someone’s bound to spot them, and word will get back to us. Don’t worry, brother. They can’t hide.”
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      “Status,” Tommy murmured into the radio.

      Jacinto replied immediately. “D’Angelo and I are staked out near the Nor-Tech in the private harbor. Once you give us the countdown, we should get to you in about ninety seconds.”

      “Got it. I’ll give you a heads-up when I’m ready to move.”

      Tommy stood near the main channel at Casuarina Beach on Paradise Island. The concert was scheduled to begin in less than an hour. A stage had been built on the lawn, framed by the Atlantis towers behind it, with a fence blocking access to the white canvas tent for the VIPs. Out in the park, rows of chairs faced the stage, wedged into tons of beach sand that had been trucked in for the occasion. Bleachers for the cheap seats had been built near the shore, and hundreds of ticket-buying guests mingled on the lawn, with food trucks selling Caribbean barbecue, fried plantains, and tropical drinks. Out in the channel, boats bobbed in the water so their owners could listen to the show for free.

      Twilight had given way to darkness. The lights of Nassau had come on across the channel, and the casino towers glowed like fire. Tommy was dressed like the other security guards, wearing a black T-shirt, black jeans, black baseball cap, and boots. No one challenged him. He weaved through the crowd, a leather satchel slung over his shoulder, the all-access pass he’d taken from Anthony’s body dangling around his neck like a get-out-of-jail-free card. Around him, faces went in and out of multicolored lights revolving from the stage. A recorded Chainsmokers song boomed through speakers, and the smell of coconut and marijuana blew through the air.

      Time was passing. He moved swiftly. Jacinto had spent the afternoon rewiring tactical flash-bangs and smoke grenades, tying them all into a single remote transmitter in Tommy’s pocket. Push the button, and they would go off on five-second delays, one after the other, for maximum chaos.

      Tommy reached the corner of the stage. Across the open grass, he could see the canal that led into the private harbor, where Jacinto was waiting. He rousted a teenage couple doing drugs in the darkness and sent them back into the crowd. The steel girders of the stage rose over his head, and the security fence, robed in black canvas, stretched toward the back of the park. He slipped a small bag out of his satchel and secured it at the base of the fence, just under the canvas. Following the stage platform, he repeated the process three more times, squatting as if securing a lace on his boot. When he’d hidden the last of his devices, he dropped the leather satchel on one of the empty seats and left it behind.

      “I’m going in,” he murmured to Jacinto.

      “Roger that.”

      He approached the eight-foot gap in the fence that led backstage. Four uniformed Bahamian police officers monitored the access point, but he flashed his pass, and they waved him through. Beyond the fence, he entered an entirely different world, smelling of money and privilege. LED candles flickered on faux Roman columns, and twinkling lights decorated the edges of the tent. A fountain sculpture of stone turtles and mermaids bubbled amid a lavish seafood buffet. Tuxedoed waiters passed champagne. Small elite groups of VIP guests spilled onto the green grass, and the jewels and dresses of the women shimmered in the low light.

      Tommy followed the perimeter of the security fence. He took note of the access points and the guards, and he spotted a gate leading to the eastern section of the park, closest to the harbor channel. The gate was closed and secured with a slide bolt on the inside. A solitary security man stood watch, keeping people away. Tommy exchanged a few quick words with him, joking about the VIPs at the concert. He wanted the man to remember him.

      When he’d completed his tour, he wandered into the tent, which was adjacent to the concert stage. He recognized many of the faces. A few Hollywood actors. A few models, dressed to kill.

      Then Tommy saw him.

      Martin Fell stood no more than twenty feet away.

      The billionaire hadn’t dressed up for the party. When you were the host, when everyone was here to suck up to you, you didn’t need to impress. He wore a silk white button-down shirt, untucked, and faded blue jeans. His bare feet were shoved into leather sandals. His strawberry-blond hair was wavy, falling below his ears. He drank from a champagne glass, and a waiter stood nearby, ready to replace it.

      Staring at Fell in the flesh, Tommy saw again the unmistakable resemblance to Rosalita. This was the man. This was the monster. This man had raped Alina. This man had kidnapped his wife and daughter. There was no mistake.

      Rage rolled over him like a hurricane wind.

      Tommy’s Hellcat was nestled in the holster under his black shirt. The SOCP dagger he’d taken from Anthony lay in a sheath at his belt. It would be easy. Pull the knife, or pull the gun, and stride across the short distance. No one would have time to stop him. He would stand over Martin Fell as the man gagged on his last breath.

      But that wasn’t his mission.

      Tommy closed his eyes and inhaled slowly. The pop music blaring from the speakers vanished. Instead, in his head, he heard the flute, violin, and harpsichord of the fourth Brandenburg Concerto, so precise, so structured. Music always calmed his nerves. He imagined a day when he would sit with Alina in a room overlooking the mountains, far from Florida, far from the ocean, where no one would ever find them. They’d listen to Bach while Rosalita slept in his wife’s arms.

      He had no idea if that day would ever happen, but just the dream of it allowed him to focus on what he needed to do next.

      Martin Fell.

      Coldly, Tommy watched the man again. Fell was with two other people. One was a twentysomething young man who had a baby face and a pirate’s curly brown hair. A necklace of island beads was strung around his neck, and he wore a sleeveless red T-shirt and jeans. Tommy knew him because Alina had called him cute once when pointing out his photo in a magazine. His name was Eddie Salon, a pop singer, one of the headliners for the concert.

      The other person rounding out the group of three was Malia Fell.

      Martin Fell’s daughter. Twenty-two years old. Tall, slim, blond, and beautiful.

      Rosalita’s sister.

      Tommy focused his attention on her.

      He expected to see a breathless smile on her face, a young woman meeting her pop idol. But Malia’s face looked dark and distant. She barely seemed to notice Salon, as much as her father pushed him on her. Tommy had looked up photos of Malia on her social media accounts, and what he’d seen was the typical shallow daughter of a rich man, too entitled, too conscious of her own beauty, too sure that the whole world would be laid at her feet. But the Malia Fell he saw here was a different woman altogether. More serious. More bruised by life. And in that way, even more attractive.

      He wondered what had happened to change her.

      Tommy waited and watched. Martin Fell did most of the talking. The more his daughter resisted the charms of the singer, the more Fell seemed determined to push them together. Even Salon looked uncomfortable, and after a few minutes, he excused himself, gesturing toward the stage. That left Martin Fell alone with his daughter. As soon as it was just the two of them, Tommy saw Malia erupt with bitter fury. Hissing, whispering, she jabbed a finger in her father’s face and assaulted him with questions without waiting for him to answer any of them. Fell wasn’t used to anyone talking to him like that, let alone his daughter. But he recovered quickly, pasting a casual smile on his lips that he probably used with politicians and sex workers alike. The smile said that he was the one in charge, that he was the one with all the power.

      But he’d misjudged the girl. His condescending attitude made it worse. Chill blew off her like ice from a rocket, and when Fell put a hand on her shoulder, she violently shrugged it away. When he tried to soothe her, her face flushed crimson.

      Then Malia expelled two short words like spit from her mouth.

      Tommy could read her lips; he knew what she’d told him.

      The girl stalked away from her father toward the darkness at the back of the tent. Her high heels punctured the soft green grass. She was alone.

      This was the moment.

      He tapped the radio.

      “Go,” Tommy said.
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      The smile, Malia thought.

      That was what made her lose it. That fucking smile. She’d watched her father use that smile since she was a girl, whenever someone didn’t do what he wanted them to do. He’d used it with maids and gardeners and pool boys and waitresses. He’d used it to snap CEOs and presidents back into place like misbehaving children. He’d used it with Gillian. God, he used it with her mother all the time. He ground her down like rock salt, knowing she would never protest, never complain, never stand up for herself.

      But he’d never used it with Malia. Not once.

      Until tonight.

      She’d unloaded all her fears and suspicions on him. Ever since that woman in Zermatt had put a knife to her throat, she’d found herself questioning everything in her life, revisiting all her nightmares, seeing the island and the men and the girls in an entirely new light.

      The woman had said it. “You know what goes on there.”

      But Malia didn’t. She didn’t know.

      Except even that was a lie. If she was being honest with herself, then she had to accept that she’d known the truth all along. What a fucking fool she’d been. Blind, blind, blind, she’d allowed herself to stay blind to everything that was going on around her. Close your eyes, and it goes away.

      My God, what was the island?

      Who was her father?

      She needed answers, but all he could do was pretend that she was still thirteen years old, checking out celebrity Instagram feeds and doodling Malia Salon on photos of Eddie. She felt bad for the singer. He’d come here to raise money for a charity, a nice, sweet man with a nice, sweet voice, and instead, he’d found himself in the middle of a cold war between father and daughter.

      Thank God he finally took the clue from her face and left.

      That was when Malia exploded. It all came out like a bomb going off.

      You’ve been lying to me, haven’t you, Daddy? All these years, lying. Who are the girls? Where do they come from? What happens to them when you send them away? My God, you’ve made Gillian part of it, too. She brings them to you, right? She brings you the girls. Like Daria Ravelle. That woman in Switzerland was telling the truth, wasn’t she? Daria was here. What did you do to her? And the baby. Jesus, the baby! Who is she? Where did she come from? And who’s in the cottage? I know someone’s in there. I was there, I could feel it. Why did you change the lock? What don’t you want me to see?

      The force of her onslaught rolled over him and made him take a step backward. But then he recovered, like he always did. He gave her the smile. He didn’t need to say anything else. The smile was enough. The smile told her everything she needed to know about who her father was.

      There was only one thing she could say to that.

      Fuck you.

      Malia hurried away from her father. She heard his voice calling after her, but she ignored him. She didn’t want to talk to him anymore. She found an area behind the stage where there was almost no light, and she wished she could drown out the noise and be alone with her thoughts. Her fingers grazed her cheeks and came away wet, and she realized she was crying.

      “Ms. Fell?” a voice murmured close to her.

      She looked up.

      A security guard stood in front of her in the usual black uniform. She didn’t recognize him from the island. He didn’t look like the other guards, the ones who were nothing but statues made from cold stone. He was older, in his forties but very handsome, with close-cropped blond hair and an angular face. His blue eyes had a strange warmth in the low light.

      “Who are you?” Malia asked.

      “My name is Tommy Miller,” the man replied. “I’m sorry, Ms. Fell, but there’s been a bomb threat against the concert. We need to get you out of here.”
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      Desmond Streich was as good as his word.

      As Lindy made her way toward the VIP area, the Bahamian detective caught her eye. He snapped his fingers, and in a booming voice, he called the four police officers standing guard to fall into line in front of him. They did. He spent a few seconds reminding them to be vigilant, and in that brief time, Lindy slipped through the open gate in the darkness.

      Nobody saw her.

      Inside the fence, she found herself in the elite world of Martin Fell, and she felt totally out of place. Everyone around her was rich or famous or both. What the hell was Lindy doing in a place like this? She had spent nearly two hundred dollars on a dress that afternoon, which to her was an absurd amount of money. But she felt like a thrift-shop refugee among these people, all of them actors, singers, lawyers, CEOs, or politicians. Part of her wanted to turn around and leave.

      Leave the party, leave the concert, leave Nassau.

      Then she thought about Daria Ravelle. And Alina Baro. And Rosalita Miller. And other girls who’d gone missing around the world.

      She stayed where she was.

      “Oh, hey, hello,” she called to a waiter passing by with glasses of chilled champagne on a silver tray. To her own ears, her voice sounded high and false. “Hello, can you tell me where I can find Gillian? She said I should be sure to see her while I was here.”

      “Gillian Fell?” the waiter asked. Lindy watched his mouth bend into a little frown as he studied her sleeveless blue dress and her lack of jewelry. Even the help seemed to know who belonged here and who didn’t.

      “Yes, Gillian Fell.”

      The waiter glanced around the party. “There she is,” he said, nodding toward a thin woman with long black hair who was standing at the buffet table near a bubbling fountain.

      Gillian Fell was talking to an elegant older woman, an Oscar- winning actress. Lindy drifted closer and focused her gaze on Gillian’s face. It was beautiful, strangely ageless, with a perfect symmetry and delicate lines. She carried on a social conversation with easy grace, but her expression never changed regardless of what was being said, and her stare had a fixed, dead quality that Lindy found unsettling.

      As soon as the conversation broke up and Gillian was alone, Lindy rushed over and extended her hand. “Mrs. Fell?”

      Gillian looked back without recognition. “I’m sorry, and you are?”

      “My name is Lindy Jax.”

      Lindy still had her hand outstretched, but Gillian made no effort to shake it.

      “I don’t know you, Ms. Jax,” the woman said. “Whereas I do know everyone on my invitation list.”

      “Yes, I’m afraid I crashed your party. But I need to talk to you.”

      “About what?”

      Lindy hesitated.

      She only had time to shoot a single arrow and hope it hit the mark, but she didn’t even know what she was shooting at. The local police were in Martin Fell’s pocket. The tie between Gillian Fell and the missing teenage swimmers was barely more than coincidence, not enough to prod Interpol or the FBI to do an investigation. This woman was cool, smart, and rich, and she knew she wasn’t at risk from the law. Even if she was involved in crimes, even if she’d been grooming girls for her husband for years, she wouldn’t be easily rattled.

      What to say?

      Then Lindy realized there was one man who could put Gillian Fell’s whole perfect life in jeopardy, and Gillian probably didn’t know who he was.

      “I came here to warn you,” Lindy announced. “Your family is in danger.”

      The woman’s face remained frozen.

      “Who are you?” she asked again.

      “I’m a detective with the Alachua County Sheriff’s Office in Florida,” Lindy told her.

      She watched a sigh form on Gillian’s mouth, as if she were accustomed to swatting cops away like annoying mosquitoes. The woman began to cast her stare around for a security guard to haul this unwanted party-crasher away. Lindy hurried on, knowing she only had a few seconds to win a reprieve.

      “Yes, I’m with the police, and I know you’re not afraid of the police. But the threat I’m talking about is real, and it has nothing to do with the law. There’s a man hunting for you and your family. He’s extremely resourceful and dangerous. I’m sure you have sophisticated security, but trust me, this man can find a way around it.”

      A guard had begun to walk their way. Lindy was about to find herself back on the beach, and she’d never get close to Gillian Fell again. But then Gillian slowly lifted her arm and put up one finger, stopping the guard where he was. She spoke to Lindy in a frosty whisper.

      “Who is this man?”

      “His name is Tommy Miller,” Lindy said. “Or at least that’s the name he’s been using in Florida for several years. I don’t know his real name, but I do know that he has military skills. He’s a hunter. If I can find you, if I can follow the trail that led me here, then believe me, he can, too.”

      Silence followed. Lindy held her breath. It came down to this moment. Either Gillian would throw her out, or she’d take the bait.

      Come on, Lindy thought. Ask me why.

      “And why would this Tommy Miller be coming after my family?” Gillian asked, like a fish clamping her mouth around the hook.

      Lindy leaned closer. “Let’s not pretend or play games, Mrs. Fell. I can’t arrest you. I have no authority here, and I’m not recording you.”

      She did a circle in her navy-blue dress, which revealed more flesh than most of the swimsuits she’d worn in her life.

      “See? I wore this dress specifically so you could see I’m not wired. So I’ll be direct with you. I know you’ve done despicable things. Kidnapping, sex trafficking, maybe worse. No, I can’t prove it, but I know. I know about the girls at the swim meets. Girls you brought to the island. I’m sure there are many more, from other places, other countries. You’ve bought your way out of trouble for years, but the walls are closing in, Mrs. Fell. Not because of me. Not because of the police or the FBI or Interpol. You’re in danger because people are taking matters into their own hands. You know what happened in Switzerland. Sela Ravelle nearly killed your daughter. Well, I’m here to tell you that Sela Ravelle was nothing compared to what Tommy Miller can do to you. If you want to be safe, if you want to protect your family, then you better start talking to someone. Because otherwise, he will kill all of you.”

      Gillian didn’t bother with denials. She gave away nothing, but at the same time, she gave away everything.

      “This Tommy Miller,” she said quietly. “What does he want?”

      “He wants his wife,” Lindy told her. Then she added like a knife thrust: “And his baby girl. Alina and Rosalita. You know about them, don’t you? You know where they are. Tommy’s coming to get them back, and he won’t stop until he does.”

      Lindy could see she’d scored a direct hit.

      The name Alina made Gillian Fell flinch, just a quick sneering curl of her lip, barely noticeable. But in this ice sculpture of a woman, that gesture was as good as a confession. Leila Ravelle had been right. All the evil, all the stories of missing girls, led right here.

      But Lindy didn’t have a chance to ask anything more.

      Gillian Fell was a mother, with a mother’s instincts. The first thing she did when she heard about a threat to her family was to look around the park and locate her daughter. Her gaze went from face to face, and when Gillian found the girl, Lindy followed the direction of her eyes and spotted her, too. Malia Fell stood outside the tent, not far from the black fence surrounding the VIP area.

      But Malia wasn’t alone. A security guard stood by her side.

      Except that was no guard.

      Lindy recognized the face she’d seen in a car near Dunbar High School in Fort Myers. A handsome face, blond hair, smooth chin, a face that looked nothing like Tommy Miller of Micanopy.

      But it was him. He was here.

      In that same instant, their eyes met across the darkness and fairy lights of the party. She opened her mouth to shout, but she didn’t have time for the words to leave her throat.

      Tommy reached into his pocket.

      An instant later, explosions rocked the beach. All around her, screaming began.
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        * * *

      

      As he pushed the trigger button, Tommy pulled Malia into his chest, protecting her as best he could from the deafening noise and blinding light of the flash-bangs. A second later, most of the people around him were on the ground, dizzied and disoriented. In the wake of the flash-bangs, smoke grenades fired next, erupting in huge gray clouds that made a fog through the swirling lights of the stage.

      He heard shouts and cries from the crowd. There was no real damage, no real threat, but no one knew that yet. Everyone began to run, to flee, to turn the entire beach into wild confusion.

      “Come on,” he told Malia urgently. “We need to get you away from here. It’s not safe.”

      The girl moaned, and when she tried to move, her knees buckled. Tommy scooped her into his arms. He carried her toward the locked gate, where the panicked guard had staggered back to his feet. When he saw Tommy running toward him, carrying the girl, he aimed the barrel of the gun at him.

      “Stop! Stop! What are you doing?”

      Tommy skidded to a halt on the grass. “Get the fuck out of my way, you idiot. This is Malia Fell. Martin Fell’s daughter. I’ve got to get her out of here!”

      The gun stayed where it was, six inches from Tommy’s forehead.

      “I have to call this in,” the man insisted, his head twisting as he looked for someone, anyone, to tell him what to do.

      “Yeah, yeah, call it in while we’re under attack. Jesus! Martin Fell wants his daughter out of here right fucking now. Open the goddamn gate!”

      The guard rubbed sweat from his forehead. “Yeah. Yeah, right, move! Get her out of here!”

      He holstered his weapon and undid the slide bolt on the gate. As soon as it opened, Tommy carried Malia into the dark, empty field on the eastern side of the park. Close by, the beach was chaos, people throwing themselves into the water, boats racing from the scene in both directions. Smoke lingered over their heads in a thick black cloud. He heard the wail of sirens, police cars, fire trucks, and ambulances heading for the Paradise Island bridge.

