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“Things have a life of their own,” the gypsy said with a harsh accent. “It’s simply a matter of waking up their souls.”

- Gabriel Garcia Marquez




To Helen Ristuccia-Christensen, my gypsy friend “Down Under,” discovering Australia.




ONE

It was going to be the perfect crime because, if they were successful, there would be no crime scene. Once the two men were dropped at the dock, everything would be gone within a matter of minutes, like a magic act. But this was no illusion. They were silent as the driver pulled his car into the Ponce Marina parking lot for the half-million-dollar heist.

After a Saturday night of partying, most of the liveaboards would be fast asleep, many in a near-coma state from booze, barbecues, and a day spent on their boats in the hot Florida sun. The men in the car knew that. That’s why they planned the theft to happen in the dead of night, under the cover of darkness.

The driver pulled in, scanning his eyes across the dockmaster’s office, the marina buildings, a yacht sales company, and the Tiki Bar & Restaurant. He stopped in the center of the lot. There was one streetlamp glowing, moths circling it, the light casting deep shadows. There were less than a dozen cars in the lot, all vacant.

The driver turned to the man in the passenger seat. “It’s showtime. You guys take it from here. Remember, there is only one security camera covering the parking lot. It’s outside the marina’s office. Pull your hoodies up and don’t look to your right. Head straight to L-dock, and you’ll be fine.”

The man grinned. “Diaz, it’s not like we haven’t done this before tonight. We’re pros, bro. Stay cool. Besides, we’re locked and loaded if something goes wrong.” He looked across the lot and saw a large, tawny orange and brown cat sauntering by, heading toward the docks.

The man in the backseat leaned forward, his hand on the SIG 9mm under his belt. “When we walk down that dock and board the Hatteras, what happens if somebody’s on it? All these boaters have guns aboard. We don’t want any surprises.”

The driver looked in the rearview mirror at his accomplice. “Manny, I’ve told you and Miguel that the old man isn’t a liveaboard.”

“You also told us the owner is an ex-marine. I don’t care how old the dude is. Those guys shoot first and ask questions later. Screw it. Let’s get this done. We got a pile of money waiting for us in Freeport.”

The men opened their car doors and got out. The interior dome light was turned off. The driver pressed a button to lower his window. He looked at the two men, with their hoodies up, the moonlight casting them in silhouette. The night air was soft and carrying the scent of the sea. “It’s a nice night for a cruise.” Diaz smiled. “I’ll keep an eye out here for 10 minutes, then I’m gone. I’ll wait another five minutes up the road. When you get the motors started, text me that you’re good to go. After that, I won’t be coming back. It’s you guys, the yacht, and the open ocean.”

Miguel grinned. “You got the easy part in this. All you gotta do is find the right yachts. It’s up to us to steal ‘em.” The men turned and walked across the lot, never looking toward the right, staring straight ahead. After surveying the marina three days earlier, they had a good feel for the layout. From this point, it was a matter of minutes before a yacht called Gypsy Tears would be gone.

***

Ben Wilson thought he was dreaming until the nightmare of reality started forming. He lay in bed, his wife fast asleep next to him. The red glow of a digital light from the nightstand clock let Wilson know that it was 3:07 a.m. His phone was telling him something ominous. It made a series of beeps, half a dozen, like the sound of a weak battery from a dying smoke detector in the next room.

It was a warning.

He sat up in bed and reached for his glasses on the nightstand next to his phone. With the screen facing upward, the pulse of white light from the phone appeared to be matching the throb of soft beeps, until they stopped. Wilson was in his late sixties, with white hair and puffy eyes from seasonal allergies. The left side of his face was creased from his pillowcase. He put on his glasses, picked up the phone, and stared at the screen. His eyes followed a small white dot as it moved. He raised his eyebrows, his sleepy mind having difficulty comprehending what he was seeing.

“Damn,” he whispered, his jawline hard, his left hand gripping his phone. “I can’t believe that!”

“What is it, Ben?” asked his wife, Vivian, her salt and pepper hair hanging just below her shoulders.

“Our boat! It’s moving!”

“What do you mean, it’s moving?”

“I’m watching the GPS signal coming from Ponce Marina. Our boat is gone from her slip. Somebody’s on board. They’re stealing her!” Ben shot out of bed, wearing a T-shirt and boxer shorts. He looked at his wife, who turned on the bedside light. “The boat will be gone by the time I could reach the marina.”

“Call the Coast Guard.”

“At three in the morning, my call will go to voicemail.”

“Call the police department.”

“By the time the cops get there, the boat will have cleared Ponce Inlet. I need to reach somebody right there at the marina. Maybe they can stop it.”

“Who can call at this hour?”

“I know who. Let me find his number.”




TWO

Nick Cronus lived aboard his fishing boat, St. Michael, docked at Ponce Marina. Nick, a commercial fisherman, had returned from a three-day and two-night fishing trip out in the Atlantic. He’d sold his catch to the fish house, cleaned his 40-foot boat from bow to stern, partied hard earlier in the night, and had fallen asleep in the master berth just after midnight.

When his phone started buzzing at 3:15 in the morning, Nick opened one sleepy eye. Maybe it’s Kristina Owen, he thought, a fourth-grade schoolteacher from New Jersey he’d met in the Tiki Bar hours earlier. They’d had margaritas and a few laughs. Nick made the overture, inviting her to join him for a nightcap on St. Michael. She had turned him down, but they did exchange phone numbers.

He was hoping she’d changed her mind and was wanting some late-night company. He reached for his phone on the nightstand, moonlight pouring through the open porthole window, the creaking sounds of ropes tightening against a rising tide. Nick squinted, his dark eyes trying to read the number. His thick black hair was tousled and looked like a damp mop. His walrus mustache was disheveled, and one big hand held the phone.

Nick recognized the number and knew that something must be very wrong. He cleared his throat. “Hello.”

***

Ben Wilson was pacing in his kitchen, and the lights in a pathway from the bedroom to the kitchen were all flipped on. Vivian was standing near him wearing a robe. “Nick, it’s Ben. Sorry to call you at this time in the morning, but I just got an alert that my boat is moving.”

“Moving? You mean out of the marina?” Wearing only boxers, Nick rolled from his bed and headed for the aft-deck cockpit. “Hold a sec, Ben. Lemme see what the hell’s goin’ on.” Nick was outside, in the center of his open cockpit, using the back of one hand to wipe the sleep from his tired eyes. He looked at the vacant slip where Ben Wilson’s convertible Hatteras was always docked. “Shit!”

“Nick, what is it? What do you see?”

“Tell you what I don’t see—Gypsy. She’s gone! I musta been dead to the world. Can’t believe I didn’t hear her engines. I’ll run to the end of L dock to see if I can get a glimpse of her.” Nick jumped from St. Michael onto the dock and ran barefoot another hundred feet toward the end of the long mooring. Boats were bobbing in the rising tide, their bows and stern lines groaning.

Nick stood near the last wooden plank on the dock, the inky sky filled with stars, wet dew on the boards under his feet, a light mist drifting up from dark water. He looked west, past dozens of boats in the marina, toward the Halifax River. From that point, Ponce Inlet and the Atlantic Ocean were two miles away. “Ben, there’s no sign of Gypsy. Did you somehow leave the keys on her?”

“No, I checked. They’re here at the house. Whoever stole her probably hotwired the ignition.”

“Do you have the GPS coordinates on your phone screen?”

“Yes. Hold a second.” He looked at the moving white dot, the marine location coordinates in the lower left side of the screen. “Looks like the boat is in the pass now, heading out into the ocean. I have the GPS set on latitude. Makes it easier to track.”

“I’d fire up St. Michael, but she’s a lot slower than your boat. By the time I got to the pass, Gypsy would be long gone. Did you call the law?”

“I called you first because you’re the closet to the boat.”

“Call the cops. The sheriff’s office has a marine patrol. Maybe they can get someone on it. Did you try the Coast Guard?”

“No, I figured at three o’clock in the morning, I wouldn’t reach a real person.”

Nick stepped closer to one of three streetlamps down the dock. Each was atop a fifteen-foot utility pole treated with creosote. He held the phone to one ear and rubbed his left temple, his skin the color of light tea. His heritage was from the Greek island of Mikonos, where, as a child, he’d learned to dive for sponges before eventually immigrating to America. He never left his accent in the old country or his work ethic. He labored as a fisherman and played just as hard as an enduring bachelor. “Try the Coast Guard. Maybe somebody’s on duty just in case our coast is ever invaded.”

“I’ll do that now.”

Nick walked back toward his boat and the empty slip where Gypsy had been moored just a few hours ago. There was another boat on the opposite side of the vacant slip. Nick glanced at the name painted on the back side of the transom. Jupiter. “Ben, if you can’t get the Coast Guard, Marine Patrol, or anybody with a fast boat, there is someone you might want to contact.”

“Who’s that?”

“You know him. It’s Sean O’Brien.”




THREE

An hour later, Gypsy was deep into international waters off the coast of Florida. Two men were aboard. Miguel Garcia, a Venezuelan with dark hair gelled straight back, a sharp face, and a cobra tattoo on his forearm, was at the wheel. His partner from Haiti, Manny Baptiste, had a shaved head and a gold hoop earring in one ear. He stood nearby, holding a pair of binoculars to his eyes, scanning the sea far behind the wake churned up from the boat. He was searching for moving lights—boats on the water.

Garcia grinned and sipped from a bottle of Heineken he’d found in one of the boat’s refrigerators. “No need to keep looking back there now. We’re home free, bro. We disconnected the GPS at the marina. Nobody’s following us ‘cause they got no idea who we are and where we be goin.’ There’s plenty of fuel in the tank, and the big diesels have low hours and are in jammin’ shape. Our man, Eduardo, knows how to pick the best boats.”

Baptiste nodded. “Then we go in there and steal ‘em. Diaz has the easiest job.”

“But we have more fun. Taking yachts from rich Americans is like stealing candy from a child. They got no defense. All they can do is cry, ‘cause out here nobody gives a shit. The big ocean is the last Wild West.”

“Where’d you find the beer?”

“I pulled this outta the little fridge behind the bar in the salon. There are plenty more.”

“We didn’t have time to check for guns on here. I’ll go do that now.”

Garcia lifted his shirt, displaying a 9mm Beretta wedged under his belt. “We got our own guns. My man Dario keeps his team well-armed.”

“Well, Dario Cardona ain’t here. And I would prefer a rifle or AK if somebody gets too close.”

“Then go check around. I doubt you’re gonna find weapons on board. Eduardo said the old man who owns this looked like an accountant or a pale-skinned lawyer.”

Baptiste left the flybridge and climbed down to the cockpit. He entered the salon and began to search, the oak woodwork bright and gleaming from the special care that Ben and Vivian Wilson put into Gypsy. The Haitian searched behind furniture, under two couches, chair cushions, and behind the mahogany bar. No guns. He did the same thing in the galley and three cabins, spending more time in the master berth. Opening closets, dresser drawers, rummaging through clothes, sniffing the lavender fragrance from a pair of Vivian’s silk panties.

He finished by looking through storage areas that held tools and spare boat parts. Baptiste entered the lower helm area. He looked at the steering wheel, the digital gauges, chart plotters, and other marine equipment. Something caught his eye. It was a soft white light barely visible under the consol. He kneeled and looked at the source. “What the shit?”

***

The sun was just peeking over the edge of the Atlantic, the clouds above the marina like cotton candy, spun with soft shades of yellow and pink. As two sheriff’s deputies approached, Ben Wilson looked down at his phone screen again. Nick Cronus, now wearing faded blue shorts and a T-shirt, stood on the dock next to him. The empty boat slip was in front of them.

Nick folded his muscular Popeye forearms over his thick chest and glanced at the officers walking down the dock toward them. “They sure took their sweet time gettin’ here.”

Ben nodded. “I guess the theft of a 60-foot Hatteras ranks low on the crime charts nowadays.” He looked down at his phone again. The moving dot vanished. “It’s gone!”

“What’s gone?”

“The GPS signal. They must have found the tracker I’d hidden beneath the console in the lower station.”

***

After Baptiste unplugged the small GPS transmitter from an electrical outlet under the helm console, he dropped the device on the teak floor, stomping it under the heel of his shoe. He climbed topside, entering the flybridge. “Miguel, the GPS here in the bridge wasn’t the only one on this boat.”

Garcia stood from the captain’s chair, dumbfounded. “What are you sayin’?”

“I found a smaller GPS tracker hidden in the lower station. I disconnected it and smashed the shit outta it. Thing is in a couple dozen pieces.”

Garcia looked at the digital chart plotter. “We’re fifty miles away from Florida, making a beeline toward Freeport. We got a couple hundred miles to go. Even if somebody was trackin’ us, they got no idea where our real destination would be. There are more than 700 islands in the Bahamas, dude. Did you find any guns aboard?”

“No.”

“Good. We won’t be needing them anyway. Nobody will come after us. Even if they try to find us, Dario will feed ‘em to the sharks. He runs the best boat-jacking operation in all the seven seas.”

***

The two deputies came up to Ben and Nick. One deputy was wide and heavy. Military haircut. A thin pink scar ran across the bridge of his bent nose. He walked with a waddle, like a gym rat. The other man was tall, had wide shoulders, a tapered waistline, and sleepy brown eyes. “Which one of y’all is Ben Wilson?” he asked.

Ben nodded. “That’s me.”

The other deputy made an awkward smile. “Sorry, we’re running late. There was a three-car accident on A1A. Two fatalities. We, along with some other units, were tied up there. You told dispatch that somebody stole your boat, right?”

Ben pointed to the empty slip. “That’s where she was docked for the last two years. Boat’s name is Gypsy. Does the sheriff’s department have access to a fast boat? I think Gypsy is about fifty to sixty miles off the coast.”

“That would be a job for the Coast Guard, sir. Something like that is way out of our jurisdiction. We don’t have a vessel capable of going far offshore. Tell us what happened.”

Ben told them what occurred and added, “My wife and I worked hard and saved every penny. We didn’t take vacations for years, trying to earn enough money to buy our boat. She’s a 60-foot Hatteras convertible. I have the title and paperwork in this folder. These are copies. The originals are in a safe on the boat in the master berth.”

The shorter deputy looked at Nick. “Who are you?”

“Nick Cronus. That’s my boat, St. Michael. I’m one of Ben’s liveaboard neighbors.”

“Mr. Wilson, you don’t live aboard your boat, right?”

“Correct. We have a house near Sanford, about forty minutes from here. My wife, Vivian, and I were going to take Gypsy and tour the Bahama Islands this summer. It looks like someone beat us to it.”

“How do you know they are taking your boat to the Bahamas?”

Ben glanced at his phone. “Because of the GPS trackers. The thief or thieves must have disconnected the one in the flybridge because the signal was lost earlier. I had a second tracker hidden in the lower helm, but that one ended right after you arrived. Apparently, they just discovered and destroyed it because the light faded from my screen. So, my gut is telling me they’re taking my boat to the Bahamas.”

“Did you call the Coast Guard?” asked the taller deputy.

“Yes. About an hour ago. I left a voicemail message.”

The deputy eyed Nick. “You said that’s your boat, and you’re a liveaboard. Were you on your boat when the one in the slip next to you was stolen?”

“When I went to bed, Gypsy was there. A few hours later, when Ben called me at 3:15 in the morning, his boat was gone.”

“What time did you go to bed?”

“Around midnight. I’m a commercial fisherman, I’d just come back from a three-day run out in the Atlantic, had dinner and drinks at the Tiki Bar, walked to my boat, and hit the sack.”

“Does the marina have security cameras out here?”

“There are some near the entrances of each dock. None this far down.”

The deputy wrote something on his iPad. “We’ll check with the marina manager when the office opens to see if any of the cameras caught someone entering L dock near three a.m.”

Ben’s phone buzzed. He looked at the screen. “That’s the Coast Guard returning my call. I need to take this.”




FOUR

Ben Wilson hoped the phone call would bring good news. He answered and walked across the dock to speak with the Coast Guard, leaving Nick and the two deputies standing near the vacant boat slip. “Hello?”

“Mr. Wilson?”

“Speaking.”

“This is petty officer Pete Weaver. I heard your voicemail message. Can you tell me what happened, sir?”

“Yes, of course.” Ben gave the details to Weaver and added, “I think Gypsy is about sixty to seventy miles southeast, heading in a more easterly trek toward the Bahamas. Maybe Freeport. Can you get a helicopter in the air and a fast boat behind it?”

“Is anyone lost at sea, missing, or kidnapped?”

“My boat’s missing. Do you need more than that?”

“Yes, sir. I’m sorry, but I do. The Coast Guard is set up to recover people with vessels in distress, not stolen boats. Last year, thieves stole more than 4500 boats in the U.S. Almost forty percent of that number happened here in Florida. It’s overwhelming and not something that the Coast Guard can handle. We simply don’t have the manpower to hunt down and repossess vessels. I’m very sorry. At the twelve-mile mark off our coast, it’s international waters with a whole range of different laws.”

“But the crime occurred right here in America.”

“I understand, sir. Unfortunately, with more than two thousand vessels stolen from Florida each year, it’s a common crime. And the criminals know how to work the system. Bimini is only fifty-eight miles east of Fort Lauderdale. A stolen boat, say one like yours with a top speed of twenty-five to thirty knots, can be in the Bahamas in under three hours.”

“If the Coast Guard can’t or won’t help me, what are my options?”

“I’d suggest that you contact a private company. One that specializes in the repo of stolen boats taken to the islands. It’s a very dangerous job down in places like that. And on the open seas, piracy is still going on today. The theft rings sometimes are operated by cartels. They can have a stolen boat repainted, renamed, ID changed, and sold in a matter of a few days.”

Ben shook his head. He felt nauseous, the taste of burnt coffee and bile rising in his throat. “My life savings are in that boat. I can’t let a half-million dollars be stolen and forgotten about the moment thieves abscond over the horizon.”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Wilson. I wish I could be more helpful.”

“You mentioned private companies that facilitate boat repossessions. Can you recommend a few of these companies or some independent contractors?”

“I can’t because that would be an implied endorsement, something the Coast Guard won’t do.”

“Let’s forget the Coast Guard. Can you, petty officer Weaver, personally recommend someone or a company to me?”

“I’m sorry, sir, I can’t. There are a few in Florida, especially the Miami area. And there are two in New Orleans. For logistics, it’s probably better to hire a Florida company.”

“I need to go. This conversation is making me sick.”

“Oh, Mr. Wilson, before you go, may I offer you a piece of advice?”

“What is it?”

“Whatever you do, don’t try to go into the islands to find the boat by yourself.”

“Thank you.” Ben clicked off. He glanced at the name of the boat he was facing. Gibraltar. It was a 42-foot Grand Banks trawler. He detected movement on it. One of Ben’s friends was coming out of the main salon with a mug of steaming coffee in his hand.

Dave Collins, wide-shouldered, wearing shorts, boat shoes, and a tropical print shirt, stepped to the edge of Gibraltar’s transom and looked up at Ben, Nick, and the two deputies. “I gather you’ve had a challenging night. Ben, where’s your boat? Where’s Gypsy?”

“She’s gone, Dave. Someone stole her.”

“I am so sorry. Do you know the details of what happened?”

Ben gave a summary and added, “A Coast Guard spokesman said they can’t help. Maybe I should have said that a family member was sleeping on Gypsy when she was stolen. The Coast Guard won’t recover boats, but they will search for people lost at sea in distressed vessels.”

Dave Collins was in his late sixties, with snow white hair, a trimmed silver beard, and blue eyes that could be playful one moment and intense the next second. He sipped his coffee and motioned with one hand toward the two deputies standing near Nick. “Can the sheriff’s department help?”

“They told me it’s out of their jurisdiction. Even though the crime happened right here in the middle of their jurisdiction. Dave, did you happen to hear or see anything odd from around two o’clock to about three in the morning?”

Dave smiled. “Only in my dreams. But I guess that’s the nature of dreams. Here on L dock, I didn’t see or hear anything. I was reading a book until about eleven last night. Fell asleep with the AC on in the master cabin. It’s hard to hear something unless it’s out of place for a marina. And that covers a lot of ground.” He glanced at the watch on his wrist. “The marina office opens in a few minutes. We can see if their security cameras caught anything at the entrance to L dock at that time in the morning.”

“The deputies said they’re going to check with the office, too.”

“Then we can stroll down there as well. I’m curious as to what we might find. What do you say?”

“Let’s do it.”




FIVE

Max watched for floating logs with unblinking eyes. They weren’t difficult to spot. Gators in the midst. Max, our ten-pound female dachshund, led the way out to the end of the dock, which went from our backyard to more than sixty feet into the St. Johns River in Central Florida. Max pranced as she walked, little butt bouncing, her brown eyes adventurous, nostrils testing the air. The breeze across the river carried the scent of honeysuckles and blooming waterlilies.

The dock, supported by twenty-four beams and planks made from heart-of-pine, was eight feet above the waterline. Max enjoyed strolling out to the very end and glancing down, sometimes seeing her reflection off the dark, flat water. Her given name was Maxine. But with her swagger and fearless persona, Max became a better fit.

At the last section of the dock, I’d built two wooden benches. One faced east for soaking in morning sunrises. The other was turned in the opposite direction—west—giving us the best seat in nature’s house for some of the most spectacular sunsets in the world.

This morning was a picture postcard of old Florida. Tall bald cypress trees, with whiskered limbs draped in swaying gray beards of Spanish moss, lined the riverbanks. Snowy egrets and blue and white herons stood like statues in the shallows around the stumpy cypress knees, searching for breakfast. An osprey called out as it flew from a 200-year-old live oak in our backyard across the river to the edge of the Ocala National Forest. It vanished above the tree line, as if it had flown through a primal time warp into a land that hadn’t changed in two thousand years. A wispy mist danced from the surface as the sunlight skipped golden coins beneath the thin vail of white.

Being the early risers in the family, Max and I had a morning routine. I sipped black coffee from a mug while she and I stood at the end of the dock, watching the sunrise over the river. The St. Johns is the only river in America that flows north its entire length. The headwaters begin from marshes west of Vero Beach and snake their way 310 miles north, meeting the Atlantic at Mayport, east of Jacksonville.