      Ahead of him, the canal was empty. His heart skipped a beat. Jacinto wasn’t there. Then he heard the growl of a speedboat, and the Nor-Tech Roadster cast up a giant wave as it roared around the corner from the harbor and bumped to a stop at the fringe of the park.

      He heard a shout. His friend’s voice. “Tiger! Here!”

      Tommy kept Malia in his arms. He ran to the shore, where the hull of the boat rocked up and down in its own wake. Jacinto extended his arms, and Tommy handed the young woman to him, and then he climbed aboard himself. D’Angelo immediately shoved the throttle down, and the Roadster took off like a shooting firecracker into the heart of the channel.

      Malia was slowly coming to her senses. She huddled in the back of the boat, her eyes taking in the crazy scene on the beach, and then her stare went from Tommy to Jacinto to D’Angelo and back to Tommy again. It seemed to dawn on her that something wasn’t right.

      “Who are you?” she asked again. “You don’t work for my father. What’s going on?”

      Tommy joined her at the back of the boat. The Roadster rocketed through the harbor, practically flying as it closed on the open water south of Athol Island. D’Angelo finally backed off on the throttle, and the boat steadied.

      “I’m sorry, Malia,” Tommy said. “You’re right, I don’t work for your father. But I give you my word, you won’t be harmed.”

      He expected her to be afraid, but the girl’s jaw hardened, and her eyes narrowed with understanding. She didn’t panic. Or scream. Or beg him to let her go. He realized in that moment that he liked her.

      “What do you want?” she asked calmly. “Money?”

      “No,” Tommy replied. “This isn’t about money. This is about rescuing my wife and my baby girl. You see, your father has something I want, Malia. Now I have something he wants. You.”
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      The warehouse east of Lake Killarney belonged to one of D’Angelo’s friends. For a thousand dollars, Tommy had the use of it for two days, no questions asked. He stayed alone inside the building with Malia Fell. D’Angelo guarded the Roadster, hidden in a wetland near Bonefish Pond. Jacinto headed back to the harbor channel, scouting the police activity.

      Malia hadn’t said much. She walked around the empty warehouse, and Tommy didn’t bother restraining her. He didn’t want the girl hurt. But there was also nowhere for her to go. The warehouse door was locked, and it was almost midnight, and the building was located on a dead-end road in an industrial section of the city.

      He’d given her his windbreaker to keep her warm. The air in the warehouse was clammy and cold, and Malia wore a barely-there red cocktail dress that sparkled like rubies in the dim light. She’d kicked off her heels to walk on the cold floor in her bare feet. When she finally came and sat down in a tattered armchair that he’d pulled into the middle of the room, she pulled her legs beneath her.

      “What happens now?” Malia asked.

      “I reach out to your father, and we do a trade.”

      “And if he says no? Do you kill me?”

      “No. I told you, you won’t be harmed. But I think your father will do whatever is necessary to get you back safely.”

      Malia shrugged. “You don’t know my father.”

      Tommy pulled a straight-backed chair in front of Malia, and he sat down, straddling it backward. “Are you hungry? Or thirsty?”

      “Thirsty,” Malia said.

      He passed her an insulated container he’d stocked with ice water. She took a few swallows and then passed it back. “Thank you.”

      “You can sleep if you want,” Tommy said.

      “I’m not tired.” Malia brushed her blond hair away from her face. “So the baby is yours? Rosy?”

      Tommy blinked. His heart almost stopped. “You’ve seen Rosalita?”

      Malia nodded. “My father introduced me to her. He said she was his daughter. She looks a lot like him, you know. And like me, too. You can try to get her back if you want, but for what it’s worth, I don’t think she’s really yours. I just didn’t know if you knew that.”

      “I know that,” Tommy replied.

      Malia stared at him, her brow furrowed, as if trying to figure him out. As if he were one of those puzzles where you had to realign the pieces to see what the picture really looked like.

      “There’s something else,” she murmured. “He told me Rosy’s mother died.”

      Tommy inhaled sharply, her words stealing his breath away. He got up from the chair, squeezing his eyes shut, and he pressed his palms together in front of his mouth in a kind of prayer. “He said that?”

      “Yes. I’m sorry.”

      Tommy shook his head as a jolt of agony passed through him. He pictured his wife in his mind, the image so crisp and clear. Her smile. Her laugh. The toss of her hair. Her skin pressed against his. The tender way she cradled Rosalita in her arms.

      Was it true?

      Was she gone?

      If she was dead, then he would kill Martin Fell. It was as simple as that.

      “Alina,” he murmured.

      Tommy heard the creak of the old armchair, and when he opened his eyes, Malia was standing in front of him. Her eyes were wide and wondrous, her mouth open in amazement.

      “Alina? Is that what you called her?”

      “Yes.”

      “Your wife is Alina? Oh, my God.”

      “You know her?”

      Malia backed away from him, her face caught up in memories. “I knew her when I was growing up on the island. She was my best friend. She was so amazing. Beautiful, gorgeous, funny, smart. I thought she was the coolest girl I’d ever met. We’d talk for hours, just her and me. She said not to tell anyone about it. The friendship was our secret.”

      “Why was she on the island?” Tommy asked, but he knew. Oh, yes, he knew.

      Malia looked down with a kind of shame. “She was—special—to my father. He was totally obsessed with her. It wasn’t like any of the other girls. It wasn’t even like Gillian. He loved Alina, or at least as much as my father can love anyone. To him, love means ownership. Possession. Trust me, that includes his daughter, too. But Alina never seemed like a girl that anyone could possess. I think that’s what drove him crazy.”

      “What happened to her?”

      “She disappeared. This was years ago. She went out on the Dreamtime with my father and a couple of other girls. There was a special VIP party going on—the one where that British royal got drunk and drowned. I was on the island, but when the boat came back in, Alina wasn’t on it. I asked, but my father and Gillian just said she decided to go home. I figured she was upset about what happened to the prince.”

      Tommy sat down in the chair again.

      His mind spun, thinking of Alina trapped on the island, thinking of Alina befriending this sweet teenager and secretly talking to her. That was so like her. And then he thought about that last trip on the Dreamtime. He knew what had happened, and it had nothing to do with drinking and drowning. Instead, the prince had been brutally assaulting Ivie Walker when Alina intervened.

      Intervened with a knife and cut his throat.

      Tommy didn’t want to put Malia Fell through more trauma by telling her what had really happened. All he wanted to do was find a dark place where he could mourn his wife, and then go back and kill Martin Fell. He would put his hands around his neck and watch as his eyes bulged and his skin took on the starved purple color of death.

      He would kill him and take Rosalita away.

      But he knew that wasn’t how it was likely to go. More likely, he would die in the attempt. He didn’t care. Nothing mattered if his wife was gone.

      “You can go if you want,” Tommy murmured.

      “What?”

      “Go home. I won’t stop you.”

      Malia stood motionless in the warehouse, as if paralyzed. She glanced at the door and then back at him. Her pretty face took on a strange seriousness, a sudden intensity. She sank to the floor in front of him and put her hands on his knees.

      “There’s a cottage on the cliff,” she said.

      Tommy tried to see beyond his grief. “What?”

      “On the island. There’s a cottage on the cliff. Someone’s there.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      Malia’s fingers tightened on his knees. “My father changed the lock on the door. I tried, but I can’t get inside anymore.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “I think someone is in there,” Malia told him. “Someone he didn’t want me to find. A prisoner. When I went up there, I’m not sure how or why, but I could feel someone looking out at me. I don’t know—I mean, I could be wrong, I could be crazy, but⁠—”

      She stopped.

      Tommy stared at her, hanging on what this girl would say next.

      Malia leaned forward. She whispered, but even her whisper seemed to echo in the empty space. “What if my father was lying? What if she’s still alive? What if it’s Alina in the cottage?”
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        * * *

      

      Lindy stood in the shadows of the park, watching the frantic activity on Paradise Island. Most of the concertgoers had already been evacuated from the beach, but she’d stayed behind. No one had come to roust her. From where she was, she could see Martin and Gillian Fell outside the VIP tent, plus members of his security team and a dozen uniformed officers of the Bahamian police.

      She’d heard what they all said as the chaos slowly settled. The smoke, the flash-bangs, had been a diversion. Malia Fell was gone. Kidnapped. A billionaire’s daughter, taken. Lindy knew who had done it, and she knew why. A hostage for a hostage. This was how Tommy Miller intended to get his wife and daughter back. But she also knew he was playing a dangerous game.

      She shook her head, wondering what the hell she was doing. Her first thought should have been to help the police arrest Tommy Miller and get Malia back. She should have been talking to Desmond Streich, giving him a full description of the suspect and the entire background of the case, and offering advice on what Tommy would do next. She owed Tommy nothing. He was a criminal. A kidnapper. A man who’d assaulted her officers. And God knows what other things he’d done over the years.

      But Lindy wasn’t thinking about any of that. She found herself thinking about how to help him. She knew—she knew without any doubt, for the first time in her career—that this was a circumstance where the police had no power. Where the law was impotent. Tommy Miller had it right. Martin and Gillian Fell needed to be stopped, but Lindy couldn’t do that by following the rules.

      In her pocket, her phone began to ring.

      She looked around the beach to make sure no one was nearby, and then she slid the phone into her hand. The number was blocked, but somehow, she knew it was him. He’d seen her just before he’d triggered the explosions, and she’d been expecting him to call ever since.

      “It’s Lindy,” she murmured. “I’m alone. You can talk.”

      There was a long pause. Then she heard his voice. “Are you okay? You weren’t hurt?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “And the crowd?”

      “No serious injuries. A few broken bones as people were scrambling to get away in the panic.”

      “I’m sorry about that.”

      Strangely, Lindy was sure he truly was sorry. She thought about that moment when she and her officers had tried to arrest him in Micanopy. He’d fought back, he’d disabled them, but he’d done them no real harm.

      “What’s the situation there?” he asked her.

      “They know Malia is gone, but they don’t know who you are. Or why you did what you did.”

      “Are you going to tell them?”

      Lindy hesitated. “I haven’t decided.”

      “Thank you for that.”

      “Well, what I do doesn’t really matter. It’s a small island, Tommy. Martin Fell carries a big stick. They will search door to door. They will have people combing every square inch. Fuck, they’ll probably have the navy using helicopters and stopping every boat within fifty miles. Sooner or later, they’re going to find you.”

      “This deal won’t last long,” he said. “By tomorrow morning, the whole thing will be over, and Malia will be back with her parents.”

      Lindy shook her head. “I know what you’re trying to do, but Jesus. Let the girl go right now. I don’t want to see anyone get hurt.”

      “I promise you, Malia is safe. No harm will come to her.”

      “Tommy, you can’t make a promise like that,” Lindy warned him. “I’m sure you know that better than me. These situations have a momentum all their own. You can’t control it. No matter how much you try, you have to expect the unexpected. You could be killed, and so could she.”

      “I won’t let that happen.”

      She sighed. “Look, I think you’re right about Fell. He’s dirty. He’s evil. But are you sure you know what you’re doing?”

      He didn’t answer immediately. Then he said, “Rosalita is on the island.”

      Lindy’s breath caught in her throat. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes. Malia saw her.”

      “And Alina?”

      “I don’t know,” Tommy replied. “Malia thinks it’s possible.”

      Lindy heard the quiet passion in his voice, the fierce determination to rescue his family. She couldn’t bring herself to judge this man. If the missing person on the island had been her brother, if she’d discovered that Ray-Ray was there, she would have done everything Tommy Miller was doing and more.

      “You’re dealing with a ruthless man,” Lindy reminded him. “Fell was willing to kill to get them in the first place. Carter Dehne and Kim Fong were both murdered. Don’t forget that. Fell won’t give Alina and Rosalita back easily, even to rescue his daughter. And he may judge that, when push comes to shove, you won’t actually harm Malia.”

      “Well, he’s right,” Tommy admitted, “but I hope you won’t tell him that.”

      “Me?”

      “Yes. You. I know I have no right to ask, Lindy, but I need your help.”
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      “I assure you, we will locate your daughter and return her to you safely,” the police commissioner promised Martin Fell. “Whoever these terrible men are who took her, they will be caught and severely punished.”

      “Gillian and I appreciate your help,” Fell replied calmly. “We have every faith in you and your officers.”

      “Naturally, we will keep you both posted throughout the night.”

      “Naturally.”

      The commissioner tipped his hat, then left Fell alone with Nassir. When the police officer was gone, Fell’s calm evaporated. He wheeled on his head of security with a black expression of rage.

      “How did this happen? How did you let it happen?”

      The tall security guard holstered the Glock he’d had in his hand since the explosions. “I accept full responsibility, Mr. Fell. It appears that the men behind the abduction used one of our own Nor-Techs to make their escape. We think it’s the one Anthony took from the island. We haven’t been able to locate Anthony. His phone is out of service. He also had a pass to the VIP area, and I suspect the man who took Malia used it to get back here.”

      Fell shook his head. “Who did this?”

      “We don’t know for certain. However⁠—”

      The billionaire lowered his voice. “You think this is about Alina and the child?”

      “I consider it very likely,” Nassir acknowledged. “We know that Alina’s husband, this man Tommy Miller, was on the run from the Florida police. He may be here in Nassau. There’s nothing about him from customs records, but he may have found a way to get on the island regardless.”

      “Tommy Miller,” Fell snapped. “You looked into him before the operation. You said he was a retired investor. Soft. He wasn’t a threat. How could some random Florida man evade the police, track Alina and Rosalita to the island, and mount a strike against us that allowed him to abduct Malia?”

      Nassir frowned. “If it’s truly him behind this, then he’s obviously much more than a random Florida man.”

      “Well, it’s essential that we find him—that we eliminate him—before the police figure out where he is. The last thing we need is this Tommy Miller, alive, spreading stories about his wife and daughter being on the island. If the press gets wind of it, it will cause problems I don’t need.”

      “Understood, sir,” Nassir agreed. “There’s one more thing you should know. Something unusual came up as we checked with our sources around Nassau.”

      “What is it?” Fell asked.

      “It appears that Mauricio Perez arrived at Pindling via a private jet yesterday.”

      Fell cocked his head in surprise. “Perez? The strongman from Venezuela? What the fuck is he doing here?”

      “We’re not entirely sure. He arrived, then immediately went underground. We don’t know where he’s staying. But he seems to have his own network of spies conducting surveillance around the island.”

      “Could he be working with Tommy Miller? Could he have helped him on this operation?”

      “Actually, it appears that Perez may be looking for Miller, too. His people have been asking questions, trying to figure out where Miller is hiding. The rumor is, Perez has some sort of grudge against Miller. He wants him dead.”

      “Jesus!” Fell’s face reddened with exasperation. “This is a clusterfuck, Nassir. If Perez gets to Miller first, do you think he would hesitate to kill Malia, too? You need to find this Miller, ahead of Perez, ahead of the police and navy and everybody else. Is that clear?”

      “Yes, sir,” Nassir said. He gave a small salute and stalked away.

      Fell tapped a fist sharply against his chin in frustration. His whole body tightened like a spring. There was nothing he could do, and his impotence drove him crazy. It was the middle of the night, Malia was gone, and all his plans were at risk of imploding. His anger had a focus, and the focus was a man he’d never even met.

      Tommy Miller.

      Fell sensed someone behind him. When he turned, he saw Gillian, but he’d never seen his wife looking like this before. Her voice was brittle as she spat out each word, her body so tense she seemed to tremble.

      “You did this!” she snapped. “No, we did this. You and me. And Malia is paying the price.”

      Fell put a hand on her shoulder, but she jerked away. “Don’t touch me. Don’t lay a hand on me.”

      “Gillian, please. Now isn’t the time.”

      “Isn’t it? Then tell me, when is the time? God, how many years have I played these games for you? And the whole time, I knew. I knew we would get to a moment like this sooner or later. But I never realized our daughter would be the one to suffer for our sins.”

      “Malia will be fine. We’ll get her back.”

      Gillian shook her head. “You don’t get it, do you? You haven’t been paying attention. We’ve already lost her.”

      Irritation flitted across Fell’s face. “What are you talking about?”

      “She knows, Martin. She’s an adult now, and she’s smart, and she’s seen through our lies. That woman in Switzerland changed her. Malia nearly died there. Did you think she’d come away from that as the same innocent little girl? But why should our daughter be different from the others? We’ve built our lives around stealing the innocence of little girls.”

      Fell scowled as he glanced around the dark parkland. “Quiet. You know better than to talk like that in public.”

      “I don’t care anymore.”

      “Gillian, you’re upset. So am I. But no one will harm Malia. I’ll make sure of that.”

      “How? With Nassir? With your own personal murderer on staff? Do you think I don’t read the papers, Martin? Do you think I don’t know what he did in Florida? Two people died for your fucking obsession with Alina. He shot two people, including a teenage boy, just so you could bring your shiny little prizes back to the island.”

      “Gillian, shut up,” he hissed.

      “I never should have brought Alina to you all those years ago.”

      Fell grabbed her arm and squeezed hard. “You’re overwrought. I’m going to have security take you back to the island.”

      “I’m not going anywhere.” Gillian squeezed her eyes shut, as if she were trying to cry but couldn’t find any tears left. “Fourteen. I was fourteen when you found me. Do you remember? The world you showed me, all the money, all the beautiful things. I thought I’d found the greatest man in the universe. I loved you. Worshipped you. But you’re nothing but a sick clown driving a candy truck around a school. A monster. And you made me a monster, too. I grew up just like you.”

      She ran out of breath. The outburst seemed to take everything out of her, like a robot suddenly unplugged. She sagged against him, all her strength gone, and he had to hold her up. It was sad for him to see what she’d become. As a girl, she’d been a jewel, pretty and perfect, so alive, so voracious. But slowly, she’d turned into a shadow of that young girl. For years after that, he’d found no one else who captured that same combination of intelligence and ferocity.

      Until Alina.

      “Mr. Fell?” one of the guards said, coughing politely to interrupt him.

      “What is it?” he snapped. “How long have you been standing there?”

      “I just got here, sir. There’s a woman. She wants to talk to you.”

      Fell glanced at a Black woman in a sleeveless blue dress, who was standing in the sand with her arms folded across her chest. “What does she want?”

      “She wouldn’t say, sir.”

      “I don’t know who she is. Send her away.”

      “Wait.”

      It was Gillian. She’d lifted her head from his chest, and she was staring at the woman. “Wait, I know her. Let her come.”

      “Who is she?” Fell demanded of his wife.

      “I said, let her come.”

      Fell scowled and gestured at the guard to wave her through. The woman approached them, and he could see contempt on her face, not the usual awe or fear that most strangers showed. She didn’t hide it. But one of the benefits of wealth was not giving a shit when other people hated you.

      “What do you want?” Fell asked harshly. “Who are you?”

      “My name is Lindy Jax,” the woman replied, glancing at Gillian. “I’m a police detective from Florida.”

      Florida.

      Fell knew what that meant. But American police nipping at his heels was far down on his list of concerns.

      “We’re busy, Detective. As you can see, we have no shortage of police with actual jurisdiction helping us here. I don’t know what you want, and I don’t care. If you have questions for me, start with my lawyers. Better yet, start with the Florida governor and the Florida congressional delegation, who will tell you to stop wasting my time.”