I looked back at our home in the center of three acres. It was built more than sixty years ago from cypress and oak. It has a gabled roof made from tin, and the screened-in porch offers a view of the river from the backside of the house. At the edge of the property is a shell mound overgrown with scrub oaks and cabbage palms. State archologists believe the mound was built 900 years ago by the Timucuan people, a race long since wiped out from European diseases.

Our home is east of DeLand, at approximately the midpoint of the river’s path. There are no neighbors for almost a mile because most of the adjacent property is state-owned land or national forest.

I’d bought the old house after leaving Miami when my first wife, Sherri, died from cancer. I was working as a homicide detective before quitting the department after her death. I’d taken the job after serving as a member of the Army’s Delta Force, seeing tours of duty in the Middle East and Afghanistan. Today, I work as a private detective, sometimes taking on cold cases. Other times, I’d work cases that were never investigated by law enforcement—tracking lost people and things.

My name is Sean O’Brien. My wife, Wynona, and I are raising two children, our daughter Angela and son Connor. When I’d left our master bedroom before sunrise, Wynona and the kids were sleeping. I walked Max, enjoyed my first cup of coffee, and put her inside the back porch while I did my morning run, jogging a mile along the river. Returning, I lifted weights outdoors. At almost six-three and 200 pounds, in my late forties, working out was a way of life. Afterwards, I made another cup of coffee, then followed Max back down to the dock, where the two of us sat side-by-side on the east-facing bench.

This morning the river surface was flat, the current as slow as the breaking of dawn. A trellis of lavender trumpet flowers yawned in the morning light, dewdrops the size of peas hung like pearls from the blossoms near the seawall. A weeping willow tree was barely swaying in the soft air, its leafy limbs caressing the river near the shoreline.

Max spotted what she was looking for. It was a gator coming from the other side of the river. Its eyes and knotty back were just above the surface, the wide tail barely moving as the animal glided through the water. Max barked once and looked up at me. “I’d guess that bull gator would go at least ten feet. When you bark, kiddo, you’re ringing the dinner bell.”

Max snorted, ignoring me.

I heard the screen door to the back porch slam shut. Wynona and the kids were up and heading down to the dock. I wasn’t working any active cases; my calendar cleared for the next couple of weeks. I wanted to spend some time with the family and was planning to take Jupiter from the marina down the intercostal to Stuart. But sometimes, as I learned in the military, your best laid plans can change like the weather.

“Daddy!” shouted my daughter, Angela. “Mama’s gonna make blueberry pancakes for breakfast.” Angela skipped down the dock, her yellow sundress flowing in the breeze. She was followed by Wynona, who held Connor’s hand, stopping to point out a lizard sunning itself. Although Connor was going on three, he had a keen sense of observation and curiosity about nature. If it moved, ran, swam, or grew outdoors, Connor was interested.

Angela ran up to me, arms out, wide smile. I bent down, lifting her. She had dark brown hair, dimples, and a toothy smile and was now in the third grade. “Blueberry pancakes sound great. Are you going to help your mother?”

“Yep. Connor can’t help that much because he’s too little.”

“You’re right. But one day he’ll be bigger, and he’ll help with lots of things.”

“Yep. But he has to learn to put away his toys first, so we don’t trip over them.”

“He’s working on it. Can you see that alligator out in the river?”

“He’s big. Is he coming to visit us?”

“I don’t think the gator will come very close. He heard Max barking.”

“But alligators can eat dogs.”

“Sometimes. If they can catch them. That’s why we don’t let Max get close to the river’s edge. And we won’t let you or your brother do that either.”

“I know that. But Connor has to learn not to get too close in case an alligator is near there, right?”

“Yes. And you’ve been wonderful in how patient and kind you are in helping your brother learn new things.”

She nodded, watching the big gator swim toward an oxbow in the river. More than two hundred yards northwest, a bald eagle soared over the cypress trees. Wynona and I had adopted Angela not long after I rescued her and other children from a child sex ring two years ago. I’d located the kids locked in a steel container on a cargo ship headed to pedophile buyers in the Middle East. Angela was the youngest child in a group of more than a dozen.

Before law enforcement could arrive on the ship in the Port of Tampa, Angela had hugged my leg, crying, not wanting me to leave her. I’d held her in my arms, her warm tears soaking into my shirt. Angela’s parents had been killed in a car accident. With no other relatives, she was shuffled around in foster care, which led to her abduction by child sex traffickers.

Wynona and I continue repairing little pieces of Angela’s soul. At night, when our daughter is asleep, I can tell she’s trying to slay dragons. We make it our goal to do that for her.

When Connor and Wynona came closer, she released his hand, and he ran over to me. “Daddy, pick me up.” I used my other hand to lift him. Connor, with his wavy dark hair and hazel eyes, took in the view of the river from the elevated height. “Look. A big bird!” He pointed to a great white heron snatching a small fish from the tannin waters.

Wynona smiled. “Do you have room for me in those big arms of yours?”

I laughed. “Always.”

Wynona’s black hair hung down to the middle of her back. She had olive skin, high cheek bones, and caramel brown eyes that were soft and yet steady as an oak. In the sunrise, her eyes reminded me of polished amber, like morning light peeking through the trees in a forest. Her mother was Seminole. Her deceased father had been Irish. The combination gave Wynona striking beauty. But it was in her giving heart where the roots of her real beauty lived. I set the kids down on one of the wooden benches. Max’s tail wagged like a one-armed drummer.

Wynona inhaled a deep breath, taking in the splendor of the morning—the soft air, birdsong in the trees, and the sound of fish breaking water in search of breakfast. She smiled. “I wish we could share this view of the river with the rest of the world. These floral scents, nature unfiltered for another gorgeous day on the old river. It’s the kind of therapy that really makes you feel alive and connected to the universe.”

“If you think this is great, wait until sunset. It might get better.”

“As beautiful as the river sunsets are, I still prefer the dawn because it’s the invitation to a new day, a chance to wipe the slate clean and begin something for the first time or improve whatever is driving you. It’s mornings like this—outdoors—that you sense life through your pores. I know you feel that way, too, Sean. That’s why you’re down here almost every morning.”

“Max and I are out here at dawn while you three sleepy heads are still in bed. I’ve already had some quiet time, my workout, and a second cup of coffee.”

Wynona smiled. “Well, I used to be up by dawn—before kids. But I still have good memories.”

“When I was in Delta Force, places like Afghanistan or Iraq, I was just happy to make it to another sunrise. It’s something you learn to never take for granted—surviving to see a new day.” I looked over at the kids, Angela pointing out a hovering dragonfly to Connor. I glanced at my wife. “Have a seat and let your pores breathe. That way, you can relax and contemplate which slate needs improving or wiping.”

She laughed and sat on the bench facing the sunrise. “I’m taking Angela to the mall to buy some clothes. Can you stay with Connor? You’re not working a case today, right?”

“Not today. I might take Connor in the skiff downriver to one of my favorite fishing spots. I’d love to see him hook a fat blue gill.”

“Yeah, with a lot of help from his daddy. Get a picture if he does. And please make sure he’s in a lifejacket.”

As I started to respond, my phone buzzed. It was a text from my friend, Nick Cronus. Sean, something bad went down at the marina overnight. Ben Wilson’s boat, Gypsy, was stolen. He’s pretty shaken up. Maybe you could stop by today.




SIX

Although Ben Wilson walked down L dock in Ponce Marina, his thoughts were over the horizon, locked aboard his beloved boat, Gypsy. He moved forward with Nick, Dave, and the two deputies. No one spoke. The shorter deputy’s gun belt squeaked as he ambled over the wooden planks. Many of the people living on their boats were making breakfast, the smell of fried bacon and coffee in the morning air, seagulls chuckling overhead, and the clouds pink and golden.

The dockmaster, Russ Kilgore, wearing a dark blue polo shirt, jeans, and a billed hat, was just opening the doors to the office when the men arrived. A commercial fisherman before managing the marina, Kilgore’s craggy face was weathered from years in the sun. He eyed the deputies, then shifted his glance to Dave.

“Good morning, Russ.”

“Mornin’, Dave. Hey, Nick and Ben. Looks like a funeral procession. Hello, officers. What’s going on? Did somebody get shot at the Tiki Bar last night?”

Nick grinned. “Not while I was there, and I left at around midnight.”

Dave smiled. “No human fatalities, but Ben’s Hatteras was stolen during the night.”

Kilgore looked at Ben. “What the hell happened?”

Wilson folded his arms across his chest. “Gypsy’s gone, Russ. Some piece of crap thieves managed to hotwire her and steal Gypsy right from her slip. The last GPS signal I got on my phone indicated she was being piloted toward the Bahamas.”

“I’ll be damned, Ben. Sorry to hear that. Y’all come on inside. I’ll make some coffee, and you can fill me in on the details. Maybe there’s something we can do.”

As Kilgore unlocked the door, the taller deputy asked, “What surveillance cameras do you have around the marina?”

“We have twenty cameras.” Kilgore opened the office door, and everyone entered. He turned the lights on, heading for a coffee machine. As he made coffee, he glanced at the deputy. “Most of the cameras are out there on poles along the main boardwalk that connects all the docks from A through O. The cameras are aimed at the entrances to each dock. One camera covers the rear entrance to the Tiki Bar & Restaurant. Those doors face the marina. One overlooks the main parking lot. That’s pretty much it.”

The shorter deputy said, “You have half a dozen other businesses here at the marina. I noticed a yacht brokerage, a Sea Tow company, a small grocery store, and that large warehouse for out-of-water boat storage. Do cameras cover those?”

“Each business has its own exterior and interior security cameras. Works well for their insurance purposes.”

“We’d like to view the footage from the camera that covers L dock and the one that overlooks the parking lot.”

Kilgore nodded. “No problem. Let me fill my cup, and I’ll find the footage. Y’all help yourself to coffee. It comes from beans picked in Costa Rica’s cloud forest.”

Nick poured a cup, his eyes red and bloodshot. He followed the rest of the men to a back office. Kilgore sat at a gray metal desk with a widescreen computer on it. He used the keyboard and toggle switch to search through the video footage from the camera overlooking L dock. Kilgore looked up at Ben. “What time do you think Gypsy was stolen?”

“Sometime shortly after three a.m. That’s when I got the GPS alert on my phone. In just the few minutes it took me to get my wits together and call Nick, Gypsy was out of her slip and gone, heading for Ponce Inlet and the open sea.”

Kilgore nodded and sipped his black coffee. “Okay. Let’s go to around 2:30 a.m. and proceed from there.” He shuffled through the video footage, a digital timestamp moving in the lower part of the screen. He stopped the images at the 2:30 a.m. mark. “What you see is the entrance to L dock. There’s enough light from the streetlamps. Look there. You can see a cat sitting in the lot not far from the locked gate. I’ll slowly forward the video.”

“That’s ol’ Joe, the dock cat.” Nick grinned, his dark eyebrows arching. “Hey, look, ol’ Joe’s on the move.”

“But that’s not ol’ Joe,” said Dave, pointing toward the left part of the screen.

The camera captured two men, both wearing dark clothes and hoodies, coming up to the gate. In seconds, one man picked the lock. They both entered and were soon out of sight.

“I’d bet that’s our bad guys,” said the taller deputy. “Let’s look at the camera covering the parking lot. We know how they left the marina. Maybe it’ll show how they arrived.”

Kilgore nodded. “No problem.” He used keyboard controls to access another camera, fast-forwarding the video to the 2:30 time. As the video moved forward, the camera showed at least a dozen cars in the parking lot, but no movement, except for the moths flying around the white neon lights spelling Tiki Bar & Grill. “Okay, I see headlights reflecting from somewhere on the road … oh, they’re gone.”

Seconds later, a dark Chevy SUV pulled into the lot, stopping near two tall royal palm trees near the edge of the pavement, its headlights off. Two men in black clothes and hoodies got out. One man said something to the driver as the window slid down. Seconds later, the two left the lot, walking between the Tiki Bar and the marina office, heading toward L dock.

“Let’s note the timestamp,” Dave said. “It’s 2:49 a.m.”

“Can you get a closer shot of their faces?” asked the taller deputy.

Kilgore shook his head. “The lot camera is older; it doesn’t have a zoom toggle. Regardless, the hoodies those two are wearing just about cover their faces. Let’s see how long the driver stays.” He fast-forwarded the images. Twelve minutes later, the SUV started, and the driver backed up toward the exit. He turned, the rear of the SUV now facing toward the Tiki Bar and away from the security camera. He drove out of the parking lot, flipping on his headlights as he went.

Kilgore leaned back and blew out a breath. “The thieves must have made a phone call to the guy in the Chevy and told him they were successful in starting your boat, Ben. Damn, they’re slick.” Kilgore looked at the deputies. “I’ll give you fellas a digital copy of the video.”

“Thanks. Unfortunately, we couldn’t even see the rear license plate on the vehicle. I was hoping for a clear view of the plate.”

Dave grunted, pointing to the computer screen. “It appears as if the driver knew exactly where the marina’s parking lot camera was located. He backed away, keeping the license plate away from the camera. Then he turned on his headlights as he exited the lot.”

The other deputy looked at Ben. “Mr. Wilson, normally we have a crime scene to investigate, you know—a house or business that was broken into, items stolen, or even a murder. But in your case, when they stole your boat, they sailed away with the entire crime scene. The guilty party is somewhere out there in the open ocean.”

Dave shook his head. “Not all of them. The guy in the SUV is an accomplice. If you can find him, you can find a connection that might lead to wherever they’re taking Gypsy.”

The taller deputy looked at Dave. “The Volusia County Sheriff’s Office is good at solving crimes on land. But what you’re talking about, tracking down what appears to be an international boat theft ring, is a whole different deal. You’re dealing with often corrupt overseas law enforcement in the islands, places like Haiti and the Dominican Republic. To go in there for a boat extraction, it takes someone with a very special set of tracking skills.”

With his face pinched, Ben folded his arms and stared at the computer screen, searching for a solution. He looked at the taller deputy. “What you’re saying is that you’ll write a crime report and take a copy of the video, but there isn’t a lot you can do. So, that’s it?”

The shorter deputy shook his head. “If we knew exactly where the boat was heading, one of our detectives could get in touch with the Bahamas police and do a maritime BOLO. If your boat is spotted in a place like Nassau, the police can seize it and make arrests.”

“Can your detectives simply issue a BOLO to the Bahamian authorities and have them be on the lookout for Gypsy?”

The two deputies exchanged glances and the taller one smiled. “That’s doable. I know we’ve done it in the past, more than once, but never with any success. It seems like once an American boat sails into the islands, it never sails out, at least not as the same boat that entered the place.” We’ll speak with the detectives when we get back to the station.”

Ben nodded. “Thank you.”

“Maybe whoever stole your boat plans to hold it for ransom. They could be hoping you’d pay to get it back. The question is: How much are you willing to hand over for a boat you’ve already paid for?”




SEVEN

After breakfast, I stood on our screened-in back porch, thinking about the text that Nick sent. Ben Wilson’s boat, Gypsy, was stolen. He’s pretty shaken up. Maybe you could stop by today. I watched the river, the surface now dark blue, reflecting the cloudless sky. I could smell the sweet scent of orange blossoms from the six trees in our backyard. It was a fine morning, promising to be a sunny day.

For Ben Wilson, I knew it was a painful morning. I thought about some of the many conversations I’d had with Ben and his wife Vivian. Sometimes over cocktails. Other times with coffee. They both retired from professional careers. Ben served twenty-four years in the Marines, leaving with the rank of major. Vivian had worked as an attorney, specializing in international law. They had one adult child, a daughter.

“Penny for your thoughts.”

I turned and saw Wynona standing at the open door that led to the kitchen. Max stood near her feet, looking up at me and cocking her head. Wynona smiled. “I’m sure your thoughts are worth more than a penny, but that’s where I’ll start. If it gets good, maybe I’ll reach the one-dollar mark.”

I laughed. “Not sure any of my thoughts have a monetary value.”

“To me, they do. You were quiet after breakfast. And out here on the back porch, you seem a little pensive, which is not like you, Sean. What’s on your mind? Can you share, or am I being intrusive?”

“You’re never intrusive. I was just thinking about a text that Nick sent me.”

“Is Nick okay?”

“Yes. It’s Ben Wilson. His Hatteras, Gypsy, was stolen. I assume from the marina.”

“Oh, my God. That’s horrible. He and Vivian, after finally retiring, had such big plans for that boat. When was it stolen and how?”

“Nick didn’t say in his text. He thought it’d be a good idea if I stopped by the marina because Ben’s having a difficult time dealing with this, as most people would. I think Nick believes I can add some moral support for Ben and Vivian, too, if she’s at the docks.”

“Have you heard from Dave Collins?”

“No. But I’m sure he’s doing whatever he can to help Ben. I wonder if Dave or Nick heard or saw anything suspicious before Gypsy was stolen.”

“I hope and pray that the Coast Guard can find the boat. I know how Ben and Vivian have put so much time, money, and hard work into Gypsy. It’s been a labor of love and a lifelong dream for them to take it over to the Bahamas and other parts of the Caribbean.”

I said nothing, thinking. I glanced toward the corner of the yard, where a chirping cardinal was joined in song by a second one landing in the old live oak, the tree’s leafy branches shading Wynona’s Ford SUV and my Jeep.

“Sean, are you going to drive down to Ponce Marina today?”

“I think it would be a good idea. I want to check the alarms on Jupiter. Since she’s docked right next to Gypsy’s slip, I’d like to see if a thief tried to steal Jupiter before he or she took Gypsy. Maybe there’s something I can say or do for Ben and Vivian to help them.”

Wynona stepped out on the porch, a soft breeze tinkling the windchimes hanging from an outside eave. She walked over to one of the potted orchids she was raising, a snow-white bloom opening on it. She touched the flower and looked over at me. “I remember when you helped Chester Miller, the elderly botanist who was restoring native orchids in the Everglades. His specialty was the ghost orchid. Unfortunately, Chester saw something hidden in the glades. He was determined to persevere against evil, and he died doing it.”

“He was a fine man and a good example of how to lead a purpose-driven life. He made a positive difference. What made you think of Chester Miller?”

“In a subtle way, Ben reminds me of him. If the authorities can’t somehow recover Gypsy, I hope Ben doesn’t endanger his life trying to do something he’s not capable of doing. He must be about seventy by now.”

“Since Ben comes from a long career in the Marines, having seen combat, he’s not the type to back down. It’s my hope that the GPS tracker on the boat wasn’t disabled, and it’ll lead the police to Gypsy. If the thieves took her to the Bahamas, local cops could work with the Bahamas police force to find the boat and arrest the thief or thieves.”

“Assuming there are no bribes or other incentives for the police to turn a blind eye, then Ben can arrange to get Gypsy out of some hidden harbor and back to the states.”

“Corruption isn’t unique to the Bahamas police. I’m sure there are plenty of decent officers on their force. If Gypsy wound up at a marina in Mexico, that would, most likely, be a different matter.”

Max jumped up onto one of the porch chairs and turned a few circles before settling into a relaxed position. Wynona folded her arms. “What if the thieves took her to South Florida? There are thousands of yachts like Gypsy from Palm Beach to South Beach. If the boat’s name is quickly changed, it would be hard to find her.”

“Maybe not.”

“What do you mean?”

“Remember what Ben had painted on the roof of Gypsy’s wheelhouse? It was the letters SF in the center of a circle, sort of like a brand that a rancher might have on cattle.”

“Yes, I remember being eight months pregnant, sitting in Jupiter’s wheelhouse one time when Ben and Vivian were getting ready to take their boat up the Intracoastal to St. Augustine. The flybridge on Jupiter is a little higher than Gypsy’s. You pointed out the SF and the circle painted in a pale blue. It looked like a trademark, but it wasn’t.”

“No. The SF stands for Semper Fi—the Marine motto that means always loyal. Using a low-flying plane, helicopter, or drone, you’d be able to see the SF from the air.”

“If you think you need to go to the marina to spend time with Ben, I can take Connor with me. He’ll be great for a few hours and then probably fall asleep in his stroller.”

“Thank you.”

“I need to check on the kids. Connor was playing with his toy boat on the wooden floor, and Angela was dressing her doll for the third time this morning.” Wynona smiled and entered the kitchen, Max following her, hoping for a leftover bite of blueberry pancake.

My wife loved being a mother, and like me, she had a natural urge to protect. She left a career as a special agent with the FBI after she was assigned a desk job for emptying her Beretta, eight rounds, into an Islamic extremist in Dearborn, Michigan, who was stabbing his teenage daughter in what his complicit wife called an “honor killing.” Soon after, Wynona took a job as a detective with the Seminole Tribe, spending more time with her mother, who lived on one of the reservations. Not long after we married, she turned the page on law enforcement and has her own business, an antique store in DeLand, Florida.

I made a call to Nick. He answered. “Did you get my text?”

“I did. How’s Ben?”

“Not so good. Dave and I are hoping that Ben doesn’t have a freakin’ heart attack. Police came and left. They say there’s not a lot they can do since the boat’s out of their jurisdiction. They watched the images from the security cameras.”

After Nick told me what they saw, I thought of something. “You said the unknown driver in the SUV backed away from the area near the marina office, headlights off, and turned around in front of the Tiki Bar, right?”

“Yeah. Very odd. The guy in the SUV is puttin’ it in reverse and moving like a shadow. The two bad asses in the hoodies never looked toward the camera covering the parking lot. It was like they’d been here before, maybe casing the area.”

“Tell Russ Kilgore I want to see that video.”

“Why? I told you everything that’s on it, and there’s not a whole helluva a lot there.”

“Maybe there’s something that isn’t too obvious. I have an idea. See you in less than an hour. Let’s make sure Russ keeps a copy of the video. I want to take a close look at it.”




EIGHT

I was about to leave the house when the call arrived. I was locking the doors, setting the alarm, and carrying Max in one arm toward my Jeep when I pulled the phone from my pocket. I had a feeling the call might be serious, even if it didn’t appear that way at first glance. It was Wynona calling. I answered, setting Max in the grass, an acorn falling from the oak tree on the roof of my Jeep.

“Sean, are you still home?”

“Max and I were just leaving. I was opening the Jeep door when you called.”