      The woman absorbed the verbal assault with no expression on her face other than disgust. “You’ll want to hear what I have to say, Mr. Fell.”

      “Martin, listen to her,” Gillian insisted.

      Fell’s soft face turned rock-hard. “Fine. What is it?”

      “I know who has Malia,” Lindy Jax told him. “He wants to talk to you.”
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      Tommy could only stay on the phone for less than a minute. He knew Martin Fell’s technology team was perfectly capable of running a trace and zeroing in on the location of the warehouse.

      “Mr. Fell,” he said when the man answered. “First things first. Your daughter is unharmed.”

      “Let me speak to her.”

      “Of course.” Tommy held the speakerphone in front of the young woman in the chair.

      “Hello, father,” Malia said, her voice chilly.

      “Are you all right, sweetheart? Have you been hurt?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Listen to me, baby, I’m going to⁠—”

      Tommy cut in. “Let’s not waste time, Mr. Fell. I’ll make this quick and easy. Seven o’clock tomorrow morning. We’ll meet on the water. You’ll receive the exact GPS coordinates on your phone thirty minutes before the meeting. I’ll bring Malia. You bring Alina and Rosalita. The exchange will be done in a few seconds, and we’ll go our separate ways. And be advised, Mr. Fell, I’ll have radar, just like you. If there’s another boat within five miles of our meeting place, the deal is off. Understood?”

      Tommy waited. The silence dragged on.

      He wondered if the man would protest. Deny it.

      Alina? I have no idea who that is.

      But he didn’t.

      Fell spat back one word. “Understood.”

      Tommy hung up the phone. He removed the battery and the SIM card and crushed the device under the metal toe of his boot. Then he gave Malia a smile. “Don’t worry. This will be over soon.”

      Malia didn’t look convinced. “My father wants you dead.”

      “Well, to be honest, I want him dead, too. But I want Alina and Rosalita more than I want revenge. Just like he wants you more. That’s how people who hate each other do deals.”

      “My father doesn’t do deals,” Malia replied. “He only plays to win.”

      Tommy nodded. “I know. I’m counting on it.”
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      “I’m going with you,” Gillian said. “I want to be there.”

      Martin Fell didn’t answer. He casually dried himself with a towel, then walked naked into their closet to choose his wardrobe. He selected a snug-fitting Burberry shirt, then stepped into golfing shorts without bothering with underwear. He shoved his bare feet into Prada sandals.

      “Did you hear me?” Gillian asked.

      “I did, and under no circumstances are you going along. I won’t give this man another hostage. Everything will be fine. In a couple of hours, I’ll be back here with Malia, and our lives will go back to normal.”

      Gillian shook her head. “Normal? Is that what you call it? There’s nothing normal about us.”

      Fell shrugged, ignoring her comment. He walked to the balcony doors of their bedroom and onto the top-floor patio overlooking the island. His island. It was still dark, dawn more than an hour away. The jungle was quiet. The ocean breeze swept across his face, and he closed his eyes, savoring it.

      He always felt this way before any competition, like an Olympic athlete before the race. Focused. Determined. Aroused.

      His wife shuffled onto the balcony behind him. “You’ll give him what he wants, won’t you? The only thing that matters is making sure Malia is safe.”

      “She’ll be fine.”

      “You are going to give him what he wants, aren’t you?” she repeated more urgently.

      Fell didn’t answer, and his wife grabbed his arm. “Martin. Jesus!”

      “This man wants Alina. I’ll give him Alina.”

      “What about Rosy?”

      “Rosy isn’t his. She’s mine.”

      “Maybe so, but do you think Alina will leave without her? Do you think this man will just walk away if you try to trick him? Martin, this is Malia we’re talking about. Our daughter, yours and mine. You’re putting her in danger.”

      “I know what I’m doing.”

      “You always think you do, but look where we are.” She was quiet, and then she added, “How did Rosy happen? You’ve never told me the truth.”

      “What do you think happened?” he asked sourly. “I slept with Alina.”

      “After she’d been gone for years? How did you find her? What went on between the two of you?”

      “It was a fling. For old time’s sake.”

      “Really? And a year and a half later, you sent Nassir to kidnap her? I don’t believe you.”

      “There was a child,” Fell said. “She didn’t tell me. When I found out, I couldn’t let that stand. Rosy’s mine, and she belongs with me. So does Alina. But I’m willing to let her go if it means keeping Malia safe. Alina can go off with this son of a bitch she’s been living with, but Rosy stays here.”

      He didn’t let her reply. He was tired of her arguments. He stalked out of the bedroom, leaving Gillian on the balcony. He took the private elevator to the ground floor, and Nassir met him there, dressed for battle in camouflage fatigues. The senior guard was armed with an FX-05 Fire Serpent automatic rifle, which Fell had purchased for his men from the Mexican Army.

      “Is the catamaran ready?” Fell asked.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “And your men?”

      “Six guards all armed and prepped. Plus two divers.”

      “Good. Then let’s go.”

      The two of them walked through the empty pool area and took the road that led to the harbor. Nassir’s boots landed heavily as they marched, and Fell heard the rattle of the gun slung around his shoulder.

      He thought about Alina in the cottage. The very thought of her made his blood surge with desire.

      Give her up? No. He could tell Gillian what she wanted to hear, but he would never give her up. When it was over, he would go to Alina and tell her that her husband was dead. No one was coming to save her. If she wanted to see Rosalita again, then things would have to go back to the way they were. She would finally come back to his bed. She would finally bend to his will. That would be the sweetest victory of all.

      “Are we clear on the plan?” Fell asked Nassir.

      The senior guard nodded. “We’ll have a plane up over the city. As soon as the Roadster leaves Nassau, we’ll have a look at how many are in the boat and how they have Malia secured. Once they get to the meeting point, the divers can take them out from behind. My men will be ready to fire on any who survive the first shots, and I’ll have a bead on Miller the whole time.”

      “Excellent.”

      “There’s a chance Miller will try to use Malia as a shield,” Nassir pointed out. “It’s risky.”

      “Miller knows he’s dead if he harms her. Keeping Malia alive is the only thing that keeps him alive.”

      “He may not care. He may figure he’s dead either way. We need to assume he’ll try to keep Malia in the line of fire.”

      “Then when you shoot him,” Fell snapped, “you better not miss.”
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        * * *

      

      Tommy used his phone to play a cello concerto by Haydn. As music filled the warehouse, Malia gave him a strange look.

      “You keep surprising me,” she said.

      “Every operative has a different routine before a mission,” Tommy told her with a shrug. “They have strange superstitions, habits, traditions. For me, it’s Haydn or Beethoven or Mozart. I like the precision.”

      “Alina likes classical music, too,” Malia said.

      “Yes, she does.”

      “Plus salsa and reggae and techno and just about everything else.”

      Tommy smiled. “I know.”

      He went to the window and pushed the heavy drape aside to study the dead-end street. The darkness of the night hadn’t begun to lift.

      The pieces of the plan were in place. Jacinto was checking security between the warehouse and Coral Harbour Beach, making sure they had a clean run to the coast. D’Angelo was in the wetlands of Bonefish Pond, awaiting the order to take the Roadster out on the water.

      Timing was everything. Another hour, and Tommy would give the go-ahead.

      And yet until that moment, he always assumed something would go wrong.

      “Hey, can I tell you something?” Malia called.

      He returned to the middle of the warehouse, his footsteps loud under the high ceiling. Malia was where she’d been all night, curled up like a cat in the tattered armchair. She hadn’t slept at all, and neither had he. Instead, they’d talked. They’d talked for hours about Alina.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “I’m scared. I just needed to say that out loud.”

      Tommy nodded. “You’d be crazy not to be scared. I’m sorry to put you through this. Are you scared of me?”

      Her face took on a thoughtful look. “I don’t know. I should be, but I don’t think I am. I know what you’re doing, and I know why. The weird thing is, I think I’m more scared of my father.”

      “I’ll make sure you’re not in any danger,” Tommy assured her, but he didn’t like making hollow promises. Everything he was doing was dangerous. For himself, for Jacinto, for D’Angelo, for Malia. He debated how much to tell her about what came next. There was much more to Malia than met the eye. She was smart and capable. She could be an ally, or she could bring it all crashing down on their heads.

      “We’ll be leaving soon,” he told her. “My partner will be back, and then we’ve got a boat waiting in the harbor.”

      In the dim light, he watched her try to process what was happening. “Okay.”

      “There may be police roadblocks between here and the shore. Jacinto is checking it out now, and he’ll try to find a safe route for us. But if anyone is waiting, I’d like you to go in the trunk.”

      She frowned. “I’m not good with small spaces.”

      “It won’t be for long. Look, I can tie you up and gag you, but I’d rather not put you through that. The fact is, I want you to trust me. The best way I can do that is by trusting you. If we’re stopped, you can expose me if you want. I’ll probably be shot and killed by the police. Or by whoever’s there.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means the police probably aren’t the only ones looking for me. I’m not telling you that to be dramatic. It is what it is. Obviously, I’d rather you not give me away, but it’s up to you.”

      “Why would you trust me?” she asked.

      “Because Alina did. That goes a long way with me.”

      She studied him with her ocean-blue eyes. “You really love her, don’t you?”

      “Yes, I do. But if Alina was here, she’d tell me to put your safety ahead of hers. And definitely ahead of mine. That’s what I’m trying to do.”

      Malia was quiet for a long time.

      But she didn’t look scared anymore.

      “I’ll go in the trunk,” she told him. “Don’t worry about me giving you away.”

      “Thank you, Malia.”

      “But you need to know something,” she continued.

      “What’s that?”

      “My father can’t be trusted. He won’t bring Alina to you. He definitely won’t bring Rosalita. He’s going to bring Nassir and his men, and they’re going to kill you. My father doesn’t give in to threats. If you go out there to meet him, you’re not going to get them back. You’re going to die.”

      Tommy nodded. “I know.”

      Malia cocked her head in confusion. “You know? Then why go?”

      “We’re not going to meet him,” he said.

      “I don’t understand.”

      He smiled. “I think you’re one hundred percent right about your father. He’ll try to trick me. Alina and Rosalita won’t be on his boat, but most of his guards will be. So a friend of mine is going to head out there and draw your father and his men as far away as he can. To buy us time.”

      She shook her head. “Time to do what?”

      “Go to the island,” Tommy said.
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      Jacinto dialed Tommy’s phone.

      They weren’t communicating by radio. Tommy was sure that Martin Fell and his men would be monitoring radio frequencies and could unscramble their signals. So Jacinto had purchased new burner phones for himself, Tommy, and D’Angelo to coordinate the plan.

      “Hola,” Jacinto said when Tommy answered. “Almost go time. How’s the girl?”

      “She’s a trooper. What’s the report?”

      “Looking good, brother. The boat is ready to go out of Coral Harbour. She’s an Outerlimits SV-52. Gassed up, lightning fast. Hopefully, we’ll be off the island with your girls and in Freeport before Fell even makes it back. From Freeport, we’ve got a charter flight to the States half an hour after we arrive.”

      “What about the owner of the boat?” Tommy said. “Who is he?”

      “Some millionaire music executive from Malibu. He’s not too happy with me. I left him tied up in his bathtub. Told him we’d call the police in a few hours to set him loose.”

      “And the roads?”

      “Clear. No roadblocks, no surveillance. We should have a straight shot to the harbor.”

      “Good. Get on back here, and we’ll roll.”

      “On my way,” Jacinto said. “I’ll do a last check in with D’Angelo and make sure he and our Malia stand-in are ready to take the Nor-Tech out.”

      There was a long pause on the phone.

      “I still think we made a mistake hiring the girl,” Tommy said.

      “I know you do, but it’s too late to back out. Besides, we have to figure that Fell will get a plane up, right? They’ll be surveilling boats launching out of Nassau and looking for the Roadster. If they don’t put eyes on a blond girl, they’ll know we’re playing them. In which case we’re fucked. We need Fell to think Malia is on her way to the rendezvous.”

      “Yeah, I get the logic,” Tommy agreed. “I’m not saying you’re wrong. But if the girl told anyone⁠—”

      Jacinto frowned. “I hear you, brother.”

      “Check in with D.”

      “I will. See you in a few.”

      He hung up the phone, and his foot leaned into the accelerator of the Land Rover, heading north out of Coral Harbour. The road was dark and deserted. He felt twitchy, drumming his fingers on the steering wheel as if he were John Bonham thumping out “Stairway to Heaven.” Tiger went all zen before a mission with his classical music, but Jacinto needed to feel electricity sparking in his muscles like metal in a microwave. Their yin and yang was why they worked so well together.

      He also trusted Tommy’s instincts. They’d had no choice about bringing in the girl, but his partner was right. She was a weak link.

      Still drumming, his whole body pumped, he dialed D’Angelo for reassurance that all was well. They had no room for screwups. The Roadster needed to be back in open water at the first light of dawn, heading around the Red Bay peninsula and drawing any surveillance to the west side of Andros Island. When D’Angelo was safely on his way, Tommy and Jacinto would take the Outerlimits on a speed run around the east side of Nassau and straight to Martin Fell’s island.

      He heard a click as the phone was answered.

      “Hey, D, you ready to roll?” Jacinto called.

      But he didn’t hear his old friend’s voice. Knocks and pings crackled through the speaker, and somewhere in the background came a muffled grunt. He also heard a sharp, high-pitched cry that shut off almost as soon as it began.

      The girl.

      “D? Hey, D, you there?”

      The phone went dead.

      “Fuck.”

      He dialed one more time. This time, there was no answer. He didn’t need to dial a third time to know that something was wrong.

      Jacinto swung the wheel sharply. He was close to the park at Bonefish Pond. He called Tommy back with a warning and then drove the Land Rover like a rocket until he ran out of road at the southern tip of the island. His Glock was in his hand as he bolted out of the SUV.

      The eastern horizon had begun to turn pink. Dawn was close. The thousand-acre park looked deserted, but he’d developed eyes in the back of his head long ago. He wasn’t alone. Others were here.

      Bonefish Pond was a swamp of greenery and inlets, flooded by water only a few feet deep. A long, winding boardwalk led into the heart of the wetlands, and Jacinto thundered along the wooden platform, feeling it shudder as he ran. He stayed low, expecting gunfire. The boardwalk ended at a platform with steps that led down into the crystal-clear water. From here, he was close enough that he should have been able to call into the trees and have D’Angelo call back to him. He tried the phone again, wondering if he’d hear it ring. But D’s phone was dead.

      Jacinto shoved his own phone into his shirt pocket. He waded down into the water, which was warm and green, the seabed slippery with rocks. He stayed close to the mangroves, which rose out of the water in an impenetrable tangle of gray branches. The trees created a maze of channels, perfect to hide a boat in the darkness. Around him, the morning light brightened, making him a target. He kept his outstretched arms above the level of the water, leading the way with the barrel of his Glock.

      Something bobbed in the water ahead of him.

      Floating abandoned in the channel, he saw a black kayak. Pulling it to him and glancing inside, he spotted several shell casings littering the interior of the craft. There had been a gun battle here. He pressed on through the dense foliage, and as he made his way around the next wall of mangroves, he came upon a man’s body face down in the water. Turning the man over, he saw a Latino face, one eye closed, one eye gone where a bullet had tunneled through his skull.

      D’Angelo had fought back.

      But where was he?

      From the mouth of the next channel, Jacinto heard a scream. He aimed his Glock that way, then lowered the weapon as he saw a twentysomething blond girl wildly splashing toward him. Her arms were above the water, her hands waving. She wasn’t armed, but blood soaked the side of her head and ran down her cheek and neck. He knew her. Her name was Britt; she was the waitress D’Angelo had hired to impersonate Malia as they drew Martin Fell away from his island. Britt shouldered through the water in terror, shouting for help, not caring about the noise that alerted everyone to their location.

      As she drew close, he wrapped her up in his arms. She went nearly catatonic with pain and fear. He pushed back her blood-soaked hair to check her skull and swore out loud when he saw what they’d done to her.

      Britt’s right ear was gone. Sliced away.

      Seeing the brutal torture, Jacinto knew this wasn’t Fell’s men.

      This was Perez.

      “Where’s D’Angelo?” Jacinto demanded. “Britt, where’s D?”

      She didn’t have time to answer. A hail of gunfire erupted from two of the inlets, making a deadly crossfire. Bullets pinged into the water, ripples spreading like raindrops. Jacinto saw two kayaks, one on each side, carrying four men with rifles. He sprayed the wetlands with return fire, buying a few seconds as he jerked Britt by the arm and shoved her under the water. He fired again, then dove down, half-wading, half-swimming.

      He stayed submerged, following the roots of the mangroves until they returned to the main channel. Then he rose up, dragging Britt toward the stairs that led out of the water. She was practically dead weight. He had to carry her up the steps to the boardwalk. Behind him, the two kayaks swept into view from the inlet, and a new round of gunfire assaulted the wooden platform. He fired back, and then he ran. The girl in his arms slowed him down, but he had a big head start. He was halfway back to the coastal road before he felt the vibration on the boardwalk that told him the men were chasing him. The Land Rover wasn’t far. He dumped the girl inside the SUV, then turned over the engine as bullets laced the chassis and shattered the window near his face.

      The truck screeched away, kicking up dirt. He hit the highway, drove for a half mile, then spun onto the shoulder. He dug his phone from his shirt pocket, but the phone had gone for a swim and was useless now.

      He shook the half-conscious girl by the shoulders. “Britt! What happened to D? What did they do to him?”

      “Dead,” she moaned.

      “Fuck!” Jacinto bellowed. “Did he talk? Did he tell them where Tiger’s hiding?”

      Britt stared back, eyes vacant, tears mixing with the blood on her face. She opened her mouth, then closed it, and she couldn’t even respond. It didn’t matter. Jacinto knew. They’d tortured the girl to get D’Angelo to talk, and he had. He’d given up the warehouse, and then they’d killed him.

      Perez was on his way to Tiger.
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        * * *

      

      Tommy ran to the window. Jacinto wasn’t answering his phone, and neither was D’Angelo. That could mean only one thing. The plan was falling apart, and the warehouse was burned.

      He took a quick glance outside. In the early-morning shadows, he saw the street wasn’t empty anymore. A pickup truck had blocked access at the end of the road. Two more dark SUVs were parked at angles in the middle of the street, and behind the SUVs was a black town car. Half a dozen men closed in on the warehouse, all of them armed with automatic rifles. They used cover formation, making sure he had no easy shot.

      Behind the assault team, two other men waited near the town car. One was tall; one was short. Even at this distance, he recognized the tall man because he’d committed that body shape to his memory long ago.

      Mauricio Perez.

      Tommy only had seconds to figure out what to do. The assault team would enter first, disabling him, blasting the fight out of him, but not killing him. That honor would rest with Perez, and it would be slow and agonizing. Tommy didn’t care about that. His life would end the way it did; he’d always known the risks.

      But he was failing Alina. And Rosalita.

      And Malia.

      That was unacceptable.

      Tommy turned from the window and marched to the center of the warehouse, where Malia studied him quizzically, her pretty, intelligent face suddenly dark with concern.

      “What’s going on?”