“I’m glad I caught you. I forgot Connor’s T-Rex toy. As you know, he never leaves home without it. I had just stepped into the mall when he started asking for his toy. With you heading to Ponce Marina, I know it’s a little out of your way to come by here. But if you could, the toy will make Connor a much better shopping partner for us girls. He’s like you—hates to shop. I’m glad the mall has a miniature train ride in the main area. He does love that.”

“I’ll bring T-Rex. Where do you want to meet?”

“I won’t ask you to come inside the mall. Although you have a great sense of direction, it doesn’t seem to work in large department stores. I’m parked near the north entrance of Bloomingdales. Call me when you’re close, and I’ll walk back to the car to grab another pull-up for Connor in case I need it. We can meet at my car. Connor will get T-Rex and a new pull-up, and life will be oh so rosy.” She sighed.

“I’ll be there in half an hour. I’ll call you when I’m ten minutes out so you can make your way to your car in the parking lot.”

“Thank you.” She clicked off.

I looked down at Max. “Let’s go back inside and get T-Rex. Nothing like some old bones from the past to bring a little joy into the present.”

Max snorted and led the way back to the steps leading up to the screen porch, leaving me to wonder just how developed her vocabulary might have become through the years.

***

Less than thirty minutes later, I was pulling my Jeep into a sea of parked cars. The mall lot was at least three hundred acres, wrapping around a mall that was equivalent in size to a small town. The sun was reflecting off shiny chrome bumpers and windshields. I wasn’t sure where Bloomingdales was located within the perimeter of the mall, so I was on the lookout.

I decided to drive around the lot, clockwise, threading through rows of parked cars and trucks. I stopped as three teenage girls, all walking with their heads down, kept eyes on their phones. When they came closer to my Jeep, the girls looked up, pausing near my front bumper. They made embarrassed smiles and headed like lost sheep toward one of the mall entrances.

As I drove on, Bloomindales was finally coming into sight, a distant mirage in the sun’s heat shimmering off the cars. I called Wynona, having waited until I knew where the store was located. “I’m here with Max and our friend, T-Rex.”

“Great. We’ll maneuver our way out and head toward my car now. Unfortunately, it’s down a long row, so it’ll take us a few minutes to get there. It seems like all the stores in the mall are having sales this week. Half of Florida must be in here today.”

“So, I noticed. Parking spots close to the building are scarce.”

“See you in a minute. You’re going to be a hero for one little boy.” Wynona clicked off.

I drove toward one row of cars in front of Bloomingdales. The length of parked cars was almost as long as a football field. It was one of dozens of rows in that area alone. Within a few seconds, I spotted Wynona’s SUV. There was only one problem. I couldn’t see an open parking spot anywhere nearby. I drove farther down the long row. Nothing available.

I circled back, driving to the other side. Finally, at least two hundred feet from her car, I found a parking spot. Max sat on the passenger side of the front seat, the window partially down, so she could sample every enticing scent in the parking lot. As I slowed down to park, Max stood on her hind legs, looking out the window.

***

At Ponce Marina, the two sheriff’s deputies had left, promising to speak with a detective who’d worked more marine crimes than anyone else in the department. Ben, Nick, and Dave sat at a corner table in the Tiki Bar adjacent to the marina office and sipped coffee. The bar and cafe were rustic. It had a maritime motif on the walls, a dozen round tables with almost as many diners, and the jukebox was playing a Toby Keith song, I Should Have Been a Cowboy.

Nick sipped his coffee, setting the mug on the table. He looked up at Ben. “Somehow, we’ll bring Gypsy back. Listening to those deputies talk about how common boat theft is in Florida, there’s got to be a better way to recover boats. I don’t care if a boat is taken from Florida into another country. Theft is theft. Recovery and prosecution are justice.”

Dave nodded. “As noble as that may appear, in parts of the Bahamas, Jamaica, Trinidad, and Tobago, then toss in Cuba, Dominica, and more, law and justice aren’t the same thing.”

Nick leaned back in his chair. “I wish I had an airplane. I’d find your boat.”

Ben laced his fingers together. “Thanks, Nick. I wish I could find Gypsy before speaking with my insurance company. But I don’t want too much time to transpire before I let them know the boat was stolen.” He looked at his watch. “Speaking of time, didn’t you say Sean O’Brien was coming to the marina?”

“Yeah, he’s coming.” Nick looked at his phone. “And it’s not like Sean to be running late without letting us know. Something must have happened. I’ll shoot him a text.”

As Nick began to text, the front door to the Tiki Bar opened and a man wearing a navy-blue sports coat, button-down white shirt, and khaki pants entered. He was followed by another man with scruff on his face, dressed in a polo shirt and jeans. He was carrying a TV camera and a tripod.

Dave eyed the men. “I recognize that guy in the jacket. He’s a Channel Three reporter.”

Nick folded his arms, watching the TV crew. “Well, it looks like they aren’t here for brunch. They’re coming toward us.”

The two men walked over to the table. The reporter said, “I’m Hank Fuller with Channel Three News. My cameraman over there is Jesse Walsh. On the police scanner, we heard that a yacht was stolen from Ponce Marina. When we checked in with the marina office, the manager told us some of what happened and said you gentlemen might be in this restaurant. He described you well.” He glanced at Nick. “Especially the handlebar moustache. We’d like to do a story on the stolen boat. Who’s the owner?”

Ben looked from the reporter to Nick and Dave, not sure what to say.




NINE

I parked and glanced over at Max staring out the passenger window. “You’re always on the lookout, kiddo. Somehow, I think you know we’re here to meet Wynona and deliver T-Rex to Connor.” Max looked over her left shoulder at me, eyes bright and tail wagging. “You’ll need to hang out in the Jeep for a moment. Can’t have you darting around the lot, chasing pigeons. Let’s see if Wynona and the kids are in sight.”

I lowered the windows further down and opened the Jeep door, stepping out. I could see my family in the distance walking toward Wynona’s SUV. She had her black purse slung over her shoulder and her left hand placed over Angela’s hand on the stroller’s handle as she pushed Connor forward in the direction of their car. The huge lot wasn’t all asphalt. There were green spaces in the mix, like islands in the stream of blacktop. The landscaping was palms and magnolias.

It was from behind a strand of palms and magnolias that I noticed movement. And it wasn’t from wind in the branches. At first, I thought the two men might be adjusting sprinkler heads. They were kneeling behind a hedge. Watching. Waiting. I saw one of them point toward Wynona and the children. I leaned in my Jeep, slid my Glock from its spot between the seats, and locked the doors.

While watching the men, I put the pistol under my shirt and belt, in the small of my back. Max could see me. She stared in the direction, growling in the back of her throat. “You feel it too, kiddo? Could be those two guys are just landscapers standing over there, or maybe not.”

I looked back at Wynona, still at least fifty yards from her car. She pulled a tissue from her purse and bent down to wipe Connor’s nose. I glanced at the tall light poles in the lot, searching for security cameras. There was one about a hundred feet away, its lens pointed in the direction Wynona was walking. Good. If they try to accost my wife, I’ll have visual proof of my reason to convince them to change their minds.

I watched the men casually walk from the trees like they were gardeners who’d been pruning limbs. They were dressed in T-shirts, jeans, and what looked like construction boots. Black hair feathered from under their baseball caps. Dark olive skin. Both walking like predators, glancing around, on guard for any potential witnesses.

“I won’t be long, Max.” I ducked down between the rows of cars, following the men as they moved closer to my family. They made casual talk, speaking Spanish. From what I could hear, they were talking about a Venezuelan football team. Both men were about the same height, under six feet. I estimated that neither weighed more than 170 pounds. But, in their T-shirts, I could tell they had muscles. Not the kind from working out in a gym, but rather the kind from hard work. Perhaps construction. It looked like they were changing careers.

I could see the taller of the two slip a small pistol from his pocket, the chrome muzzle catching the sunlight. In Spanish, I heard one say, “Tomémosle su bolso, sus joyas y su coche.” It meant, let’s take her purse, jewelry, and car.

“What if she screams? What if the little girl screams?” asked the shorter man.

“We knock them out. Boom!”

“We could take the girl. She’s worth a lot.”

Now, I was hunting them. Getting closer. I could see a small gold-hoop earring in one man’s ear. I was less than thirty feet behind them. Wynona was at the back of her SUV, using her remote to unlock the hatch to get a pull-up out for Connor. I could hear her laughing and chatting with the kids. “Daddy will be here in just a minute. He’s bringing T-Rex.”

Connor clapped his little hands, sitting in his stroller.

Angela saw the men approaching. And I could see absolute fear in her eyes. The kind of nightmares that Wynona and I were trying to remove from Angela’s memory. “Mommy!”

“What, Sweetie?”

As Wynona leaned back from the rear of the SUV, Connor’s pull-up diaper in one hand, she saw the men approaching. And she spotted me right behind them.

In broken English, the man with the gun shouted, “Your purse! Rings! Watch! Car keys! Give them to me now, or we cut the girl!”

Wynona’s years of FBI training kicked in at that instant. She kept her eyes on the men, not me. Talking softly to distract them. Staying calm. “Okay, I’ll give my purse to you. Just don’t hurt the children.”

“Your rings and necklace, too!” ordered the shorter man.

As they stood there, with one aiming a pistol at my wife, I decided not to put a bullet through the back of the gunman’s skull. I didn’t want blood and brain matter to spray over Wynona and children. So, I pushed the Glock back under my belt.

My first target would be the man with the gun. I had the element of surprise.

I came up quietly behind him, grabbing his right wrist with one hand, twisting his arm behind his back, and bringing his hand almost up to the head. He dropped the gun as his shoulder and wrist snapped. I spun, bringing his arm down over my knee. The radius bone in his forearm broke in half. He dropped to his knees.

I kicked the gun away, pivoting at the same time, slamming my right fist into the lower jaw of the other man. I countered with a hard left to his mouth. He fell, hitting his head on the pavement. The first man with the broken arm managed to stand, cursing at me in Spanish. I grabbed him behind his head, pulling down and raising my right knee at the same time. The blow flattened the cartilage in his nose, knocking him unconscious right next to his partner. I noticed the same tattoos on their upper arms—a crown and the letters HJ.

Wynona held Angela close, shielding her eyes. But she could hear the blows, the men grunting in pain and dropping like sacks of potatoes to the asphalt. I looked down at Connor. He’d seen it all. His little fists were clenched as if he wanted to leave his stroller to help me protect his mother and sister. Or maybe he just wanted me to hug him. Years later, I might know.

Wynona turned to me, holding Angela, her face red and soaked with tears. I managed a smile. “It’s okay now. No one is going to hurt you. It was just some bad people who wanted to take Mommy’s purse. Guess what? They didn’t do that. They’re sleeping now. And that’s a good thing, right?”

She nodded, blinking through her tears.

Wynona looked at the two men sprawled on the parking lot. Both were on their backs; one man was spread-eagle, blood tricking from what was left of his nose. “Sean, are you okay?”

“I’m fine. You know why?” I reached behind my back and took T-Rex out of my pocket. “It’s because I had my man T-Rex to help. I drew from his Jurassic powers. You can’t beat a dinosaur in a fight.”