      He frowned. “We don’t have much time. You need to trust me, Malia. I’m going to blindfold you. In a few moments, men are going to come through that door. There will be shouting; there may be gunfire. Don’t move, don’t say anything. Don’t react if anything happens to me. Can you memorize a number?”

      “Yes.”

      Tommy rattled off a phone number. “When they let you go—and they will let you go—run as far and fast as you can from here, and then call that number. The person who answers will help you. She’s a police officer, but she’s American, not Bahamian. She’s outside the system down here, and she doesn’t owe anybody anything on this island. Tell her what happened. She’ll make sure you get back home.”

      “I don’t understand any of this,” Malia protested.

      “Just do what I say, and you’ll be safe.” Tommy waited a single beat, then added, “If you see Alina again, tell her I love her.”

      Malia opened her mouth, then closed it. She didn’t say anything more. He took a shirt from his bag, ripped off one of the sleeves, and tied it around her head. He left the girl where she was, then headed for the warehouse wall where he’d organized his supplies for the assault on Martin Fell’s island. He grabbed a heavy backpack and checked the zipped interior, which was stuffed with bricks of C-4 explosive. He inserted and activated the detonator panel, and the display glowed with a red light and a single word.

      Ready.

      Tommy slung the backpack over his shoulder. He took the transmitter from his pocket. It was a small metal box with a fifty-cent orange plastic cover that prevented the button from being accidentally pressed and bringing the entire warehouse down on his head.

      He flipped up the orange cover, and his thumb slid over the button.

      He got to his knees, put his arms in the air, and waited.
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      The men stormed the warehouse, expecting a fight, but Tommy didn’t give them one. As they came in with their rifles leveled and dispersed in formation across the floor, he remained where he was, arms high in the air and spread wide. He was pleased to see that Malia stayed calm. Most prisoners would have disintegrated, but she didn’t react to the chaos and noise of men shouting in Spanish and boots trampling the warehouse floor.

      One of the invaders approached him warily, expecting a trap. Tommy was happy to oblige. He spread his fingers, and as soon as the man was close enough to spot the transmitter in Tommy’s hand, he barked into his radio.

      “He’s wired.”

      The man didn’t retreat. He was a cool customer. His eyes shot from the transmitter switch to the backpack to Tommy’s face. Then he cocked an eyebrow inquisitively. Tommy nodded to indicate that the man was reading the situation correctly.

      “There’s enough C-4 in the backpack to level most of this block,” Tommy said. “I push the button, and it all goes.”

      “You heard that?” he called in Spanish into the microphone that curled around his cheek. Whatever the reply was, it went silently into the man’s ear. Still not retreating, the man said to Tommy in English, “What do you want?”

      “Perez.”

      “So you can blow him up along with yourself? Pass.”

      “No, I want to talk to him. The C-4 is just insurance.”

      “For what?”’

      “That the girl goes free,” Tommy said, nodding at Malia, who remained frozen in the chair in the middle of the warehouse. “Unharmed. Unmolested. She walks away, and when she’s clear, I switch off the transmitter. Then Perez can do whatever he wants with me.”

      “Just like that?” the man sneered.

      “Just like that.”

      “Or maybe the girl walks away, and you blow us up anyway,” he said.

      “Yeah. Maybe so. I guess you’ll have to take that chance. But I’m not lying. I want to talk to Perez face-to-face. There are things he needs to know. After that, if he kills me, he kills me.”

      There was another one-sided interchange on the radio in Spanish. Then the man said, “The girl. She’s Martin Fell’s daughter, yes? The one everyone on the whole fucking island is looking for?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why did you take her?”

      “That’s my business.”

      “So why let her go?”

      “Because what’s going on between me and your boss doesn’t concern her. She’s innocent. Look, I’m not asking Perez to do anything that isn’t in his self-interest. Martin Fell is a powerful man. He’s probably one of the few men on the planet with the money and leverage to make your boss’s life uncomfortable. Maybe even enough leverage to make Maduro decide Perez isn’t worth protecting. You harm the girl, and Perez makes a powerful enemy for no good reason. You let the girl go, and Perez gets what he really wants. Me.”

      There was a long pause. The man said nothing, but everything Tommy had said had gone into the radio. Tommy could imagine Mauricio Perez standing by the town car a hundred yards away, working through the pros and cons, wondering how far Tommy was willing to go.

      Do you make a deal with a man you intend to kill?

      “Deja ir a la chica.”

      Tommy kept the relief off his face as the man with the rifle snapped at one of the others on the assault team. Let the girl go.

      The second man pulled Malia roughly by the arm. Tommy bit his lip, suppressing an urge to jump to his feet and intervene. He watched as the man shoved the girl toward the warehouse door, but Malia wrestled away, and she turned blindly toward where Tommy knelt on the floor.

      Before she could say anything, he told her sharply, “Go, Malia. Get out of here. Run and don’t stop running. Remember what I said.”

      She bit her lip, then allowed herself to be forced toward the steel door. As the man swung it open and pushed her into the early-morning light, he could barely make out the brief moment when Malia stripped the blindfold from her face. Then the door slammed shut again.

      He realized he’d been holding his breath, and he slowly exhaled.

      “Okay, she’s free,” the man with the rifle said. “Give me the transmitter.”

      “How do I know Perez didn’t tell the men outside to grab her?” Tommy asked.

      “You don’t.”

      Tommy felt the pressure of the switch in his hand.

      He knew what would happen if he gave it up. What came next for him would be hours that felt like years. But if he pushed the button, if he went out in a moment of fire and thunder, then he was giving up on Alina and Rosalita. He was sentencing them to life with Martin Fell.

      While he was still alive, there was always hope.

      Tommy let the backpack slide off his shoulder. “Open the pack, and switch off the detonator panel inside the bag, and detach it. It slides right out. Once you do that, the C-4 is pretty much just a hunk of clay.”

      The man did. Tommy could see the light go out on the panel. Slowly, with no sudden moves, he tossed the small metal transmitter inside the open top of the backpack. He heard the man murmur a quick update into the radio.

      “Clear.”

      The man approached Tommy and used the barrel of his rifle to push around his body and check him for other devices. Trip wires. Booby traps. Guns. Knives. When he confirmed that Tommy was unarmed, he took a step back, his dark eyes now bright with a wolfish flash. He struck hard and fast. The rifle spun in his grip, and the man jabbed the butt of the rifle into Tommy’s abdomen just below his ribs. The blow punched the air out of his lungs, making him gasp. His stomach went into spasm, and he spewed vomit onto the stone floor.

      As Tommy bent over, retching, the man hit him again. The rifle butt came down on his back, crushing him to the floor in the midst of the foul-smelling puke. He heard the man shout something. Seconds later, two other men came up from behind and dragged him up by his arms, holding him in place. The man used his fist next, delivering a hammer blow across Tommy’s chin. First from the left, then from the right. Tommy’s head sagged. Blood dripped from his mouth. He could feel with his tongue that two of his teeth were loose. His bones jolted him like an electric shock when he moved, and his lungs rasped as he dragged in air.

      “More,” said a voice.

      He was barely aware of where the noise came from. It sounded far away, muffled, but it could have been right next to him. A new voice. Smooth, suave, calm. A voice that men obeyed. Someone grabbed his hair and yanked his head back. Through blurred eyes, he saw the fist coming again. Another blow. And another. Cuts opened up on his face; blood rose in his throat and choked him.

      “More,” the voice repeated.

      The rifle again. The angle of the metal butt jammed into the middle of his chest, and one of his ribs cracked, loud and sharp. His next breath felt like the stab of a knife. But his assailant wasn’t done. Not yet. Hands pulled him farther back until he was nearly lying on the floor. Someone kicked apart his legs, and he knew what was coming, and he tensed. But there was no way to stop it. The steel toe of a boot drove his genitals upward into his body. Orange light as bright as the sun exploded in his brain, a supernova of agony.

      Tommy passed out.
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        * * *

      

      He didn’t know how long he was unconscious. It could have been minutes, hours, days. Eventually, he awoke to pain. Pain everywhere. His whole body felt like a broken toy. The copper of blood was in his mouth and nose. His eyes fluttered open, and the world was upside down, the men around him seemingly standing on the ceiling. He blinked several times until his eyes righted themselves.

      Half a dozen guards pointed rifles at him. Two men, the leaders of the pack, stood on either side of his body, one tall older man, one short younger man with a Browning Hi-Power clutched in his hand. The short man was slick and wore a fitted navy-blue suit, with leather shoes so bright they reflected the overhead warehouse lights. He had a handsome face, with square eyebrows and a mop of thick, curly black hair. His manner was squirrelly and impatient. His snake’s eyes, narrowed into slits, studied Tommy with rage but also with something Tommy didn’t understand.

      Fear.

      This man was afraid of him. Why?

      But there was no fear at all in the other man.

      The tall man, big and beefy, was Mauricio Perez. Tommy had seen that face in hundreds of photographs with that deep tan and distinctive white scar. The face and the body were heavier now, his skin puffy, his crown of hair graying. Time and tequila had taken their toll. But his dark, deep-set eyes were the same as they’d been in the mission file from years earlier. This was still the guerrilla fighter who was as comfortable sleeping in mud and rain as he was in his mountainside villa.

      Tommy had been in that villa.

      He’d been in this man’s bedroom, staring down at the dead, bullet- strewn body of Almu Perez.

      “So you are Tiger.” This was the voice that had directed the beating. “I have been looking for you for a long time.”

      Perez nodded at one of the guards, who grabbed Tommy and pulled him up until he was sitting on the floor. The barest movement shot pain through his body, and he couldn’t keep it off his face.

      The big man took a chair and sat down in front of him. “It hurts, yes?”

      Tommy shrugged.

      “You’re brave,” Perez went on. “I like that. Please understand that I know a lot about you, Tiger. Always know your enemy, yes? You are talented and strong, which I respect. Not that this will keep me from killing you. And I’m sure you know that the pain you are feeling now is only the beginning.”

      The younger man erupted. “Fuck this, Mauricio. Let me shoot him. You shouldn’t have let the girl go. She’ll call the cops. They may be on their way right now. We don’t need heat from the locals.”

      “Patience, Luis,” Perez said calmly. His steel voice shut the other man down.

      Tommy choked out a word. “Jacinto?”

      “We are still looking for your partner. He got free down in the wetlands. But we will find him. Your other partner, Mr. D’Angelo, was not so lucky. But he proved to be much like you, Tiger. He was willing to sacrifice himself and give up your location to save a young lady from further pain. Ironic, because that young lady made the mistake of telling her sister about the men who hired her. And her sister saw an opportunity to make quite a bit of money by passing that information along to us.”

      Tommy closed his eyes.

      At least Jacinto was alive. That was something.

      “Anyway, we both know how this goes,” Perez went on. “It will not end well for you. But we are men who know there is a price for the things we do. It’s merely a question of when that price gets paid. In life, in hell, wherever. God will catch up to us eventually, yes?”

      Tommy said nothing.

      Perez gestured at the backpack filled with C-4.

      “However, you intrigue me. You know perfectly well that you won’t get out of this room alive. You had a way of ending your life in a painless instant, but you chose not to do so. You said you wanted to talk to me. I confess, you have me curious what you want to say that could be worth what I intend to do to you.”

      Somewhere in the depth of his pain, Tommy found a smile. “Come closer,” he said. “You need to see my eyes when I tell you.”

      Perez chuckled. He squatted in front of Tommy, their faces not even six inches apart. His cigar-stained breath enveloped Tommy. Perez’s stare wasn’t cruel. Not like the younger man with him. It was merely the determined look of a man who was used to getting what he wanted.

      “All right, here I am,” Perez said.

      Tommy summoned his strength and breath. “Eyes don’t lie, Mr. Perez. Do you believe that?”

      “In fact, I do.”

      “Then you’ll know I’m not lying to you.”

      “And what is it you want to say?” Perez asked.

      “That night in the mountains,” Tommy told him. “I didn’t kill your wife.”
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        * * *

      

      The perky young woman at Pindling Airport announced final boarding of the Bahamasair flight to Miami. The gate was virtually empty. Most of the passengers had already gotten aboard the 737, but Lindy decided to wait until the very end. She’d only been able to book a middle seat at the back of the plane, and the less time she spent there, the better.

      She had a small carry-on bag. That was all she’d arrived with; that was all she was leaving with. Well, she’d bought a T-shirt for her father and a pair of designer sunglasses for herself that were probably fake. But otherwise, she was going back home with nothing to show for the trip except frustration. She was running away with her mission undone.

      Yes, she’d gotten close. Damn, she’d gotten close. She’d talked to Gillian Fell and seen the truth in her eyes. Eyes didn’t lie; eyes always gave it away. Gillian’s eyes had told Lindy that she was right, that Leila Ravelle was right, that the answers were out on the water in the middle of the Caribbean. If she could get to that island, she was certain she’d find Alina Baro. And Rosalita. And maybe other girls who’d been lured away from their families.

      Missing children who deserved to be back home.

      But Lindy had run out of time and money. The Nassau police didn’t want her here. The sheriff wasn’t going to pay for her to stay. She didn’t know if she’d even have a job when she returned to Alachua County. There was nothing left for her to do.

      “Final call,” the Bahamasair agent repeated politely to no one except Lindy, giving her a look that said, Get your ass on that plane, lady.

      Lindy dragged herself to her feet. She saw the jet through the window, and she sighed at the thought of giving up and running away. Open cases always hurt, but this one hurt more. She walked to the desk and handed the agent her phone and heard the little beep as the woman ran her ticket through the system.

      “Have a nice flight,” she said.

      “Thanks.”

      Lindy headed for the jetway.

      That was when her phone began to ring. She stopped long enough to dig the phone out of her bag again and see that an unknown number was calling her. She thought about skipping the call. It was probably spam.

      But she answered it.

      “Lindy Jax,” she said.

      On the other end was a breathless voice.

      “This is Malia Fell. I’m free. Tommy Miller said to call you. Please, I need your help.”
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      “I was there to kill you,” Tommy told Perez. “That was the mission.”

      Perez took Tommy by the chin and squeezed hard. For an old man, he still had a powerful grip. “And when you found out that I wasn’t there, you took out your frustration on Almu. Is that how it happened? Do you think I don’t know what you did to her before you killed her? You and your fucking animal friend?”

      The man pushed himself back to his feet. His eyes showed no emotion, but that was usually the sign of worse things to come. Perez nodded at the guard with the rifle to begin the torture again.

      “Wait,” Tommy said, his voice level as he worked his jaw. He felt adrenaline like an anesthetic in his body. “That’s not how it went down. Almu was already dead when Jacinto and I arrived. Someone else killed her. If she was assaulted, someone else did that, too. We were set up.”

      Perez shook his head. “How convenient.”

      Next to him, the man named Luis exploded. He waved the barrel of his Browning at Tommy. “We’re wasting time, Mauricio. Give this fucker what he deserves. Why are you letting him spew these lies?”

      Perez stroked his chin. “Oh, every lie he tells will make his death even longer, brother. Be assured of that.”

      Brother.

      Luis Perez.

      Mauricio’s brother.

      Tommy’s gaze went from one man to the other, and as different as they were, he could see the family resemblance now. He also began to hear gears clicking together in his head. Things that had made no sense for years suddenly had an explanation. Luis was afraid of what Tommy knew and what Tommy might say. He could only think of one reason for that fear.

      The trouble was that Tommy knew very little. All he had were suspicions.

      “Who was in charge of security at the estate that night?” Tommy asked, taking a shot in the dark.

      Perez’s eyes narrowed. “His name was Ernesto. He was a drunk. You got past him and his men. I shot him for his carelessness.”

      “Who gave Ernesto his orders?”

      There it was. One dark look passed between Mauricio and Luis. Between brothers. That look confirmed everything.

      “Why do you want to know that?” Perez asked.

      “Because Ernesto wasn’t careless. He didn’t make a mistake. We didn’t slip past him or his guards.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Security at the estate had been stood down. No one was there.”

      “Nonsense,” Perez snapped.

      “I’m telling you the truth. Jacinto and I came over the wall, and there was no one to stop us. No gun battle. No guards. We walked into the house completely unopposed. Because we were meant to. We got to your bedroom, and Almu was on the floor, shot dead. That’s when the guards began to arrive. The idea was that Jacinto and I would be killed on the grounds. The assassins murder your wife, and then they’re murdered before they can escape. So we can’t answer any questions. But we were lucky. We got away and went underground.”

      “This man is lying to you, brother,” Luis exclaimed. “He’ll say anything to save his fucking neck! It’s time to put an end to this! Kill him!”

      Perez was silent.

      “Who gave you the order?” he asked finally. “Who sent you to kill me?”

      “Senator Gerry Macklin.”

      “Do you typically take assassination orders from random congressmen?”

      “Macklin isn’t random. He’s part of a group that operates outside the norms. I was an operative for that group.”

      “And did Senator Macklin give you a reason he wanted me dead? Or do you not need a reason to kill people?”

      “He said you were trafficking heavy arms to terrorists.”

      Perez tapped a fat finger against his lips. “I assume you believe Macklin is the one who betrayed you. Otherwise, I doubt you’d give me his name so readily.”

      “I kept Macklin apprised of the details. The timing. The plan. He was the only one who had that information. Someone at the estate knew the hit was scheduled for that night. They were waiting for us. That had to come from Macklin.” Tommy paused, then plunged ahead. “But I think it’s pretty obvious that Jacinto and I weren’t the only ones betrayed that night. So were you.”

      Perez, like Tommy, was a poker player. Nothing showed on his face.

      “And why kill Almu?” he asked.

      “I don’t know. All I can do is guess.”

      “Guess,” he snapped.

      “She knew too much about someone in your circle,” Tommy said.

      “But you don’t know who?”

      “No.” Tommy’s eyes shunted to Luis and then back to Mauricio. He was sure that Perez didn’t miss it. “Although I imagine it would have to be a short list of suspects.”

      Another long pause followed.

      “How is it that you think Almu would have any information about this . . . snake . . . in my circle?” Perez asked.

      “You’d know that better than me. But your wife was a beautiful woman.”

      Perez sighed. “Yes, she was. Beautiful but also flawed. The kind of thing a husband overlooks when he loves her. She was a drug addict. And in that condition, sometimes her judgment was not the best. Especially about men.”

      Tommy said nothing.

      “Let me see if I understand what you are saying,” Perez went on, focused on Tommy as if there were no one else in the warehouse but the two of them. “You believe someone close to me was having an affair with my wife. This man was afraid Almu was going to tell me the truth, and so he had her killed.”

      “Oh, I think it goes much deeper than that,” Tommy said. He locked onto the man’s eyes and thought: And so do you.

      “Explain.”

      “Senator Macklin had to have a close relationship with whoever was behind this. My guess is, someone was feeding Macklin intelligence about your network. Probably kickbacks, too. Turn a blind eye to illegal operations, make sure the CIA and DEA don’t get too close, and get plenty of money and strategic information in return. Normally, I’d assume it was your scheme, that you and Macklin were in bed together. But Almu’s murder says otherwise. Regardless, the fix has to go pretty high up, Perez. Close to the top.”

      On Luis’s face, terror turned to sweat, fat beads creeping down his forehead.

      Perez slid a gun from a holster under his arm. It was a Laugo Alien semiautomatic, gleaming and new. He put the gun to Tommy’s head, the barrel pushing into the forelock of his blond hair.

      You know, Tommy said with his eyes. You know who really killed her.

      “What should I do with him, Luis?” Perez asked in a level voice.

      The man’s brother practically screamed. “Kill him! Blow his head off! Do it for Almu!”

      “And what about this story he’s telling me?”

      “It’s all bullshit! This one murdered her, brother. Him and his partner. You’ve waited years to make him pay. Now he’s trying to fool you with his lies. Don’t let him play you!”

      “My brother thinks you’re lying,” Perez said to Tommy.

      “I’m not.”

      “Tiger says he’s telling the truth,” Perez called to Luis, keeping the Alien pressed against Tommy’s forehead. “Tell me, how do I reconcile that?”

      “You can’t trust anything he says,” Luis snapped. “He’s a fucking assassin.”

      “My brother is right. It’s hard to trust the word of a killer,” Perez said to Tommy. “You’re a smart man. A highly skilled operative. Sowing division in your enemies is part of your training, yes? What other evidence do you have about this snake you think is close to me?”

      “I can’t give you anything else. I can only tell you what happened. You have to decide for yourself whether to believe me.”

      “Indeed.”

      Perez’s index finger slid from the long barrel of the Alien and curled around the trigger. Tommy didn’t flinch. If his life ended like this, it ended. He pictured Alina and Rosalita in his mind. He wanted their faces to be the last thoughts occupying his brain before this man shot him.

      “Luis, do you know what Ernesto said when I confronted him about his failures?” Perez went on, still aiming the gun at Tommy.

      “I have no idea. Ernesto was a drunk and a fool. He betrayed us both.”

      “Yes, so he did,” Perez said. “Nonetheless, it’s a strange thing. His story about that night was almost identical to Tiger’s. He said he was ordered to stand down. Ordered by you, Luis.”

      Perez didn’t look at his brother. He didn’t move the gun at all.

      “Naturally, I did not believe him,” he went on. “And yet here we are years later, and I am hearing the same story.”

      “These are lies!” Luis hissed. “This man is trying to drive a wedge between us, brother!”

      “He is succeeding.”

      “Mauricio—”

      “I’m curious, Luis, did it make you feel like a man? Putting your pathetic little dick between my wife’s legs?”

      “Brother, I swear⁠—”

      “I’m going to give you a chance, Luis,” Perez said. “One chance.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You have the Browning. Take your shot.”

      “I don’t⁠—”

      “Take. Your. Shot. You must be faster than an old man, right? Kill me, and everything belongs to you. My whole operation. Do you think you can do it?”

      Silence fell between them like an ominous cloud.

      Tommy could see humiliation flushing on Luis’s face, his eyes burning with a lifetime of rage. His sweaty fingers massaged the butt of his pistol, which was pointed down at the warehouse floor. All he had to do was lift the barrel and fire, whereas Mauricio still had the Alien pointed at Tommy’s head.

      Everyone seemed to hold their breath. The guards froze, not sure which horse to back in this race.

      Brother against brother.

      But it wasn’t close.

      Mauricio still had a guerrilla’s instincts, as if just the faint rustle of clothes told him that Luis was about to fire. Tommy watched the young man lift his Browning, but he was dead before the gun got to the level of his waist. In one instant, Mauricio had the Alien at Tommy’s head; seemingly in the same instant, he swung around and fired a single bullet between his brother’s eyes.

      The Browning dropped.

      Luis Perez dropped.

      “Take out the garbage, will you?” Mauricio said to the guard who’d handled the beating of Tommy.

      Casually, without emotion, he watched as the men dragged the body of his brother out of the warehouse. When Luis was gone, Perez swung the Alien back and pointed it at Tommy’s face.

      “Tiger,” he said. “So it seems you are innocent of murdering my wife. But that doesn’t really change anything, does it? You admit that you and your partner came to Venezuela to assassinate me. If I’d been in that estate, rather than Almu, I’d be dead. Yes? Is that not true? So. Here we are. Can you give me a single reason why I shouldn’t kill you right now?”
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      Malia knew she should feel something. Fear. Anger. Relief. Joy. For the second time this summer, she’d come close to death, and now she was free. But if she was alive, she also felt as if her emotions had died. She sat with Lindy Jax at a picnic table near the yacht harbor on Paradise Island, and she drank a mango smoothie, and she felt nothing. She was numb.

      “Thank you,” she murmured between sips of her drink. She’d already thanked Lindy twenty times, but she found herself saying it again. “Thank you for coming to get me.”

      “I’m glad you called me.”

      Malia nodded and gave a little half smile.

      Yes. She’d called Lindy Jax. After they’d let her go, Malia had done exactly what Tommy said. She’d stripped off the blindfold and run until she couldn’t run anymore, and then she’d found a deserted place and called a stranger for help.

      A stranger. Why?

      Why hadn’t she called her father? Or her mother? Or the local police?

      But Malia knew. All the people she loved had been lying to her. They’d been lying to her for years. Everyone around her owed something to her father, and his interests always came before hers. She trusted no one.

      So she’d called Lindy, and the Florida detective had picked her up from the empty parking lot of a pork-processing plant half a mile from the warehouse where she’d been held. They’d bonded in the two hours since then. Malia found that she liked Lindy a lot. This woman was smart and bold and loud, and she’d dropped everything to rescue a girl she didn’t know in the middle of a country where she didn’t live.

      “You seem pretty strong,” Lindy went on. “I’m glad. I’ve seen tough people crumble over a lot less than you’ve gone through.”

      Malia shrugged at the compliment. She didn’t feel strong.

      “I’m sorry about what happened to you in Switzerland,” Lindy went on. “That must have been terrifying.”

      Malia blinked in surprise. “You know about that?”

      “Yes. Actually, I met Leila Ravelle in Miami. She’s the mother of the person who attacked you. It was her older daughter, Sela. Believe me, Leila was sickened by what Sela did. Her daughter had grown unbalanced. Desperate. But that doesn’t excuse it. Someday I hope you’d be willing to meet Leila and talk to her. I know she’d like to apologize to you in person.”

      “Sela was looking for her sister,” Malia murmured.

      “That’s right. Daria has been missing for almost a year.”

      “She said it was my father’s fault. She said Daria had been taken to our island. Do you think that’s true?”

      “I don’t know. It’s possible. Someone saw Daria here at the casino. She was with a group of men that may have included your father. But the witness died before the police could investigate.”

      “Died?”

      “The police said it was a drug overdose, but the timing was oddly convenient.”

      “Oh, my God!” Malia exclaimed. “Are you saying my father⁠—”

      “I’m not saying anything.”

      Malia bit her lip. She glanced at the canal leading into the harbor. Any minute now, her father would appear, piloting his A2V catamaran like something out of a science-fiction movie. He’d swing open the rear shell and come down to the dock and hug her and tell her everything was all right. He’d whisk her back to the island, and to Gillian, and to the bubble of her life in which she didn’t have to worry about anything except swimming and sunbathing and drinking Moët.

      People like Tommy Miller were not part of that life. Neither was Lindy Jax.

      Malia put her hands over Lindy’s and squeezed. “Come with me.”

      “What?”

      “Come back to the island with me.”

      Lindy offered her a sad smile. “That’s never going to happen. Your father would never allow it. You know that. I’ve done everything I can here. As soon as you’re on that boat with your father, I have to go back to the airport and catch the next flight to Miami. But I’m glad I met you, and I’m glad I was able to help you. I can tell you’re a special young woman.”

      Frustration overwhelmed Malia. At that moment, she didn’t want to be special. What she wanted was a normal life, but that was out of reach. She simply felt empty and alone.

      “You know, those men probably killed Tommy Miller,” Malia said.

      “If that’s true, I’m sorry. On the other hand, I’ve learned not to underestimate him, so don’t rule Tommy out. But he also abducted you, Malia. He put your life in danger.”

      “To get his wife and daughter back.”

      “That doesn’t make it right.”

      Malia shook her head. She no longer knew what was right.

      She heard a murmur from the Paradise Island tourists around them. Malia didn’t even need to look behind her to know what it was. Her father’s catamaran always attracted that kind of attention. With a sigh, she swiveled around to watch the boat dock. It seemed to fill the channel, like a strangely elongated egg on white skis. In the flybridge at the very top, she recognized her father at the helm.

      “He knows how to make an entrance, doesn’t he?” she murmured.

      It took a few minutes for him to secure the catamaran, and then the rear of the boat swung open like the doors of a DeLorean. Malia made no effort to get up from the table. She saw her father climb down to the main deck and make the short jump to the dock. He looked around, spotted her, and waved for her to join him. She still didn’t move. He waved again, impatiently this time, as if walking the whole length of the dock to retrieve his kidnapped daughter was too much effort.

      “Wait a minute, okay?” Malia said to Lindy. “Don’t leave yet.”

      “I won’t.”

      Malia got to her feet. She crossed the short distance to her father, and he opened his arms for her to go into them, but she didn’t. So he wrapped her up stiffly into a hug that she didn’t reciprocate.

      “Are you okay, sweetheart? Are you hurt?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “What a relief,” he replied. “Your mother and I were so worried. We’ll have a doctor come to the island and check you out.”

      “I don’t need a doctor. Nobody touched me.”

      “I still want you checked out,” he insisted.

      Malia shrugged. She pointed at the picnic table behind her. “That’s Lindy Jax. She’s the one who rescued me.”

      “Yes, I met her yesterday. I imagine the police will want to chat with her.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “She was in contact with the man who kidnapped you. She’s an accessory.”

      “She’s not,” Malia insisted. “She helped me.”

      “Well, that’s not your problem. The police can sort it out. They’ll probably just kick her out of Nassau and make sure she never comes back. Anyway, I’ve made sure you won’t be bothered by the authorities.”

      “Like in Switzerland?” Malia asked.

      “Yes. Exactly. You’ve been through enough without answering more questions.”

      “In other words, it all gets dropped. Is that it? Are you doing that for me or for you?”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “You don’t want them to catch Tommy Miller. Because if the police find him, he’s going to tell them about Alina and Rosalita.”

      Her father frowned. “Sweetheart, we don’t need to talk about this now. Come on, let’s get back to the boat. We’ll get out of here and head home to the island. Your mother won’t rest until she sees you.”

      He pulled her by the arm, but Malia stayed where she was.

      “Where is she? Where’s Alina? Is she on the boat? That was the deal, wasn’t it? You bring Alina and Rosalita, and then you get me back.”

      “Fortunately, you escaped.”

      Malia shook her head. “I didn’t escape. He made sure they let me go.”

      “They?”

      “The people who were after Tommy Miller. He made sure I got away safely. After that, they probably killed him.”

      “Good.”

      “Good? That’s all you can say?”

      “He kidnapped you, Malia. I don’t care what happens to him.”

      “Well, you kidnapped his wife and daughter.”

      Her voice rose high enough that people around them turned their heads. Her father’s mouth formed a smooth smile, and then he whispered between his teeth, “Don’t be ridiculous. And don’t say things like that in public.”

      “Where’s Alina?” Malia asked again, and when he said nothing, she shook her head in disgust. “You didn’t bring her. Of course. I told him you wouldn’t. You’d rather risk me being killed than have someone outmaneuver you.”

      “I don’t negotiate with terrorists,” her father replied. “And in this case, it wasn’t an option to give Alina or Rosalita back to that man.”

      “Even with my life at stake?” Malia asked.

      “Don’t worry, Nassir and I made sure you’d be safe.”

      “Seriously? Unbelievable. Actually, no, I do believe it. I didn’t expect anything else from you. Is Alina on the island? I want to talk to her.”

      “That’s not possible,” her father said.

      “Why not?”

      He patted her cheek in that condescending way she once confused with love. “Malia, there are things I’ve always protected you from. There are bad people in this world. Tommy Miller is one of them. He’s a violent man, and you’re lucky to be away from him. He routinely abused his wife and daughter. That’s why Alina reached out to me and asked for my help. I arranged for her escape. That’s also why I had to keep the cottage secure. For Alina’s safety.”

      Malia wanted to tell her father that he was a fucking liar. Because he was. None of that was true. She didn’t believe any of it.

      “Let me talk to her,” she said. “I want to hear the story from her.”

      “I told you, that’s not possible. I had to get Alina off the island. With her husband knowing where she was, it wasn’t safe for her to be there anymore. I’ve had her relocated to another of my properties while I arrange a new identity for her.”

      “She’s gone?” Malia asked.

      “I’m sorry. I know you were close to her. But she was in no condition to meet anyone when she arrived, and when I heard about the threat from Mr. Miller, I had to move quickly.”

      Malia stared at him. He was so smooth, so sincere as he made up lie after lie. “I want to see the cottage.”

      “What?”

      “Well, now that she’s gone, I can go back to the cottage, right?”

      Her father put an arm around her shoulder. “Yes, of course. Absolutely. I’ll take you up there myself tomorrow. Right now you need to rest.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Tomorrow,” he repeated. “I told you, I want a doctor to check you out.”

      Malia hesitated, biting her lip. “Yeah, okay. I suppose that’s a good idea.”

      But she didn’t mean it. If he could lie, then she could lie, too. She knew he hadn’t moved Alina anywhere. He’d shuffle her around like a con artist running a shell game, but he’d never send her away, not after he’d gone to such lengths to get her back. Alina was still on the island.

      “Time to go, sweetheart,” her father said.

      “Hang on,” Malia replied. “I need to say goodbye to Lindy.”

      Without giving her father a chance to object, Malia marched across the harbor to where Lindy was waiting for her. “Thanks again, okay?”

      “Of course.” Lindy’s brow wrinkled with concern. “Is everything all right?”

      “Yes, fine. Keep smiling. My father’s watching us. So are his men.”

      “What?”

      Malia laughed and put her arms around Lindy in a bear hug. As she did, she drew her mouth close to the woman’s ear. “Don’t go home. Don’t leave Nassau. Please. Stay by your phone. I’ll call you as soon as I’m back on the island.”
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        * * *

      

      “Jesus,” Jacinto said when he arrived at the warehouse. “Look at you.”

      Tommy didn’t need a mirror to know what he looked like. He’d cleaned off as much of the blood as he could, but his face and body were a watercolor painting of bruises. He was sure he had broken bones, and he moved slowly, trying to stave off jolts of pain. But he was alive.

      “Perez let you go?” Jacinto asked.

      “He figured out that his brother was the one who killed Almu. Not us.”

      “With your help?”

      “With my help, but I think he already suspected. Finding me wasn’t just about revenge. He also wanted to see what I’d say about that night. Apparently what I said convinced him that Luis had been betraying him all along.”

      Jacinto gave a mean chuckle. “So bye-bye, Luis?”

      “Yeah. One tap to the head. He didn’t look too broken up about it, either.”

      “That still doesn’t explain why you’re not six feet under, man.”

      “Let’s just say I have a debt to pay to be square with Perez,” Tommy replied. “He decided I was more useful to him alive than dead.”

      “What kind of debt?”

      Tommy shrugged but didn’t say anything more. He limped toward the chair where Malia had been sitting hours earlier, and he closed his eyes. His hand traced the sensitive line of his chin, checking his jaw, which was battered but intact. He exhaled in disgust with the collapse of his plan.

      “Sorry about D,” he told Jacinto. “I’m just glad they didn’t get you, too.”

      “My fault. I should’ve listened to you, brother.”

      “None of this is on you. How’s the girl?”

      “Got her to a hospital. Malia’s safe?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Well, we better clear out before the police arrive.”

      “If Malia had told them anything, the police would already be here,” Tommy said.

      “Probably. But we should still go.”

      “Go where?” Tommy asked bitterly. “We have no leverage with Fell anymore. Alina and Rosalita are still on that island. Fell’s security is back in place, and he’ll double it now. The odds of our getting a boat ashore, finding Rosalita, finding Alina—you can bet he’s holding them in separate places—and then getting safely off the island are next to zero. With no intel, we’d need an hour or more to scout the terrain. We’ll be lucky to have five minutes before Nassir and his buddies put us down.”

      Jacinto didn’t disagree. “So what do we do?”

      Tommy pushed himself back to his feet. “You mean, what do I do? This is my fight now, brother, not yours. If it’s a suicide mission, that’s on me.”

      “In other words, you’re going to the island anyway,” Jacinto said. “Despite everything you just said. And despite your body already being used as a punching bag by Perez’s men.”

      “Yes, I’m going to the island.”

      “Okay. When do we leave?”

      “Jacinto, fuck no⁠—”

      “Fuck yes. We lay down the hate together. End of story.”

      Tommy wanted to argue, but he knew it would do him no good. If the roles were reversed, he would have done the same thing as Jacinto. But he hated writing a death sentence for his friend, and this was truly a no-win operation. He’d been in dark places and dark times, but he couldn’t see a plan that had any realistic hope of success.

      All they could do was die trying.

      Then his phone began to ring.

      Tommy glanced at it in surprise, but he recognized the number.

      “Lindy,” he said when he answered. “Did Malia call you? Is everything okay?”

      “Yeah, she called, and she’s fine. What about you? Malia seemed to think there was a good chance you’d be dead by now.”

      “Fortunately, those reports have been greatly exaggerated,” Tommy replied.

      “Well, I’m pleased to hear it.” There was a long pause, and then she went on. “We need to meet.”

      Tommy hesitated. “That’s not a good idea. It puts you at risk. I’m still a wanted man, Lindy.”

      “Believe me, I remember. I’ll take my chances.”

      “What do you want to meet about?” Tommy asked.

      “You’re still looking to get your wife and daughter off that island, right? Well, I want that, too. There may be a way.”

      “If you’ve got a plan, I’m all ears.”

      “It’s not my plan,” Lindy replied. “It’s Malia’s.”
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      Malia heard the low beep of her watch alarm at one in the morning.

      She was already awake. She hadn’t slept at all. She threw back the covers and slipped out of bed. Her clothes were draped over a chair, and she quickly donned a black T-shirt and Lycra leggings. Her bare feet slipped into navy-blue sneakers. She grabbed her phone and went to the balcony, where the door was already open, and she stepped outside to survey the island.

      Everything was quiet, with nothing but a calm breeze off the water. Starlight shone on the ocean and the jungle of trees covering the land. She heard no voices. No one moved below her. The lanai and swimming pool were deserted. Beyond the gardens, she could see the comma-shaped bay and the main harbor. The yacht. The catamaran and speedboats. The helicopter. There would be guards on patrol, but she didn’t intend to go anywhere near that part of the island.

      Her phone buzzed in her hand. It was a text from Lindy.

      We’re in position.

      Malia felt a surge of adrenaline.

      She texted back: I’m heading out.

      She crossed to her bedroom door and exited into the hallway on the estate’s top floor. Her bedroom was in the middle of the wing, and the room her parents used was on the far end behind double mahogany doors. Modern paintings decorated the walls, and glass sculptures glowed in alabaster niches, from artists her mother patronized in cities from London to Singapore.

      Gillian had taken Malia on holiday shopping trips around the world. They’d always come back with beautiful things. But not just art. She remembered a Christmas week in Sydney and a striking Filipino girl who’d brought them drinks in the resort bar. Two months later, she was sure she’d seen that girl at the island pool with one of her father’s guests. Her mother had said she was wrong, but Malia knew now that she hadn’t been wrong.