Connor giggled. Angela laughed through her runny nose. I leaned down and handed T-Rex to my son. Seconds later, two members of the mall’s security force arrived in a white Toyota pickup, yellow lights flashing. Two rent-a-cops in uniforms got out of the truck. One was in his late fifties, bald, stomach hanging over his belt. The other was in his twenties, so thin his pants hung to his knobby hips.

“Oh shit,” said the older man, looking at the two men on the ground. He turned to his partner. “Justin, radio back to Denise. Tell her to call 911. We got a helluva mess out here.”

Another security car arrived. The senior guard slammed the driver’s side door, radio in one hand, the other touching the end of a police baton he carried in a loop attached to his belt. He jogged over to us. “Are you folks, okay?” He was taking deep breaths.

I nodded. “Better now since those two fellas decided to take a nap in the parking lot.”

“Our dispatcher back in the office saw what was happening through one of the surveillance cameras. She radioed us, and we flew over here.”

Wynona managed a smile. “Thank you.”

A car door shut as a fourth security guard emerged from the passenger side of the second vehicle and came up to us. His eyes went wide. He made a dry swallow. “I see both their chests moving up and down. It looks like they’re not dead.”

I said nothing.

The police sirens were getting closer.




TEN

The gawkers arrived like hyenas on the fringe of a lion’s fresh kill. The mall shoppers paused in the parking lot, staring at the men on the pavement, with the blood on their clothes, and at me and my family. The sirens were becoming louder as the posse got closer.

The older mall cop took a deep breath and used latex gloves to pick up the unconscious man’s gun. After bagging it, he took out a notepad and pen. “Although dispatch could see what happened here. I need to get a statement from you. You’ll have to do this again when the police arrive. I’m sorry.” He looked at Wynona. “Can you tell us what happened?”

She set Angela down. “Those two men came at me and my children with that gun you picked up, demanding my purse, jewelry, and car.” She gestured toward me. “This man is my husband. He prevented those men from hurting us.” Wynona told them what happened, adding, “The action of my husband saved my life and that of our children.”

“Crime is rampant. You and your kids were in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

“We’re in the mall parking lot.”

Two police cruisers arrived, followed by two ambulances. Four officers left their vehicles, hands on their gun grips as they approached. “Looks like everything is contained here,” said one officer with the last name of Barnes on the name plate pinned to his uniform.

Another cop, a black man with wide shoulders and a shaved head, wary deep-set eyes, and the rank of sergeant on the sleeves of his uniform, looked at the men on the ground. “What or who tore into them?” He glanced up at me, his eyes lowering down to my right hand and bloody knuckles. “Did you knock both of them out?”

“They approached my wife and children with a Luger, demanding my wife’s purse and jewelry. I’d just arrived in a separate car to meet my family at the mall.”

“Okay, let’s take it from the top.” He eyed Wynona. “Ma’am, I’ll need your name and the details of what happened.”

As Wynona gave him the facts of the assault, the other officers pulled wallets from the unconscious men, entering names and information into an iPad. “They have Venezuelan IDs,” said one officer to his female partner, a woman with her dark hair in a ponytail.

She kneeled near the injured men, studying them. “They have identical tats. I think these are some very bad men.” As the paramedics arrived, she said, “It looks like a broken arm, dislocated shoulder, and busted nose on one guy. The other has crushed lips and a missing front tooth. His jaw may be broken, too.” She looked up at me and said nothing.

The EMTs began to treat the men, who were now groggy and slowly regaining consciousness. One officer asked, “We were told the suspects used a gun. Where is it?”

“In this bag,” said the older mall security cop. “I didn’t want to leave it in reach of those two.” He handed the paper bag with the gun inside to the officer.

The younger mall cop told the real cops what happened, adding that everything was caught on video. The female officer with the last name of Hernandez nodded, thanking him. Her face was the shade of honey, and she had brown eyes. She spoke with her partner before walking over to the men, who were now laying on gurneys. She stood next to the man with the broken arm and asked, “Do you speak English?”

He looked at her with disdain in his eyes.

In Spanish, she asked, “Why did you attack that woman with the small children?”

His mouth curled, like a dog might raise its lips over canine teeth. In Spanish he said, “You can kiss my ass, bitch.”

“And you can spend time in jail. You and your pal are under arrest.” She told them their rights. She and her partner took handcuffs from their belts and cuffed the two men to the gurneys.

As they were wheeled toward the awaiting ambulances, I thought about the tattoos I had seen on both of their arms. The tats resembled crowns, like the kind a king might wear. Right below the crowns, at the center, were the letters HJ.

When the sergeant finished interviewing Wynona, he questioned me. I gave him short but succinct and complete answers. I motioned toward the mall shoppers who were standing at the perimeter, listening to the questions and answers as if they were watching a sporting event. “The mall security team told us that everything was caught on surveillance video. I assume it’s in the office if you’d like to take it for evidence.”

The older mall cop chimed in and said, “We can put it on a thumb drive for y’all.”

The Sergeant nodded. “We appreciate that.” He looked at me. “Where’d you learn to fight like that, taking on two young guys who were armed? And you only used your bare hands.”

“Just a few of the skills I picked up along the road of life.”

Wynona shook her head. “I have a humble husband who is modest. Sean was a Delta Force team leader. He served tours of duty in the Middle East and other places. After that, he worked eight years as a homicide detective with the Miami-Dade PD.”

The sergeant looked at me like I’d just used a parachute to land in the parking lot after jumping out of a plane. “Really? Interesting.” He eyed me for a moment. By his body language, I knew what he was about to ask. He took one step back. “Are you carrying a sidearm now?”

“My Glock is under my belt, behind my back. I have a permit.” Out of my peripheral vision, I could see the other officers tense up, some lowering their hands to their gun grips.

The sergeant angled his head. “You have a concealed carry permit, and you chose not to draw your weapon as you faced two men who’d pulled a gun on your wife and kids?”

“I had the element of surprise and speed on my side. It may have gone very differently if I’d used my gun. I wanted to spare my children that.”

“I understand.” He stopped inputting data into his tablet. “Thank you both. I’m glad you weren’t injured. I assume you will want to press charges, correct?”

Wynona said, “Yes. We believe there should be consequences to criminal action.”

Officer Hernandez stepped forward and cleared her throat. “Sergeant Decker?” She had a slight Hispanic accent.

“Yes?”

“We cuffed the suspects to gurneys because I believe they’re a flight risk. Soon as they get treated at the hospital, we need to take them into custody for a ride to the county jail. They’re members of a dangerous gang.”

“What gang?”

“It’s called Tren de Aragua. The gang originated in Venezuela. Tats on their arms are of crowns and the letters HJ. The letters stand for Hijos de Dios, or Sons of God. The suspects have Venezuelan IDs. This gang is spreading across the nation and teaming with MS-13 in places like New York, Boston, Philadelphia, and here in Florida.”

The sergeant looked toward me and then at Wynona. “Officer Hernandez is one of our gang specialists in the department. She often attends FBI training seminars on gang penetration and operations in the country. Florida has become one of their favorite places to set up shop.”

I nodded. “Please keep us informed with the judicial procedures.”

“Will do.” He eyed Hernandez. “Let’s make sure there are at least four officers at the hospital as these guys go through medical treatment. We’ll book them into the county jail.”

“Yes, sir.” She looked at me. “Mr. O’Brien. These two will probably make bail. Somehow, money for gangbangers, like these two, has a way to funnel down to them when they need it. It’s part of their ‘we have each other’s back code.’ You see that in the military and among gang members.

“With the military, it’s a moral motto, a code of ethics. Got your six. With gangs, it’s a wolf pack mentality. One or two of them are weak. They rely on a gang for false courage and initiative.”

“You’re right. These two are low level. They’ll bail out of jail, then lick their wounds and bruised egos. But when their injuries heal, they might try to retaliate. I don’t know whether they’re drifting through Central Florida or here to establish a presence with other gang members. I do know that the Tren de Aragua gang is in Miami. Regardless, keep your guard up. They may attempt to hit back, especially since you and your wife are willing to face them in court.”




ELEVEN

Ben Wilson decided to do something he’d never done—seek publicity. He agreed to be interviewed by the TV news crew, hoping that his story might bring in a lead or two to help him find and retrieve Gypsy.

Ben, Nick, and Dave stood on the dock at the slip where Gypsy had been moored. As the cameraman shot video of the empty berth, the adjacent boats, and around the marina, Nick read a text on his phone. He looked up at Ben and Dave. “Sean said there was an incident at the mall involving Wynona and the kids. He’s delayed. Should be here in an hour or so.”

“I hope everyone is okay,” said Ben.

Dave nodded. “I rarely hear Sean use the word incident. At this point, the theft of Gypsy is more than enough of an incident. It’s high drama.”

Nick grunted. “You got that right. But Greeks can handle drama because we’re usually the ones causing it. Ever heard of Alexander the Great?” He grinned.

The reporter came up to them. “Sorry for the delay. We almost got pulled off this story to cover one at the Metro Mall.”

“What happened there?” asked Dave.

“I’m not sure of the details. It looks like two armed men attacked a woman and her young children in the parking lot. Somehow, the assault was stopped, and the two perpetrators were knocked out and left lying on the pavement.”

Dave and Nick exchanged glances. Nick said, “I need a bloody Mary.”

The reporter looked at Ben. “Mr. Wilson, Jesse is finishing up getting some B-roll, which is extra video coverage. We’ll do the interview in a minute. Do you have a picture of your boat that we might use for the story?”

“Yes. There are a lot back in my house. But I do have a couple of good pictures on my phone.”

“Can you send them to me?”

“Of course.”

“Great. Here’s my card. Cell number is on there. You can text or email the pictures to me. And please do it before we leave because once we start editing back at the station, we’ll need the photos.”

“Okay.”

The cameraman approached, and the reporter said, “All right, let’s do the interview here on the dock.”

The cameraman adjusted his lens, looking at the viewfinder screen. “We’re rolling.”

The reporter extended his microphone. “Mr. Wilson, when and how did you know your boat, Gypsy, was stolen?”

“It started as a GPS alert on my phone.” Ben told them the story and added, “The last satellite signal I received was coming from about sixty to seventy miles at sea, out in the Atlantic. My boat appeared to be heading toward the Bahamas. Maybe Nassau or Freeport.”

“Did you notify the Coast Guard?”

“Yes. They told me they aren’t in the vessel recovery business. If someone is lost at sea, the Coast Guard responds. But if boats are lost to theft, they won’t act, even if the boat was stolen from America.”

“What’s your recourse?”

“I don’t know. I’ll have to turn it over to my insurance company. But there is no replacement for Gypsy. My wife and I have put countless hours into our boat. In our minds and hearts, she’s a classic, and she’s our second home. When we’re on Gypsy and at sea, we leave trouble and stress on the shore. It’s liquid therapy.”

“Why did you name the boat Gypsy?”

“Because I used to be in the military—the Marines. I was stationed all over the country and many parts of the world. My wife, Vivian, and our daughter moved with me like a band of gypsies. So, I guess it was a fitting name for our boat. Vivian and I were looking forward to being nomads on the water this summer.” He sighed. “Maybe we’ll get our Gypsy back.”

***

Two hours later, after I had lunch with Wynona and the kids in a mall restaurant with an outdoor eating area that would accommodate Max, I relocated Wynona’s SUV to a front parking space outside of Macy’s. Then Max and I headed for Ponce Marina, where we pulled into the parking lot, the sound of crushed oyster shells and gravel under the Jeep’s tires. I parked in my favorite spot near a strand of sabal and royal palms, the trees more than eighty feet tall, with some of the fronds at least ten feet long.

Based on what Nick told me on the phone, I assumed the boat thieves had arrived in the SUV, parking close to where I was now, then two of them exiting the vehicle, and the driver leaving with his headlights off. I thought about the way Nick explained it. Very odd. The guy in the SUV is puttin’ it in reverse and moving like a shadow.

I got out of the Jeep, walked around, and set Max on the ground. She tested the breeze with her small black nose, locking onto a scent. She started for the Tiki Bar, the smell of garlic shrimp and hushpuppies propelling her like a wiener rocket on four short legs.

“Whoa, Max! Let’s watch out for cars and motorcycles. We’re not going into the Tiki just yet. We have an appointment with the dockmaster. After that, we’ll meet Ben, Dave, and Nick inside the restaurant.”

She stopped like a cartoon character in midstride, looking over her right shoulder at me. “Come on, Max. Show some willpower.”

Reluctantly, she followed me away from the Tiki Bar and down an alley to the marina office. I wanted to look at the surveillance video. Nick had said the driver backed out almost the entire length of the lot, turning the rear of his vehicle toward the Tiki Bar, then driving straight out of the lot and onto the street.

I wanted to see exactly where and how the guy exited. I knew that the owner of the Tiki had recently installed the equivalent of a Ring camera at the front door. If the SUV came close enough, it might be on camera, and maybe the license plate would have been captured.




TWELVE

We entered the marina office, the smell of burnt coffee in the air. The corkboard on one wall was covered with pictures of boats for sale. The wooden counter that separated the front workplace from the back was partially covered with boating magazines, brochures, and shoppers’ guides loaded with discount coupons for restaurants and fishing charters. There were a few business cards left by fishing boat captains.

The dockmaster, Russ Kilgore, was on the phone at his desk in the back office. His assistant, Janice, in her late fifties, with coppery hair, tanned skin, and sunspots along her forearms, squinted at her computer screen. She looked up when the opening door made a bong from the entrance alarm. “Hey, Sean. And how are you, Miss Max?”

“Stubborn, but sweet.”

“She sounds like my ex-husband. Unfortunately, the stubborn part was the dominant gene. He was a mixed breed.” Janice laughed. “I think Russ is just getting off the phone. Want some coffee? I’ll make a fresh pot for you.”

“Thanks, Janice. But I’ve reached my coffee limit for today.”

“Gotcha. It’s too bad about Ben Wilson’s boat. He and Vivian spent so much time restoring Gypsy. She was a real head turner here at the marina. We heard the thieves had taken her out into the Atlantic. That boat can run at a pretty fast speed. It could be way out there by now. Let’s hope Ben and Vivian can find Gypsy.”

Russ stood and approached the counter. “Hi, Sean. Why don’t you and Max come on back. We’ll fire up the big computer and have a look at that video. I left the hard drive in, and the video queued up to where the vehicle entered the property.”

“Great. Thanks.” We followed Russ to the back office. He sat at a desk with a large computer monitor on it and started tapping the keyboard. I watched the widescreen and saw what looked like a Chevy SUV in silhouette, lights off, creeping onto the parking lot.

Russ let the video play in real time. I could see the vehicle stop and the front passenger side door and one rear door opening. The interior dome light did not come on. Two men got out and walked to the driver’s side. One man leaned in closer and spoke with the guy behind the wheel. The two men standing outside the vehicle wore dark clothes and hoodies. Neither man looked in the direction of the security camera.

Russ pointed to the screen, his finger bent from arthritis. “You can see them talk and then walk toward the alley between the Tiki and the yacht brokerage building.” He paused the video and tapped some keys. “Here’s where one of the boardwalk cameras picked these two up as they approached the locked entrance to L dock.”

I watched the two men standing in the subdued light and shadows at the locked gate. One man pulled something out of his pocket to pick the lock. Russ shook his head. “Damn, can you see how fast that guy popped the lock?”

“Yes, and I can see something in the other man’s right hand.”

“What?”

“Stop the video. Can you zoom in a little closer?”

“Yes. This model camera is one of the newer ones we got last year. I can get somewhat closer.” He used a toggle switch to push into the frozen image. “What do you see, Sean?”

“It looks like one of the men is carrying a satellite phone. I’d bet that after they stole Gypsy, when they got out on the open ocean, they used that phone to call someone. Probably the guy that they’re delivering the boat to in the islands. Whoever the person is, I’d suggest he is the mastermind and probably responsible for the theft of other boats from Florida marinas.”

“It’s a crime that’s brazen, very costly for the victims, and it’s getting worse each year.”

“Can I have a look at the first video again?”

“Sure.” Russ tapped four keys, and the video on the screen was from the camera monitoring the marina lot. “Wish we’d had a witness that night. But at three in the morning, the Tiki Bar is long closed. Most of the liveaboards on the other side of the marina are snoring.”

I watched the video closely. There were eleven other cars and pickup trucks in the parking lot at 3 a.m. These vehicles were most likely owned by people living aboard their boats. The man in the SUV backed up at least 150 feet, making a reverse J-turn in front of the entrance to the Tiki Bar.

Bingo.

At that point, he drove forward fifty feet, turned on his headlights, exited going north onto Peninsula Street, and vanished into the night. “Thanks, Russ.”

“Wish there was more for you to see.”

“It was enough.”

“But it was too dark to get an ID on the vehicle. The cops figured that the thieves had been to the marina prior and scoped out the place. They knew what boat to steal. It wasn’t random because they made a beeline from the parking lot to L dock and then down to where Gypsy was moored. They also knew where the marina security cameras were.”

“That’s what they thought. But they missed one. And right now, I want to go see what that camera saw.”




THIRTEEN

For Max, it was an oasis in a gravel and shell parking lot. For me, I hoped the Tiki Bar would offer some answers. As Max and I started toward the Tiki Bar & Grill, as it was officially known, I had to scoop her up in my arms. Although there wasn’t any traffic in the lot, Max always feels she has the right of way when she’s approaching the restaurant.

The building looked like it had washed up after a hurricane and planted sea legs directly on the marina front. It was two stories, the exterior a mixture of driftwood and planks from old barns. The Tiki’s tin roof reflected the hot Florida sun. The weathervane, a pelican, called Pelican Pete by the locals, always kept its cool, facing into the wind. The back side of the Tiki was an outdoor wooden deck overlooking the water.

Max and I walked up to the front entrance—a screen door. I glanced at the camera lens disguised to look like a doorbell. I hoped it was functioning. Inside, we were greeted by the smell of blackened grouper and onion rings. The customers, a mix of tourists and liveaboards, sat at round tables eating fresh seafood served on paper plates or wrapped in butcher paper.

The walls were adorned with maritime artifacts. There was a ship’s wheel from an ancient schooner near a cast net with seashells hanging from it. Under a single spotlight was an antique brass dive helmet, polished and gleaming like gold.

A long bar, which was closer to the section of the restaurant overlooking the marina’s harbor, had a dozen barstools in front of it, most of them occupied. From the Wurlitzer in the back, Van Morrison sang Into the Mystic. I was looking for the Tiki’s owner, Flo Spencer. I didn’t see her among the three servers and two bartenders. I knew Flo kept video from her three surveillance cameras stored in the cloud for a week.

“Hey, Sean, we’re over here,” said Nick, his voice carrying across the hubbub of laughter and chatter.

Nick, Dave, and Ben were sitting around a table in one corner. I walked toward them, Max following with her head up, nose savoring the scents, and tourists pointing. “Look at that little wiener dog!” said a girl with a ponytail and braces on her teeth.

I pulled up a chair for Max, setting her in it before I sat. Nick reached over and petted her. “Hot Dawg! Uncle Nick missed you. You wanna have oysters with me?”

Max tilted her head, making a slight bark.

Dave chuckled. “Maxine, tell Uncle Nick you prefer your seafood cooked.”

Dave and Nick had mugs with beer in front of them. Ben sipped coffee with cream. I looked across the table at him. “Ben, I am so sorry to hear about Gypsy. I know what she means to you and Vivian.”

He nodded. “Thanks, Sean. We were sitting here going over some of the things that have happened since she was stolen and trying to come up with a plan.” Ben told me everything, with Nick reiterating points from his perspective after he’d been called at 3:15 a.m.

Nick set his glass mug down, a trace of beer foam on his bushy moustache. “I can’t believe I didn’t hear a thing. My boat’s right next to Gypsy. I should have heard her diesels cranking. Dave, you said that you didn’t hear anything much out of the ordinary.”

“I’d sipped wine earlier at dinner and read until around eleven. I heard a slight noise or two at some time in the wee hours of the morning. But it wasn’t incongruous with the normal range of marina sounds. Occasionally, a shrimp boat will return here to port. Those seafaring gents come and go at all times of the day and night. Not unlike a freight train in the distance.”

Ben finished his coffee. “I was hesitant to do the TV news interview, but I said what the heck, it might help. Maybe somebody saw something and will call me or the TV station.”

Dave nodded. “I’d suggested to Ben that perhaps he and Vivian consider posting a reward for information leading to the recovery of Gypsy. That might be an incentive for a witness to call.”

“I can do that. But I’m not sure how much we can afford at this junction in our lives. You mentioned that insurance companies sometimes put up reward money in situations like this.”

Dave raised his snowy eyebrows. “Indeed. For an insurance company, a reward is a business option. It’s more cost-effective for them to expense, say, twenty thousand dollars for information leading to the recovery of Gypsy, over them writing a check for a half million to pay her market and replacement value. They’d rather have Gypsy returned.”

“Vivian and I are getting too old to hunt for a replacement and go through all the work to get a boat set up like we had Gypsy. She is an exceptional Hatteras, a classic beauty.”

“I agree. Let’s stay optimistic. Sean, in your text to Nick, you mentioned that there was an incident at the Metro Mall. As we were speaking with the TV news crew on the dock, the reporter told us that police were called to a clash at the mall. An apparent altercation left two assailants lying on the hot asphalt of the mall parking lot. Could your incident and the situation the reporter mentioned be aligned?”

A server, a college-aged blonde in tight jeans and a Tiki Bar T-shirt approached. She looked at me. “What can I get for you? Would you like to see a menu?”

“No thanks. Beer sounds good. Guinness.”

“Comin’ right up.” She spotted Max in the chair. “There’s a little dog sitting there. I didn’t even see her. She’s so cute. Do you own her?” The girl looked at me.

“No one owns Max. But she does give us the pleasure of her company.”

“I’ve heard that dachshunds walk to the beat of a different drummer.”

Nick laughed. “Max doesn’t walk. She prances.”

“I’d love to see that. Can I get y’all another beer or some food?”

Nick grinned. “I’ll take a beer and a dozen oysters on the half shell.”

“Nothing right now,” said Dave. Ben shook his head.

“Is Flo here today?” I asked.

“She’s back in the office. Want me to get her for you?”