      Beautiful things.

      She stood outside the heavy double doors of her parents’ suite. Silently, she opened the doors and listened. Beyond the foyer and sitting room, on the other side of a doorway framed by fluted columns, was the massive bedroom where her parents slept. She heard the clatter of a thunderstorm, but that was just a recording, not real. Her father always needed white noise to sleep. He said the thunder and rain helped push out all the other thoughts in his brain and let him relax.

      God, she thought, the things he needs to push away.

      Malia let her eyes adjust to the darkness. She didn’t want to risk bumping into anything. When she could make out the furniture, she went to the bedroom and watched her parents sleeping in their king-sized bed. Their breathing was even and steady; they were deep in sleep. She could barely make out their faces, her father on his side, Gillian on her back like a corpse.

      Tiptoeing, hoping her sneakers didn’t squeak, she made her way to her father’s nightstand. Their bedroom pieces were ornate, like something built for a French king. She had to strain to open the top drawer, and the wood scraped, making her tense. But her parents didn’t wake up. Inside the drawer, she found her father’s wallet, and she searched the pouches until she located the master keycard that accessed all the locked spaces around the island. Then she took his phone, too. If someone wanted to reach him, they’d have to come to the house. That would buy them an extra few minutes, and she suspected they would need it.

      Next came the delicate part. Rosalita.

      If the baby cried, her plan failed.

      Malia went to the bassinet where the little girl slept. Her sister. She was the spitting image of photos she’d seen of herself at that age. The same strawberry-blond hair as fine as straw. The same nose and mouth. Rosy’s eyes opened, almost as if the girl knew she was being watched, and there were the same sparkling liquid-blue eyes that Malia saw in the mirror. She stared at the girl as the girl stared back at her, and a soft little coo escaped from the baby’s mouth.

      Would she cry?

      No. She smiled; she gurgled. Her arms went into the air. Pick me up. Malia grabbed the papoose sling from Gillian’s dresser and adjusted it around her chest. She secured her father’s phone and keycard inside the front pocket, and then slowly, tenderly, she bent into the bassinet and lifted Rosalita out under the little girl’s shoulders. She slid the baby into the carrier so that the girl faced her, dancing arms and legs on either side of her torso. Rosy made a little giggle, which caused Malia to glance at the bed, but she saw no sign that Gillian or her father had heard it. She tightened the straps behind her back and carried the girl out of the bedroom into the hallway.

      When the door was closed, she whispered to the baby, “We’re going to go see your mama.”

      Rosalita was precious cargo. Malia treasured the warmth and weight of the girl. Her eyes kept going back to the baby’s face, memorizing it. She knew, if her plan worked, that she would likely never see her sister again. All of them would be hidden away with new lives somewhere in the world.

      But Rosalita would be free, and so would Alina.

      She took the stairs to the ground floor. A quarter hour had passed. Right on time. She left through the back doors and found the electric golf cart waiting for her. She’d made sure it was parked there before she went to bed. Malia slid behind the wheel and started the soundless engine with the push of a button. Slowly, she released the brake, and the cart lurched forward on the path leading away from the house.

      The dense trees swallowed her. She drove in darkness, not wanting to risk headlights, but she’d taken this route hundreds of times in her life, so she knew it well. The road took her near the harbor, and she slowed to make sure that none of the guards heard the golf cart over the noise of the ocean breeze and the clang of boats bobbing against the piers. When she was back in the jungle, she finally turned on the lights and drove faster. She passed the cross-trail that led toward the rocky western beach, and ahead of her, the road turned sharply uphill toward the highest point on the island.

      Toward the cottage.

      Toward Alina.

      “Not long now, honey,” she told Rosalita.

      Where the road broke from the trees near the summit, she did a tight three-point turn so that the golf cart was aimed downhill. She secured the brake, then eased out of the seat, one hand gently stroking Rosalita’s blond hair.

      “Have to be quiet now, sweetheart,” she murmured. “Oh so quiet.”

      The hillside opened onto a green field bathed in moonlight and starlight. All the lights of the cottage were off. Malia stayed in the shadows where she couldn’t be seen, and she spotted a guard outside the house, dressed in fatigues, a rifle slung around his shoulder. A cigarette dripped from his mouth, and she smelled its smoke. His boots crunched on gravel.

      But it was the middle of the night. He wasn’t expecting trouble.

      She waited. Impatience gripped her; it was taking too long. Every minute increased the chance that the alarm would be sounded. She tried to stay calm, not wanting Rosalita to pick up on her tension and start to cry. The guard paced. He threw down his cigarette and lit another. He went to the cliffside and stared out at the water. Hopefully, the rendezvous boat was far enough away that he wouldn’t see it against the black expanse of the Caribbean.

      Go, she thought.

      Finally, he did. The guard hiked along the path, coming so close to Malia that she was afraid he would see her hiding among the trees or hear Rosalita kicking gently against the straps of the papoose. Then he passed her, and a few seconds later, he disappeared around the far side of the hill, where the cottage was between him and Malia.

      She moved fast. She didn’t know how much time they had.

      Malia ran to the porch of the cottage, wincing as the wooden steps groaned when she climbed them. At the front door, she dug her father’s passkey out of the zippered pouch and held it up to the keypad. The door opened with a soft click, and she slipped inside and closed the door behind her. She crossed to the interior door beyond the vestibule and did the same thing.

      She was inside the cottage.

      “Alina!” she called softly. “Alina, are you here? It’s Malia.”

      There was a long silence. She began to fear that her father really had sent Alina away. But when she stared toward the cottage’s great room, with its high windows that looked toward the sea, she saw someone getting up from the sofa, silhouetted by the night glow behind her. Even after all these years apart, she recognized the curves of Alina’s body and the lushness of her dark hair. The woman hurried across the room toward her. She turned on no lights and kept her voice low, as if sensing that this was a secret operation.

      “Malia? Is that really you? Oh, my God, what are you doing here?”

      But as she got closer, Alina saw Rosalita in Malia’s arms, and she clapped a hand over her mouth to stifle a scream of joy.

      “Oh, Rosy! Rosy, Rosy, Rosy!”

      Malia let Alina slide the baby from the sling into her arms, and she watched a flood of tears cascade down her face. She felt dampness on her own cheeks and realized she was sobbing, too. Rosalita seemed unimpressed by the fuss and simply nestled into her mother’s chest, home again, back where she belonged.

      “Malia, I can’t believe it’s you,” Alina said as she buried her baby in kisses.

      “Alina, I’ve missed you so much!”

      Malia hadn’t realized how much until she saw her again, this beautiful young woman who’d been her best friend, who’d helped her understand life, who’d made her feel like she could be something more than a pretty little rich girl. There had been an empty hole in her soul ever since Alina went away. And now, for a few moments, they were together again.

      She wished they could sit and talk for hours. She wished she could keep her in her life forever. Her and Rosalita both. But she couldn’t.

      “We need to go,” Malia said urgently. “I opened the doors. I’m sure that triggers an alarm somewhere. I’ve got my father’s phone, but Nassir may get alerts, too. He’ll know something’s wrong.”

      “Go?” Alina asked. “Go where?”

      “The beach on the western shore. He says he can get a Zodiac in there.”

      “Who? Who’s meeting us?”

      Malia leaned forward, kissed Alina’s wet cheek, and then kissed Rosalita, too. “Your husband,” she said. “Now come on. Let’s go.”
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        * * *

      

      Gillian Fell lay in bed with her eyes open. The white noise of the thunderstorm played through hidden speakers, but a different storm rumbled through her mind. The silence of the past half hour weighed on her, and she debated what to do.

      Wake up Martin? Tell him what was going on?

      Or let it all unfold on its own and do nothing?

      She’d been awake when Malia came into their room. Most nights, she hardly slept, so it was easy to pretend. She’d seen everything her daughter did, taking Martin’s keycard and phone, lifting the baby into her arms, and stealing away. Gillian had already guessed where Malia was going. Her daughter was probably with Alina right now.

      And then what?

      Gillian got out of bed. She stared down at her sleeping husband, turned on his side, his face in profile. He didn’t look like a monster that way. But no matter how evil he was, she knew she was worse. She was beyond guilt, beyond redemption, all because she loved this man, all because she couldn’t live without him. She’d sold her soul to indulge his appetites. His world had become her world, and she knew nothing else. There was only Martin, the beginning and the end. It had been that way since she was fourteen years old.

      She walked naked into their closet. She always slept naked; he insisted on that, as if she were a piece of Renaissance art. But it had been years since he’d actually made love to her. He had others for that service. And yet she knew—she knew—that he needed her on a level that was deeper than sex. They were soulmates. Martin could not survive without her, and she could not survive without him.

      Not even Alina was close to him in that way.

      Alina.

      God, how she hated Alina. She’d picked the girl for him herself, but it killed her to see Martin’s fawning obsession with her, how he kept talking about her, thinking about her, fantasizing about her. And then to bring her back to the island after all these years? Gillian knew what came next. The isolation in the cottage was just a prologue to forcing Alina back into their lives the way it had been before. This intruder sharing their home. Their meals. Their bed.

      That beautiful bitch.

      Let her run away and escape. Gillian didn’t care.

      But Martin would care. Martin would blame her. It would be her fault.

      Alina.

      That girl had taken everything from her. Her husband. Now her daughter, too. Malia loved Alina more than Gillian. That was obvious; that was yet another body blow. Malia was risking everything to rescue her. When it all failed, as it was bound to fail, Malia would never speak to her again. Martin and Alina would be together, and he’d move her into the house and cast Gillian aside. She would be little more than a babysitter to their bastard girl.

      No. This would not stand.

      She knew what to do. She knew how to get Martin back once and for all.

      Gillian got dressed. Quickly. There wasn’t much time. She went to the back of the closet and found the safe where Martin kept his guns. She took out the pistol he’d taught her to shoot.

      She would follow them.

      Hunt them down wherever they were going. And then she would finally do what she should have done years ago.

      She would kill Alina.
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      The Zodiac glided across the calm water.

      Tommy steered for the island, guided by moonlight, a low whine coming from the engine. Jacinto and Lindy sat in the rubberized craft with him. He saw Jacinto rhythmically clenching and unclenching his fists, the way his partner always did before a mission, tempering his storm of adrenaline. He watched Lindy dip her hand in the water, then close her eyes as if praying.

      For himself, Tommy played Schumann in his head, the opening to Carnaval he’d been listening to years ago in Daytona Beach when he met Alina. He could still hear the first words she had ever spoken to him.

      “Schumann went nuts, you know.”

      In five minutes, if all went well, he would see her again. He would be back with his wife and daughter.

      They’d taken two crafts out of Nassau, Tommy steering D’Angelo’s fishing boat with the Zodiac towed behind it, and Jacinto piloting their escape boat, the Outerlimits SV-52. Both were anchored miles away in open water, hopefully beyond the radar range of Martin Fell’s security apparatus, or at least far enough that their presence wouldn’t raise red flags.

      However, the Zodiac had to be shining brightly on a radar screen as it approached the island. The clock was already ticking for them to get in and out.

      “There!” Jacinto called, pointing at the land.

      Tommy saw it. The beam of a flashlight glowed in the darkness, a single pinpoint of light beckoning them toward the rocky beach. That was Malia, sending them the signal that it was safe to land.

      Unless it was a trap.

      He swung the wheel and steered toward the island. He kept his speed up as long as he could, but as he neared the beach, he was forced to cut the engine to avoid the jutting rocks that would tear apart the rubber hull. He let the craft drift into the shallows, where it scraped gently onto the shore. He jumped out, feet landing in a foot of water, and Jacinto and Lindy followed.

      Jacinto had the backpack slung over his shoulder. The supply of C-4 was still inside. They were otherwise unarmed. Lindy had insisted on no weapons. No pistols, no rifles, no knives. She wouldn’t be part of a killing force. But she didn’t know about the explosives hidden in the backpack, and Tommy wanted at least some leverage in a crisis.

      A flashlight shone in his face. He squinted, then smiled with relief as he saw Malia hurrying across the beach. She ran up and hugged Lindy and then turned and stared at Tommy with a more determined look than he’d seen on the faces of battle-hardened Rangers.

      “Did everything go okay?” he asked her.

      “Yes. No problems.”

      “Both of them?”

      “Both of them.”

      “I don’t even know what to say, Malia.”

      “Don’t say anything. There’s no time.”

      “Where are they?” Tommy asked.

      Malia pointed the flashlight at the fringe of the jungle behind them. She flashed the light on and off twice, giving the all-clear signal.

      Tommy thought his heart would stop.

      All the days apart, all the terror of losing her forever, and there she was. There they were. From the trees, Alina walked into the moonlight with Rosalita nestled in her arms. It was like watching his life flash before his eyes as all their time together flooded through his mind. But his memories of her were nothing compared to seeing her in the flesh, that perfect petite frame, that full silken hair, her entire body set aglow by the night sky. They were together again.

      She saw him, too, recognizing his dark shape by the water.

      “Oh, my God . . . oh, my God . . . Tommy!”

      He crossed the beach at a run and wrapped both of them up in his arms and lifted his wife high off the ground and spun her around. He felt no pain anymore; his pain vanished. His injuries meant nothing. He kissed her hair, her cheeks, her nose, her lips; he kissed her again and again; and in the next instant, they hung on each other, both sobbing. She stroked his face, her eyes wide, as if she couldn’t believe he was real.

      “Alina,” Tommy murmured.

      Her eyes widened at the sound of her name. Had she expected him to call her Teresa? Was that who she still thought she was? But the truth was like a reminder of the things she’d kept hidden from him, and her face clouded with guilt and regret.

      “Tommy, I’m so sorry,” she whispered. “I should have told you everything⁠—”

      He cut her off. “We were both keeping secrets. Never again.”

      “Never,” she swore.

      “I love you,” he said.

      And for the first time, she said it back to him. No jokes. No defenses. Nothing but bare passion in her voice.

      “Oh, Tommy, Tommy . . . I love you, too.”

      “We need to go. Hurry.”

      They ran down the beach to the Zodiac. Waves slapped against the rocks, and the ocean bloomed in front of them into a vast expanse beyond the land. The cloudless night sky, bright with constellations, stretched to the horizon. They reached the boat, where the others were waiting for them. He watched Alina stare at Jacinto and Lindy—both strangers to her and yet both crying at the sight of mother and child—and then his wife grabbed Malia’s hand and pulled her close.

      “Malia, I’ll never forget what you did for us⁠—”

      “You can say that later. I’m coming with you.”

      Tommy shook his head fiercely. “No way. Malia, it’s going to be dangerous out there. I won’t take any chances with your safety.”

      “He’s right,” Alina told her. “You’ve done everything you can, and I love you for it. But it’s up to us now.”

      “No, I’m your insurance policy,” Malia insisted. “If I’m with you, my father will think twice about harming you.”

      There was no time to argue.

      “Okay, everybody get on board,” Tommy said. “Come on, Lindy, you first.”

      He held out a hand to help her over the rocks, and she stepped up, her body a perfect target.

      That was when the crack of a gun echoed across the beach.

      Lindy shuddered, her mouth opening in a strange gasp. She wore a blouse that shone bone white under the moon, but suddenly a red flower opened up on her shoulder as a bullet thudded into muscle. She blinked, unable to process what was happening, and then she staggered, losing her footing on the rocks and sinking to one knee as the surf rolled in and soaked her.

      A shrill voice screamed from the jungle.

      “Stop!”

      Everyone froze.

      Automatically, Tommy reached for his Hellcat, but he didn’t have it. He had nothing. No gun. No knife. No way to fight back.

      Helplessly, Tommy watched Gillian Fell march down the beach, her face fierce and focused, a pistol at the end of her outstretched arms. They hadn’t seen or heard her, and already she was too close.

      Close enough not to miss.

      She headed straight for his wife, with deadly intent.

      Tommy leaped across the rocks, throwing himself in front of Alina and Rosalita, and in the same moment, Gillian fired again.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Martin Fell awoke to a pounding on his bedroom door.

      His brain took a moment to escape his dreams and orient himself to the real world. Someone was shouting for him, a heavy voice cutting through the recorded chaos of the thunderstorm.

      “Mr. Fell! Mr. Fell, wake up! I need you right now!”

      It was Nassir.

      In an instant, Fell was fully conscious. He scrambled out of bed, naked, and ran to grab his silk robe from the closet. As he did, he grew aware of two things. Gillian was gone.

      So was Rosalita.

      He squeezed the sides of his head in instant foreboding. Shadows filled his mind, and he had a vision of his empire wobbling, ready to fall. He crossed the dark foyer and threw open the bedroom door.

      Nassir, tall, olive-skinned, brutal, stood on the threshold.

      “What’s going on?” Fell demanded.

      “A radar contact. A boat just landed on the western beach.”

      “Well, get out there and see who it is.”

      “There’s more,” Nassir said.

      “Then spit it out! What’s going on?”

      “It’s Malia.”

      Fell glanced at the empty bedroom behind him, and events caught up with his mind in a rush. Of course. It had to be Malia. She was at the heart of this. He’d seen it in her eyes, the poison she felt for him now.

      “What has she done?”

      “She broke Alina out of the cottage,” Nassir said. “She used your keycard to undo the lock. An alert sounded, and the on-duty guard assumed it was you. He was about to deactivate the cameras, but something on the night vision looked odd. He woke me up, and I reviewed the cameras myself. It was Malia. She left the cottage with Alina. And they—they have the child with them, too.”

      “Goddamn it!” Fell erupted. “Goddamn it, Nassir!”

      “Yes, sir. I’m sorry, sir.”

      “Where did they go?”

      “I don’t know for sure, but I have to assume⁠—”

      “The western beach,” Fell concluded. “The boat coming ashore. Malia set this whole thing up. Someone’s meeting them.”

      “That’s my guess.”

      “What about Gillian?”

      Nassir shook his head. “I don’t know anything about her, sir.”

      “Well, she’s not here,” Fell said. “Was she in the cottage with Malia and Alina?”

      “No, the cameras didn’t pick her up. Should we send men to the beach?”

      Fell checked his watch. “Forget it. They’ll be long gone by the time we get anyone over there. Scramble the men. Get the speedboats out and go after them right now.”

      “Yes, sir. I’ll lead the chase myself.”

      “No, you stay here,” Fell snapped. “I have guests on the island, and I don’t want them panicking. Get your men out on the water, and tell them to surround the boat. Make sure they have nowhere to run. But nobody takes any action until I get there. This one is mine. I’ll deal with it myself.”
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      “Gillian!”

      Malia screamed at her mother with wild desperation. She stared in horror as everything she’d tried to do collapsed into blood. There was Lindy, shot, badly wounded, with Jacinto kneeling over her. There was Tommy, a crimson gash on the side of his neck, shielding Alina and Rosalita from Gillian’s gun.

      Another shot, and he would fall.

      Another shot after that, and Alina would die, too.

      Oh God, oh God, how could it all have gone so wrong?

      “Gillian!” Malia screamed again.

      Her mother didn’t seem to hear her. She stood in front of Tommy, gun pointed at the middle of his chest. She clutched the pistol with both hands, finger on the trigger, arms steady. Her face had the unmoving quality of an alabaster statue, just as it always did, but Malia could see something new in her mother’s eyes. Her expression was lost, filled with a kind of bottomless despair welling up from the shadows of the moonlight. It was as if she didn’t even see the people standing in front of her.

      The people she was about to kill.

      “Gillian,” Malia begged her again. “Please.”

      When she still got no answer, not even an acknowledgment that she was there, Malia marched toward Gillian across the beach. Her voice turned lower but ten times harder.

      “Mother, look at me,” she said firmly.

      Mother.

      That was a word she’d never used before, and it got Gillian’s attention. Her eyes flickered toward her daughter. “This isn’t about you, Malia.”

      “Mother, why are you doing this? What can it possibly accomplish to kill Alina?”

      But in the next moment, she understood.

      “God, you’re doing it for him, aren’t you?” she said.

      “Everything is for him,” Gillian retorted, her arms beginning to tremble from the weight of the gun. “I want Martin back, and she’s in the way. If she’s gone, he’ll love me again.”

      “Jesus, look at what he’s turned you into!” Malia shouted at her. “You don’t need to get him back. You don’t need him at all. You have me.”

      Her mother glanced at her with a sad little stare, and Malia saw the truth on her face. She realized that she wasn’t enough. For Gillian, having her daughter—but not having Martin Fell—wasn’t an even trade.

      “Okay then,” Malia said with fierce determination. “If that’s what you want, then you lose me, too.”

      She walked toward the wet stretch of beach where Jacinto was tending to Lindy. Before the big man could do anything, she grabbed the heavy backpack where he’d dropped it among the rocks.

      “There are explosives in here, right?” she said. “This is the bag Tommy used to get me free with those men. He said there were enough explosives in here to blow up the whole fucking block. How do I arm it?”

      “Malia, put the bag down!” Tommy called.

      “How do I arm it?” Malia repeated to Jacinto.

      “Unzip the top of the backpack,” he told her. “The activator panel is already in place. There’s a plastic door snapped shut over a metal switch. Open the door, and flip the switch. The ready light will go on.”

      “Jacinto!” Tommy shouted across the beach.

      The big man shrugged, not listening. He pointed a finger at Malia. “This is your call, girl, and nobody else’s. Not Tommy’s, not mine. People can make up their own minds about how they live and how they die. But you need to think about what you’re doing.”

      “I am.”

      Malia unzipped the bag without any doubt or hesitation. She stared at the bricks of explosives, looking as innocent as clay. They were connected by black plastic-coated wires, all tied to a small electronic panel on top. On the bottom of the panel, she saw the plastic cover, and with two of her fingernails, she pried it open and pushed the stiff metal switch upward.

      Red lights blinked to life on the panel. The screen said Ready.

      She had a bomb in her hands.

      “What about the trigger?” she asked. “Tommy had a trigger. Where is it?”

      “In the front pouch,” Jacinto said.

      Malia found the metal trigger box. It was half the size of a cigarette pack, with an orange cap protecting the button. She held it in the palm of her hand and rubbed it with her fingers.

      Flip the top. Push the button. Boom.

      She hefted the pack onto her shoulder and kept the trigger in her hand as she crossed the beach toward her mother. Gillian watched, her face torn with confusion, as if trying to decide whether this was a young girl’s performance art or if Malia was really intent on doing this.

      Malia stopped a few feet away. Her face was dark, her blue eyes intense.

      “If you shoot them, I push the button,” she told Gillian calmly. “Kill them, and you kill me, too. Put down the gun.”

      The pistol didn’t move, its barrel still pointed at Tommy’s chest.

      “Malia, your father—” Gillian began.

      “Fuck my father. Look what he’s done to you. Look what he’s done to us. He’s evil.”

      “I love him. I need him.”

      “No, you don’t. Not anymore. Mother, give Tommy the gun.”

      “I’m sorry. I can’t.”

      Malia flipped open the orange plastic top of the trigger with her thumb. Her finger hovered over the button. “I’ll do it. I will. Look at me, mother. I’ve never been more serious about anything in my life.”

      Silence hung between them, interrupted only by the slap of waves on the rocks. Gillian’s whole body shivered as if she’d suddenly grown cold. Tears slipped down her face, and Malia couldn’t remember when she’d seen her mother cry. Her mouth fell open in a silent scream, her eyes closed, and the gun went slack in her hand. Instantly, Tommy sprang forward and peeled it away from her.

      Just as quickly, Tommy grabbed the trigger from Malia’s palm and snapped the plastic cover shut.

      She let the backpack slide from her shoulder to the rocks.

      “Jesus,” she murmured, thinking about what she’d been ready to do.

      Alina rushed to embrace her. The hug was tight and warm, but Malia’s own arms hung limply like jelly. She had no strength left. Nearby, Gillian stood where she was, broken into pieces like an eggshell, as if her soul had crumbled away. Malia looked at her and knew nothing would ever be the same for her mother. Gillian was lost, and she wasn’t coming back.

      “We need to go,” Malia said, her voice breaking. “Come on, let’s go!”

      But Tommy checked his watch. “It’s too late. Your father’s had too much time. If we take the Zodiac out now, he’ll surround us before we make it back to the other boats.”

      “So what do we do?”

      “The helicopter,” Tommy said, with a glance at the sky. “There’s a helicopter in the harbor. That’s the only way out.”

      Jacinto appeared at his side. “Yeah, but can you fly? Because I can’t fly.”

      “I can fly. I just can’t take off or land.”

      “Well, those are two pretty important parts of the trip, brother.”

      Malia interrupted. “Carlos is my father’s pilot. He lives on the island. He’ll take us.”

      “Okay,” Jacinto said, rubbing his hands together. “Let’s get him.”

      Tommy shook his head. “Hang on. We still have a problem. They’ll be watching the radar. If they don’t see the Zodiac go back out, they’ll know we’re still on the island.”

      “Then I’ll take the boat, and they’ll follow me,” Malia said. “The rest of you can head for the harbor.”

      She watched Tommy and Alina open their mouths to object, but they never got the chance. Another voice broke in from behind them. Malia turned and saw Gillian with her arms folded tightly around her chest. She spoke without looking at her daughter or at any of the others. Instead, like a bride on a widow’s walk, she gazed over their shoulders at the distant sea.

      “No, Malia,” she announced firmly. “This is between me and Martin. I’ll take the boat out.”
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      Tommy drove the golf cart through the jungle, one hand on the wheel, the other hand holding the SIG Sauer P365 compact pistol he’d taken from Gillian Fell. Malia gave him directions on the narrow road, and Alina nursed Rosalita in the seat immediately behind him. Jacinto and Lindy sat in the rear-facing row at the back of the cart, with Jacinto tending to Lindy’s shoulder as they sped across the island.

      When Tommy saw the glow of lights, he knew they were close to the harbor. He slowed the cart to a stop. As they began to get out, Tommy put a finger over his lips to make sure they stayed quiet. He worried that Rosalita would begin to cry, but the girl was already asleep again in her mother’s arms.

      “Where’s the pilot’s apartment?” he murmured to Malia.

      “There’s a two-story building behind the main house,” she replied. “That’s where the staff lives.”

      Tommy flagged Jacinto. “You go with Malia and get Carlos. Tell him Fell has an emergency trip and needs to get to Nassau right away. I’ll take Lindy and Alina to the chopper and get them on board. We’ll be ready when you get there.”

      “Got it, brother. Next stop, Freeport.”

      “Do you want the gun?”

      “Oh, hell no. Carlos won’t give us any trouble.”

      Tommy smiled. He was sure of that.

      Malia led the way. She and Jacinto disappeared down a sandy trail lined with casuarina trees, and Tommy made his way to the back of the golf cart to check on Lindy Jax. Jacinto had dealt with Lindy’s bullet wound—he was a veteran of live tissue trauma training and could rescue anyone in the field—but she still needed medical attention soon.

      “You okay?” Tommy asked.

      “Perforated. But I’ll live.”

      “That’s the plan.”

      “You know I’m going to lose my job over this,” she said, wincing and chuckling at the same time.

      “I don’t know. Maybe you’ll get a medal.”

      Lindy laughed again, then covered her mouth to hold down the noise. He helped her out of the golf cart, and she leaned against him for support. Her wiry hair brushed across his face, and her arm slung around his waist. Automatically, his mind recalled the moment he’d first seen her outside Alina’s antique shop in Micanopy. They’d traveled a long road since then, first as opponents, now as friends.

      “You know, I kinda like you, Jax,” Tommy said as Lindy limped next to him.

      “Yeah, fuck if I don’t kinda like you, too,” she replied.

      “Thank you for everything you’ve done for us. I mean that.”

      “Well, you may be an asshole, but you love your wife and daughter. That counts for something.”

      Alina heard that as they got closer, and she smiled at Tommy. Her mouth formed the words, as if now that she’d said them once, she couldn’t stop saying them: I love you, too.

      Together, the four of them took the path to the harbor.

      When they reached the white sand beach, Tommy held them back in the shelter of the trees. Ahead of them, wooden piers stretched into the shallow water, and a breakwater separated the bay from the open sea. He heard Alina’s sharp intake of breath as she saw the Dreamtime, which occupied its own pier, dwarfing the smaller boats around it. He could sense her whole body stiffening, and she reached out and clutched his hand.

      “I did something terrible on that boat,” she murmured.

      “I know.”

      She looked at him. “Do you?”

      “I do. And it wasn’t terrible. You saved a girl’s life, and you ended the life of a predator.”

      “Oh, Tommy,” she whispered, shaking her head.

      “Don’t think about it. Not now. Not ever.”

      She fell silent again. He evaluated the harbor and noted that most of the Roadster speedboats—as well as the A2V catamaran—were gone. Martin Fell and his men had taken them out into the Caribbean, chasing a ghost. That left only the yacht and a handful of smaller, slower boats unattended.

      Plus the helicopter.

      The Airbus chopper, its blades drooping, sat on a concrete pad in the middle of the harbor like a huge insect. A pier, approximately fifty feet long and twenty feet wide, stretched across the green water to the helipad. It was the perfect escape, but there was one problem.

      Actually, two problems.

      Two guards with rifles patrolled the beach.

      “Tommy,” Alina murmured in a low warning.

      “I see them.”

      He considered the SIG Sauer in his belt, which was the equivalent of a slingshot compared to the Mexican Fire Serpents these men were carrying. He was also too far away for a reliable pistol shot. Even if he got lucky, one of those rifles would cut them all down with return fire before he had time to aim and shoot again. He thought about taking the chance, but he was conscious of Lindy leaning against him, and she seemed to read his mind.

      “You promised me, Miller. Nobody gets killed.”

      “Nobody gets killed who doesn’t try to kill me,” Tommy corrected her.

      “You took down four of my men without harming them.”

      “Your men weren’t carrying FX-05s,” he pointed out.

      “So what do you want to do?”

      Tommy exhaled heavily. He wished he had access to his armory. “Alina, stay out of sight. Be ready to move fast when I give you the signal. Lindy, I need you to act like you’re in severe pain.”

      “I don’t need to act,” she said.

      Tommy tore off one of his shirt sleeves. He shoved his hand into the flesh wound from Gillian’s bullet, biting down against the wave of agony that came with it. His neck started bleeding again, and he smeared blood across his face and down his arm. Then he half-carried, half-dragged Lindy onto the beach. She sagged heavily against him, acting barely conscious.

      He waved at the guards frantically, drawing them over with his hand. “Help! Jesus, help, we need help over here!”

      They leveled their rifles, but they didn’t shoot as they ran up the sand to investigate. On this island, anyone could be a billionaire or a head of state, and you couldn’t judge power or money by the clothes. But the two guards were smart. One got closer; one stayed back, covering them with his Fire Serpent. The first guard did a careful check of their hands and when he saw no weapons, he rotated his rifle on a sling behind his back.

      “Who are you? What happened?”

      “My name’s Karl Jenkins. I’m CEO of Boston Bank. This is my wife. We were taking a walk on the beach, and two men attacked us. They had guns! They shot Lindy and nearly killed me! We barely got away. They’re right behind us in the trees. You have to do something!”

      “Fuck,” the closest guard hissed. He turned to his partner. “Check the jungle. I’ll call Nassir and tell him we need a medical kit.”

      The second guard ran toward the trees, rifle still level at his waist. As he approached them, Tommy pretended to collapse, slipping to his knees. Lindy fell, too, lurching forward and taking the first guard down with her. The bodies in the sand forced the second guard to dodge sideways toward Tommy, who shot upward off one knee, driving the barrel of the Fire Serpent into the man’s face and breaking his nose with a shower of blood. The other guard, on the ground, grabbed for his rifle, but Lindy bit down viciously on the man’s hand, causing him to scream and loosen his grip. Tommy drew the SIG from his belt and brought it down with a crack of bone on the second man’s skull. In the next instant, he delivered a kick to the skull of the first guard with the toe of his boot.

      Both men lay unconscious on the beach.

      He pulled Lindy back to her feet, both of them panting, their wounds open and bleeding profusely. He waved Alina out from the trees, and he helped Lindy down the wooden pier that led to the helicopter. At the Airbus, Tommy tore open the door and balanced on the rails as he assisted Lindy in climbing into the back row of the six-seater. When she was situated, he took his baby girl tenderly out of Alina’s arms and lifted her up so that Lindy could hold her. The police officer cooed at the baby and slid over on the leather seats to make room for Alina.

      Then, behind them, Tommy heard a rumble of thunder. But it wasn’t thunder.

      It was footsteps running down the pier.

      Tommy lost only a second or two as he climbed down the helicopter rails and swung toward the beach, the SIG back in his hand. But those lost seconds were enough. He didn’t have time to get to his wife. He didn’t have time to shoot.

      Alina screamed. “Tommy!”

      Ten feet away, Martin Fell’s head of security, the man called Nassir, had his arm locked tightly around Alina’s neck, with the barrel of a Glock pushed into the bottom of her chin.
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        * * *

      

      The Roadster speedboats had the Zodiac completely surrounded. There was nowhere for it to go.

      Martin Fell slowed the catamaran as he neared the cluster of boats on the open water. He made sure the sea around them was empty, no other craft within sight. There were no witnesses. Even the island had vanished into darkness on the horizon, with no other land nearby.

      Two of his boats backed away to let the catamaran get closer. He could barely make out the tiny rubberized craft bobbing in the waves. Flipping a switch on his console, he bathed the Zodiac with floodlights, then brought a pair of binoculars to his eyes and focused on the boat.

      Fell swore loudly.

      Alina and Rosalita were not in the Zodiac. Neither was Malia.

      There was only one person waiting for him, and it was the last person he’d expected to see there.

      He knew he’d been tricked. The others were still on the island. Immediately, he tried to call Nassir, but he didn’t get an answer. Instead, he radioed the guard in the lead boat and told him to get the crew back to the island. In unison, the engines of the Roadsters all roared to life, and half a dozen boats peeled away, kicking up wakes that spun the little Zodiac in lazy circles on the sea.

      Fell dropped anchor near the small craft. As the Roadsters disappeared, the two of them were left alone on the sea. He left the pilot house and climbed down to the main deck, where he opened the huge shell of the catamaran. The Zodiac floated about twenty feet to the starboard side, but the sole passenger on board used a fiberglass oar to bring the craft next to the larger boat.

      “Gillian,” Fell said, shaking his head.

      “Hello, Martin.”

      “What the fuck are you doing?”

      “What I should have done years ago,” his wife replied. “I’m ending this.”

      Fell shrugged. “Nothing ends. I’ll get them back one way or another.”

      “No, I don’t think you will. They’ll be gone by the time your men get back. You’ve lost them forever. You’ve lost Malia, too. She’ll never be the same now that she knows who you really are.”

      He was quiet for a long time. “And you? Have I lost you, too?”

      The expression on his wife’s face was inscrutable.

      “I could never leave you, Martin,” Gillian replied after another extended silence between them. “I’ve always understood the bargain I made. I knew it the moment you found me. Once you get in bed with the devil, you’re his for life.”

      He smiled at her. “Am I really the devil?”

      “Yes. Yes, you are.”

      His smile vanished, replaced by a dark scowl. “Get on board, Gillian. I’m tired of this game. Let’s go home.”

      He extended a hand as Gillian stood up in the Zodiac, and he helped her climb the two steps that brought her inside the cabin of the catamaran. Once she was aboard, he noticed for the first time the heavy backpack she was wearing, supported by two straps over her shoulders.

      “What’s this?” he asked.

      Gillian leaned close to him and kissed his lips. He realized she hadn’t kissed him like that in a long time.

      “I told you, Martin. I’m ending this.”
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      “Let her go, Nassir,” Tommy said.

      He pointed the SIG Sauer across the pier at the man’s head, his aim steady. But it was dark, and Alina’s face was close to Nassir’s, and the distance was too great to be sure he wouldn’t miss.

      Nassir knew it. “Oh, you won’t fire, Mr. Miller. Or whatever your name is. You can’t be sure of taking me out, can you? If you fail, then I’ll pull the trigger, and your wife will be dead. Or you might kill Alina yourself. I don’t think you can live with that.”

      “I don’t miss, Nassir,” Tommy warned him. “I was top gun in sniper school at the Ranger battalion. If I want to drill a hole through your skull, believe me, I can. One bullet, and you drop. But I’d rather not do that if I don’t have to. Let her go, and we’ll call it a draw.”

      “Fuck you,” Nassir replied.

      He tightened his grip on Alina and drew her closer, so that there were barely a couple of inches of his face visible behind hers. He didn’t trust that Tommy wouldn’t fire, but Tommy wasn’t going to take the chance.

      He caught Alina’s eyes.

      In Daytona Beach years earlier, they’d been in a situation like this, her standing next to that asshole in the bar, him telling her he’d take her away from that life if she wanted him to. Back then, he’d seen doubt in her face. She didn’t know who Tommy was, and she hadn’t learned to trust him. But everything was different now. Alina stared across the pier, and there wasn’t even a hint of fear in her eyes, despite the gun pushing hard on her skin. Those light brown eyes glittered at him with love and faith.

      She knew he had a plan. Her husband always had a plan.

      “Did you know your pretty little wife is a killer?” Nassir asked. “She cut a man’s throat, you know. Practically sliced his head off.”

      Tommy shrugged. “He deserved what he got.”

      “I almost grabbed her that night. I had my hand on her ankle as she jumped off the boat. I’ve waited a long time to get her back. This one’s a spitfire. Honestly, I thought about fucking her myself when I took her in Florida. But Mr. Fell made it clear. She belongs to him and no one else.”

      “Alina doesn’t belong to anyone,” Tommy replied calmly. “Definitely not to Martin Fell. Now I’m done with you, Nassir. Let her go.”

      “You talk big, Miller, but if anyone should be worried, it’s you. My men will be back soon. In ten minutes, you’ll have a dozen Fire Serpents surrounding you. What will you do then?”

      “Last warning, Nassir.”

      “You won’t fire. You won’t take the risk.”

      Tommy sighed. “Here’s the deal. In exactly ten seconds, you’ll be dead with a bullet in your skull. But it doesn’t have to be that way. Let. Alina. Go. If you do, then I’ll let you live.”

      Nassir showed a glimmer of nerves as he tried to read Tommy’s face.

      Would he really take the shot?

      Would he really risk his wife’s life?

      The guard sensed a trap, but he couldn’t imagine where Tommy might be hiding an ace.

      “Even if you kill me, my finger is on the trigger,” Nassir reminded him. “If I’m dead, one little jerk of my finger, and Alina is dead, too. I don’t believe you’ll take that chance. You’re not going to shoot.”

      “Are you willing to bet your life on that?” Tommy asked.

      The guard hesitated, still trying to figure out the trap, still trying to understand what he was missing. But of course, Nassir was right. Tommy couldn’t risk a twitch of muscle as the man died. He couldn’t risk a shot while the man’s gun was pointed at Alina’s head.

      He needed that gun pointed at him.

      “Ten seconds,” Tommy told the man coldly. “Tick tock.”

      Ten seconds passed like ten hours, but the time came and went. Tommy didn’t expect Nassir to let Alina go before the deadline, and he didn’t. When the interval passed and Tommy didn’t fire, the guard’s face broke into a wide smile.

      “It looks like I’ve called your bluff, Mr. Miller,” Nassir told him. “But I’m a man of mercy, too. You put down your gun on the pier, and I let you walk away. Fair?”

      “Tommy, don’t do it,” Alina whispered.

      He didn’t meet her eyes this time because he didn’t want her to move. She needed to be absolutely still.

      “Okay,” Tommy said. “Okay, you win.”

      He squatted slowly and put the SIG Sauer at his feet on the wooden pier, and then he straightened up again. Nassir’s face flushed with victory, and he did exactly what Tommy needed him to do.

      He pointed the barrel of his Glock away from Alina and toward Tommy’s chest.

      “Alas, I’m a liar,” Nassir said. “You don’t get to walk away alive, Mr. Miller.”

      Tommy grinned at him. “Unfortunately for you, I’m a liar, too.”

      Nassir blinked in hesitation. He seemed to know he’d made a terrible mistake, but he still didn’t know how.

      “You see, I lied when I said I was top gun in the Rangers,” Tommy told him. “In fact, I was number two. The top gun was a buddy of mine. His name’s Jacinto. And he’s standing right behind you.”

      The bullet that went through Nassir’s brain happened so fast that Tommy didn’t even know whether the man had time to appreciate the joke. But it didn’t matter. He wasn’t alive anymore. The gun dropped from his hand—no twitch of a muscle on the trigger—and his body slid off the pier into the green waters of the harbor.

      Alina ran to Tommy and jumped into his arms.

      Meanwhile, Jacinto walked casually up the pier with the Fire Serpent that he’d taken from one of the unconscious guards on the beach. “Fuck right, I was top gun,” he said with a chuckle. “You were so far behind me you were in a different zip code, brother.”

      Behind him, Malia walked beside an old Latino man whose face was ashen at the violence.

      “This is Carlos,” she said. “He’ll fly you wherever you want to go.”

      Jacinto poked the man in the stomach with the barrel of the rifle. “Hell yeah, he will! You won’t give us any trouble, will you, amigo?”

      “No trouble!” Carlos insisted. “No trouble!”

      The pilot ran for his seat inside the Airbus helicopter. Jacinto winked at Tommy and headed for the shotgun position on the other side. That left Tommy and Alina alone on the pier with Malia.

      “This time it really is goodbye,” Tommy said. “Malia, thank you.”

      “I’ll never forget what you did for me,” Alina whispered as she pulled the girl into a fierce embrace. “You gave me my life back.”

      Malia couldn’t manage to find any words. The two girls simply held each other until Tommy put a hand softly on his wife’s shoulder. Alina pulled herself away and blew Malia a kiss. She and Tommy bent down and headed for the helicopter, where the rotors were already turning. They scrambled into the back, and as the blades fired to life, the blue-silver craft lifted off the ground with a wobble. Tommy could see Malia through the window on the far end of the pier. Her blond hair was blown back by the turbulence, and she waved to them as the chopper slowly spun and soared westward over the Caribbean.

      Then she was gone. The island disappeared, and below them was nothing but black water on the way to Freeport.

      But the blackness didn’t last.

      On the horizon, in perfect silence, night turned into day. Fire rose into the sky, a bloom of orange flame so huge and bright it was like staring at the sun. The inferno roared and grew, and the sea itself seemed to be burning into a tornado of gray clouds. A concussion wave stormed over the helicopter, jolting them and making Carlos swear as the craft shimmied and shook. He adjusted the stick, and then the wave passed, and the chopper stabilized.

      A few seconds later, the sound finally caught up with them, a rumbling like the deadly growl in a tiger’s chest.

      They all knew Martin Fell was gone.

      Gillian had pushed the button.

      Tommy saw Alina staring through the glass, watching the aftermath of the explosion. Her expression was enigmatic, first dark, then angry, then guilty, like a maze of emotions in which she was lost. In the old days, he would have let it go. He wouldn’t have asked her what was on her mind. But those days were gone.

      “What are you thinking?”

      She came out of her trance and kissed him.

      “I’m free,” she said. “I’m finally free. He won’t come after me anymore. But it came at such a cost, Tommy. Ivie. Kim. That boy in Micanopy. Your old friend in Nassau. I don’t deserve this. I’m the one who made all the mistakes. I feel like I should be punished, not saved.”

      Tommy took Rosalita out of Lindy’s arms so that Alina could hold her. He pulled the two of them into his shoulder, and the warmth of their closeness spread through his own body.

      “I’m the one who made the mistakes,” he said. “And you saved me.”

      Alina cried softly as she lay against him, quiet tears running down her pretty face. She stared out the helicopter window, and as the fire disappeared behind them, the vast, empty ocean hypnotized her. Her breathing slowed and steadied. When he next looked down, he saw that his wife and daughter were both dreaming peacefully on his chest.

      Tommy was aware of how much he hurt. There was pain throughout his body, but the pain made him feel alive. The pain was worth it. He stared at his wife in his arms until his eyes drifted shut, and then he finally slept, too.
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      Three days later, with her arm in a sling, Lindy Jax returned to the island. It was overrun now by members of the Bahamian police, and Interpol, and the FBI. She took a boat into the harbor from a US Coast Guard cutter anchored offshore, and she flirted with the pilot, a very handsome Black officer. What was strange was that everyone seemed to know who she was. She found herself being treated like a rock star for having helped to expose the truth behind Martin Fell.

      When the Coast Guard boat docked, Malia was there to meet her on the pier. They’d only been apart for a few days, but the girl already looked different. She was at ease with herself, her face serious and confident. She wore a sleeveless cream-colored dress with sandals, and her blond hair had been cut and styled. The whole look made her seem older. Lindy had already seen her on television, and she’d handled the many interviews with news channels like a pro. If the situation was overwhelming her, she didn’t show it.

      Malia led her to a private garden behind the main house. Lunch had been set out on a small buffet, including cold meats and cheeses and carafes of fresh juice. They sat down and ate mostly in silence. Lindy was hungry and finished two full plates, but Malia picked at the small amount of food she’d taken and ate almost nothing.

      “I’m sorry about what happened to your parents,” Lindy said finally. “I know it’s a complicated situation for you. They did a lot of terrible things, but they were still your parents.”

      “Yeah, it’s complicated all right.” Malia gave her a look that said she appreciated someone saying that. “It’s not pure grief, but it’s still grief, if that makes any sense.”

      “It does. How are you, really?”

      Malia laughed softly. “I don’t even know. I haven’t had a minute to think about it. So many people, so many questions. The police, the media. Then night falls, and they all leave until the next day. And I look around at this place, and I think, it’s just me. For years, I was never here when there weren’t dozens of others. Guests of my father. The girls. Now, other than a few staff, the place is deserted.”

      “Will you stay on the island?”

      “Well, even if I wanted to leave, I couldn’t for a while. There’s too much to do. I’m working with the various authorities to figure out everything my father did. I’m sure there will be dozens of lawsuits. Millions of dollars to pay out in settlements. But I made the decision at the outset that I wouldn’t hide anything. All of my father’s files and surveillance videos, all of the travel records, every son of a bitch who came here, their names will come out. I imagine doing all that will take up the next few years of my life.”

      “That’s brave,” Lindy said, “but be aware, a lot of important people won’t be happy at the idea of their secrets being exposed. You’ll need security.”

      “I know. The FBI have already talked to me about that. I’ve gotten a lot of frightened phone calls and a few veiled threats. They don’t bother me. Not after what we went through.”

      Lindy smiled. She really liked this young woman.

      “What about you?” Malia asked. “Are you heading back to Florida?”

      “I guess so. The sheriff has decided I’m an asset to him after all. He’s offering me a big promotion.”

      “Is that what you want?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m not sure what else I’d do. Being a cop has always been my life.”

      Malia sipped from a champagne glass filled with orange juice. “Actually, that’s something I wanted to talk to you about.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yes, I need your help. Hundreds of girls came and went through here. Some went home. Some went off to different lives. Some—well, I think some were never seen again. My father and Gillian kept records, but needless to say, what I’ve seen of the files don’t tell the whole story. Figuring out what really happened to these girls is going to involve solving a lot of mysteries and using investigators all over the world. I can’t do it myself. I don’t have the time or expertise. But you do.”

      Lindy stared at her. “Me?”

      “Yes. I was hoping you’d lead the project for me. Find the girls who were here and make sure they’re compensated. Learn what happened to the ones who went missing.”

      “I don’t know what to say.”

      “I realize it’s a big ask,” Malia said. “You couldn’t do it out of Florida. You could live here on the island with me, or you could live in Nassau or Freeport. I’m happy to buy you a place there. I know you have your father to think about. He’s welcome to stay, too.”

      Lindy tried to imagine a new life.

      Not as a cop. Not in Florida. The prospect scared her, but she was surprised at how easily she could envision a different future for herself. She knew what her father would say. Whether he came with her or not, he’d tell her to do it. He’d say this was what Ray-Ray would want. And he would be right.

      “I need to think about it,” Lindy said, “but it’s a hell of an offer.”

      “I hope you’ll say yes,” Malia replied with a smile.

      The young woman got up and went back to the buffet, as if she had a renewed appetite. She selected a few pieces of sushi, then poured herself more juice and added a little champagne this time.

      When she sat back down, Malia said, “So have you heard from⁠—?”

      “Tommy and Alina?” Lindy shook her head. “No, not a word. They’ve gone underground. I don’t imagine we’ll hear from them again.”

      “Too bad,” Malia replied. “I’m going to miss Alina. I wish I could have kept her in my life. Of course, one way or another, they’ll reach out to me eventually.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Well, Rosalita is my half sister. She’s my father’s child. That means everything around here isn’t just mine. Half of it belongs to her. Once all the legal dust settles, and I’ve put right whatever I can from the things my parents did, I intend to put half of whatever’s left into a trust for Rosalita. She’s going to be one of the richest little girls in the world.”

      Lindy lifted her own glass of juice, and they tapped the two champagne flutes together. “I like that a lot.”

      “It’s only fair,” Malia replied. Then she glanced at the gateway that led out of the gardens and back to the house. An attendant was waiting there, and he nodded at Malia to indicate someone was outside.

      Lindy knew who it was. “Are you ready for this?”

      “Oh, definitely.”

      Lindy got up and went to the gate. She exchanged a few words with a small Middle Eastern woman who hovered nervously outside the gardens. Eventually, she won a weak smile from the woman, and she guided her past the pool to where Malia was waiting for her. Malia got to her feet, and there was an awkward moment where they didn’t know whether to shake hands or hug. In the end, they did a little of both.

      “Malia, this is Leila Ravelle,” Lindy told her.

      “Ms. Ravelle,” Malia said. “Thank you for coming.”

      The woman looked tongue-tied. “I wasn’t sure you’d want to see me.”

      “Actually, I’ve wanted to see you more than anyone else,” Malia said. “Please, sit down. Can I get you some lunch?”

      Leila shook her head. “No. Nothing.”

      Malia opened her mouth to speak, but Leila leaned across the table and put her hands over Malia’s. “Can I say something? Can I go first? Please. I know what Sela did to you. I know she—she killed your friend. I can only imagine how terrifying that experience must have been for you. An apology doesn’t change anything, but I am so sorry. I wish there was something I could do to make it up to you. Excuses mean nothing, but the person who did this to you was not my daughter. After Daria disappeared, Sela became someone else, someone I didn’t even know. I deeply regret the pain she caused you.”

      “Ms. Ravelle, that’s very kind of you to say,” Malia replied. “It means a lot to me. Believe me when I tell you, I don’t blame Sela. I know what she was going through. And in ways that are hard to explain, what she did made me a new person. Honestly, a better person than I used to be.”

      Leila said nothing, but she sniffled and looked down. She dug in her purse and dabbed a tissue at her face.

      “Anyway, I didn’t ask you to come here to talk about Sela,” Malia went on. “It’s something else.”

      Leila looked up with puzzlement. “What is it?”

      “We both know bad things have happened on this island. The lives of so many young girls were destroyed. Many of them disappeared. I’ll be working—hopefully with Lindy here—to right some of those wrongs as best I can. Sadly, most girls came for short periods of time. A few days, a few weeks, a few months. That makes the job harder of trying to find out what happened to them.”

      “I understand,” Leila replied, her face darkening.

      Malia took Leila’s hand. “However, I’ve learned that sometimes my father’s guests had—I hate to put it this way—favorites among the girls. They would come back here specifically to be with them. It’s ugly and awful. There’s nothing else I can say about it. After everything happened this week, I found out that a couple of the girls on the island had been here for as much as a year or more, specifically to service particular friends of my father. I know who those men are, Ms. Ravelle, and believe me, they will pay for what they did. But in this case, it means I can also give something back to you that was taken away.”

      She nodded at the gate, which opened at her direction.

      Lindy gently turned Leila’s shoulders, so that she could see a teenage girl standing on the far side of the gardens, with a nurse in scrubs by her side. Leila blinked in confusion, not believing what she was seeing. Then her mouth fell open in a silent scream of joy. Tears blurred her eyes and poured down her face.

      In the next moment, she was on her feet and running, and the girl by the gate was running, too.

      Running to her mother.
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        * * *

      

      Tommy moved like a ghost down the hallway of the dark Virginia home. It was almost two in the morning, and the upscale Vienna neighborhood was quiet. He was dressed in black, his hands sheathed in black nylon gloves. One hand carried the Laugo Alien semiautomatic pistol that had belonged to Mauricio Perez.

      He checked the main bedroom first, but it was empty, the blanket and sheets untouched. Even so, he knew the man was home. He’d been watching the red brick house from a nearby park all evening, and he’d seen the man turn off the lights and go upstairs an hour earlier.

      Tommy left the bedroom. At the end of the long hallway, he saw a door cracked open, but no light came from inside. He smelled the sweet smoke of an expensive cigar, and Sinatra sang quietly on a stereo.

      As Tommy got closer, a voice called from the room.

      “Come in, Tiger.”

      He kicked the door open with his boot, then spun inside, the Alien extended at the end of his arms. In the shadows, he made out a man sitting behind a desk, his hands laid flat on the surface.

      “I’ve been expecting you,” Senator Macklin said. “Do you mind if I turn on a light while we do this? I hate to die in the dark. Besides, I’m sure you’ve studied the angles of the house. You know there are no sniper vantages on this room.”

      Tommy said nothing. Macklin clicked on a Tiffany lamp that bathed the two of them in a dim glow. The room was an office and library, filled with hardcover books. The walls included dozens of framed photographs. Some were family pictures; others were highlights of Macklin’s political career.

      “When Luis disappeared, I assumed I was next,” Macklin said, lifting a glass of brandy and taking a drink.

      Tommy nodded. “I owe a debt to Mauricio Perez.”

      “And I’m the debt?”

      “Yes, you are.”

      Macklin’s face showed no emotion. “Well, we’re alone. I made sure of that. I sent my wife away to Colorado. My dog, too. No need for collateral damage. By the way, I hope you’re not expecting me to apologize for betraying you and Jacinto on that mission. There are no apologies in war.”

      “War?” Tommy asked. “It seems to me you were just covering up your own corruption.”

      “Call it what you want,” Macklin said with a shrug. “You know better than anyone that nothing is black or white in our world. Did I profit from Luis? Of course. Did I make sure our agencies turned a blind eye to his illegal activities? Yes, I did. But in my mind, the intel we got back was worth the trade-off. If you can’t hold opposing thoughts in your head at the same time, you have no business in politics.”

      Tommy didn’t want a debate with this man.

      “Mauricio wants me to kill you,” Tommy said. He held up the Alien. “With his own gun.”

      “How poetic.”

      “But not quickly. He wants it to be painful.”

      Macklin winced. “I’m sure he does.”

      “It’s going to happen on video,” Tommy added. “Perez wants to direct it himself. In exactly one minute, it will be two in the morning. He’s going to call me. That’s when we begin.”

      Macklin inhaled loudly through his nose.

      “You’re aware of the things I can do to you,” Tommy said.

      “Oh, yes. Quite aware.”

      “You need to know that I’ll do what Perez asks. Whatever he asks. I pay my debts. And I’m tired of running. I won’t have my wife and daughter looking over their shoulders for the rest of their lives. Do you understand me?”

      “I do.”

      Tommy approached the desk, not lowering the Alien. He reached into his jacket and slid a Taurus 856 revolver out of a shoulder holster. With his thumb, he cocked the hammer, readying it to fire with a single pull of the trigger. He put the gun in front of Macklin.

      “Of course, if I came here and found you already dead,” Tommy said, “there would be nothing I could do about that.”

      Macklin stared at Tommy.

      Then he stared at the gun on the desk.

      “This isn’t Russian roulette. The cylinder’s full. You can’t miss.” Tommy checked his watch. “Ten seconds, Senator. It’s your choice.”
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        * * *

      

      Tommy left the lights off in the Falls Church motel room. He checked on Rosalita, who slept soundly in the crib, making a little whistle through her nose. He took off his clothes and showered in the darkness, and when he was done, he slipped into bed next to Alina. He spooned her from behind, wrapping his arm around the bare skin of her stomach.

      She was awake.

      “Is it done?” she asked.

      “Yes.”

      He felt no change in her body. No stiffness. No judgment. She knew who he was now. Over the past three days, he’d told her everything. Everything he’d done, the good and the bad, the righteous and the evil. Every rule he’d broken. And after all that, she’d stayed with him. He was still the man she loved.

      “Who pulled the trigger?” she asked calmly. “You or him?”

      “Does it matter?”

      “No.” Then she spoke out of the darkness. “But if I ask, would you tell me?”

      “Yes.”

      She hesitated for only a moment, but she didn’t ask him. Instead, she turned over, and her body melted against his.

      “I love you,” she said.

      “I love you, too.”

      “Where do we go now? Who do we become next?”

      “I don’t know, Alina,” he said, loving the sound of her name on his lips. After a pause, he added, “I don’t even know who I am anymore. I only know what I’m not.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “I’m not Tiger,” he said.

      Alina kissed him hard. Her hands clung to his body as if she would never let go.

      “But you are, my love. You always will be. And now that I know it, that’s okay.”

      “No, Tiger’s gone,” he insisted because he wanted to believe it. “He’s never coming back. I’m done with that life.”

      His wife put a finger over his lips to stop him from saying foolish things.

      “That’s not a promise you can make to me, Tommy,” Alina told him. “Tigers don’t sleep through the winter. Even if they want to, that’s not who they are. Tigers just keep moving.”
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