“Yes. Tell her Sean O’Brien is at Nick’s corner table. I have an urgent question for her.”

“Okay. I’ll tell Flo.” The server smiled and left.

Dave eyed me. “What, may I ask, is the urgent question?”

“I just watched the marina security camera video in Russ Kilgore’s office. From what I could determine, the guy who dropped off his partners in crime—the one driving the SUV—backed up right near the front door to the Tiki. Flo had a Ring camera recently installed there.”

Ben looked at me like I’d just revealed the secret to the meaning of life.
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The sound was like half a dozen backfires. Max made a circle in her chair. Right outside the Tiki Bar’s opened windows, I could see four bearded bikers on Harleys roll to a stop, rev their engines, and park.

Nick shook his head. “Lil’ Max acted like she heard gunshots. She’s ready to dive under this wooden table.”

Ben said, “I don’t blame Max. We’re both on guard. After my years of service as a Marine, I react a little differently than most folks would. Anybody who’s seen combat up close understands where I’m coming from.”

Ben looked at me. I said nothing, reaching over to pet Max.

Dave cleared his throat. “Sean, as we wait for Flo to arrive and then check her new camera’s non-blinking eye, let’s hear about that mall incident you alluded to in a text.”

I could see a glint of humor in Dave’s keen eyes. Although he enjoyed rich foods and was a connoisseur of craft beers, fine wines, and cocktails, he stayed in good shape for a man approaching seventy. He worked his mind and body, always taking the stairs and usually carrying a book or a crossword puzzle with him.

Dave retired after a thirty-year career in the CIA, performing covert operations around the world. In his last decade of service, he was a field operative, tasked with coaching other CIA officers in tactics they would never learn at the agency’s training center. In my work as a PI, I sometimes consulted with Dave. He had a great talent to see every angle of a situation, often coming up with a strategic plan. I hoped that would be the situation for Ben and Vivian.

I said, “I’d rather not digress from discussing methods that might help Ben retrieve his boat. But to answer your question, yes, that incident did involve me because Wynona and the kids were the targeted victims. I had to intercede to keep them safe.” I told them what happened and added, “The two culprits will probably make bail and disappear.”

Ben looked up from his coffee cup. “I’m glad you were there. Had you not been in the vicinity to deliver your son’s toy dinosaur, it could have been a lot worse.”

“Could have?” said Nick. “I guarantee you it would have.”

Dave nodded. “I concur. From what I’ve read about this Venezuelan gang, Tren de Aragua, they’re ruthless. The gang began in a Venezuelan prison a few years ago. When the members got out, they recruited other men, and it spread all over Venezuela. Now, they’re here in America. Sean, what charges are those two reprobates facing?”

“Assault with a deadly weapon. If convicted, Florida law mandates ten years in prison.”

Flo Spencer walked through her restaurant, stopping at tables to greet customers and asking about their food and service. In her early sixties, she had silver hair pinned up, a wide smile, and a hearty laugh. I could tell she’d been a beauty in her youth, as she was still attractive. Flo was a master at hospitality. She approached our table like we were the only customers in her restaurant.

She took us all in with a wide gaze. “I guess Nick’s table is reserved for the most handsome men in the marina. When Shelly told me that Sean O’Brien was asking about me, I almost had a hot flash. But I’m way beyond those anymore.” Her laugh was like a cackle. “Max, you’re sittin’ there just like the little lady I know you are.” Max’s tail thumped against the back of her chair. “I’ll have a doggie treat sent out to you. How have you been, Sean? How’s Wynona and the kids?”

“All are fine, thanks.”

“Good. Ben, I heard about what happened to your beautiful boat. What’s the latest? Do the police have an idea who stole Gypsy?”

“The police are limited in what they can do. Taking a boat beyond the twelve-mile limit puts it in international waters. There are few laws out there, and the Coast Guard isn’t much help.”

“Oh, good Lord, there ought to be something you can do.”

“We’re trying to figure that out now.”

She glanced across the restaurant. “Beau Lacroix, he’s the captain of a shrimp boat called Mad Dog.” She paused and looked at Max. “No sweetie, I’m not talkin’ about you. Anyway, Beau is sittin’ up at the bar.”

“I know Beau,” said Nick. “He’s the real deal. No bullshit kinda guy.”

Flo nodded. “That’s the truth. I heard him tell Mike, the bartender, that he and his crew are heading out to sea tomorrow for a week’s run. A fella like Beau might track down those scoundrels. Beau told me his family came from a long line of pirates out of New Orleans. They ran with guys like Jean Lafitte. Although that was a couple centuries ago, I’m sure that toughness runs in Beau’s blood, too.”

Ben smiled. “Thanks, Flo. Maybe I’ll have to hire pirates to catch pirates.”

I said, “Flo, you might help with the investigation.”

“Me? How’s that?”

“Is your front entrance camera working?”

“Yes. It’s so good that it records video of lizards sunning themselves on the sidewalk.”

“Three men stole Ben’s boat. Two were dropped off here in the early morning. They arrived in an SUV with their headlights off around 10 to 3. After the two left the vehicle and headed down the dock to steal Gypsy, the driver waited ten minutes then backed almost all the way out of the lot. But he made a sharp turn near your front entrance before leaving. His exit was sometime around 3 a.m. We’d like to see the video.”

“Let’s go look. Y’all come on back to the office. I’ll pull it up for you.”

We followed Flo around the table, behind the bar, and into the office. It was small, with a desk, computer, and three filing cabinets. A dozen or so polo shirts were hanging on a stainless-steel rod. She sat at her desk, put on glasses, and began tapping the keyboard. “Y’all come closer. I don’t bite.”

We stood around her, the three of us looking at the screen. While Flo accessed the video, Max took the opportunity to sniff the office corners. The date and time stamp were in the lower right part of the frame. “Here we go,” she said, pausing the video. “This looks like what you described, Sean. The camera capturing the SUV arriving at 2:49 a.m., its headlights off.”

Dave motioned using his head. “And then it goes out of the camera’s frame. That’s where the marina camera caught the vehicle, but only the front part of it. In Florida, there is no license plate required at the front of a car.”

Flo nodded. “Lemme shuttle this thing forward a little faster. I can speed up the time. I wish I could reverse it for me. I’d save a lot of money on wrinkle creams.” She snorted, then laughed. “Okay, here’s something.”

Ben leaned in closer. “It’s the SUV backing up.”

“And it’s getting close to the Tiki’s front door. Look at that, Sean.”

“I’m all eyes. Okay, Flo, as soon as the guy stops, when his backup lights go off, freeze the video. We should have a clear look at the license plate.”

She let the video run for another few seconds and then stopped it. “Time says 3:01 a.m.”

Dave grinned. “Well, how about that?”

“I’ll be darned,” said Ben. “There’s the number. I need to write it down.”

I nodded. “Do that. In the meantime, Flo, please make a screenshot of that image and send it to Ben’s email.”

“I’m not sure how to do that.”

Dave smiled. “I can do it for you, Flo.”

“Good.” She got up from the chair.

Dave sat down, and with a few keystrokes, he’d captured the screenshot. “Ben, I’m sending it to your email now. I’ll copy myself on it as a backup.”

I gestured to the screen. “Dave, before you leave the chair, send a copy of the entire video to Ben.”

“Good idea. I’ll shoot it to my email as well.”

Ben looked at me. “Now that we have the letters and numbers off the tag, what do we do with it? Where do we go from here?”

“Let’s head down L dock and discuss your options.”




FIFTEEN

I wanted to strategize with Ben as we walked down L dock after we left the Tiki. And I was curious to see what Jupiter might be able to tell me. The four of us, Ben, Nick, Dave, and me, headed down the long dock, boats on both sides of the wharf swaying in the rising tide. Max led the posse. She was always the lead dog. Pelicans sailed overhead.

From a houseboat named High Tide came the music of Kenny Chesney singing Soul of a Sailor. There were dozens of boats along the dock. Lots of sailboats, their masts like towers poking the hard blue sky. A salty breeze coming from the sea thumped a halyard against a mast like a dinner bell. I wondered if any of the liveaboard boaters had heard or seen anything unusual before, during, or after Gypsy was stolen.

I looked over at Ben and said, “Now that you have the suspect’s license plate, give it to the police. They can run a check. Maybe they’ll find the vehicle and the guy driving it. He would be your first real lead into learning who took Gypsy and where she might be heading.”

“Should I give the video to that TV reporter?”

“That’s up to you. But I’d suggest you let the police run down the lead first. The last thing you want is the SUV driver to see his license plate on a TV newscast and then vanish.”

Dave nodded. “Ben, I agree. For insurance recovery purposes, document everything. That video and the screen shot of the car’s tag just bought you overtime in this unfair game.”

“One of the deputies said there was a detective who’d worked a lot of boat theft cases. I got the feeling that most of those were small boats stolen in the county, not yachts taken into international waters. I’ll send the video and image to that detective after I call and get his name.”

We walked up to the vacant boat slip. It wasn’t a hole in the water, but it certainly was a puncture in Ben’s heart. The berth was more than a parking place for a boat. It was a mooring that had anchored a floating home into a neighborhood of mariners. They were some of the best people on earth. Even though there were hundreds of boats in Ponce Marina, among those who lived aboard, it was a close community. Neighborhood watch is vital among the liveaboards.

I stood next to Ben. Dave sipped coffee from a paper cup. Nick eyed a 36-foot Carver entering the marina, two women in string bikinis standing in the cockpit, a man with tanned skin at the wheel. I pointed to the empty boat slip. “Ben, have you spoken to any of the liveaboards on L dock to see if anyone saw or heard anything?”

“The two deputies asked around. They came up with nothing. It seems everyone was fast asleep. After all, it was a Saturday night. A lot of folks in this marina work hard and play harder. A boat leaving, with its engines barely moving to prevent a wake, wouldn’t raise much interest.”

“Could be that the deputies missed a few people who weren’t wide awake and moving when the cops did their initial questioning. It never hurts to ask around yourself, especially since you know a lot of the people here and on the adjacent docks. The thieves would have had to follow the only exit path out of the marina, around O dock and through the harbor, the channel, and out into the Halifax River, taking a left and heading south for Ponce Inlet.”

Ben folded his arms over his chest. “I’ll ask around. That makes sense, Sean, what you said about the exit path around the boats.”

“There’s a 46-foot Leopard catamaran called Monarch, with its slip right there at the turning point—the bend—as boats head out of the marina. Maybe start there and work backwards.”

“I know that boat. I’ll see if they or anyone around them heard or saw something.”

Dave said, “Some of the boats may have security cameras. But, for cameras with motion detectors, it’s hard to use them on boats because they’re almost always moving as the tide fluctuates. And when you factor in an occasional wake and the wind, there is movement. Sean, I know you have a camera on Jupiter, among other unique items to detect intrusion.”

“I do, and most of those unique items, as you call them, were recommended by you, my ex-CIA operative consultant.”

“I try to be of positive use to my friends, as do you.”

“My camera has a built-in stabilizer. It takes a strong wave, something that’s caused by a fast wake from a boat, to cause the camera to record. Otherwise, its motion detector is focused in a narrow, but specific area—the cockpit and the dock right behind the transom where someone would have to walk to board Jupiter.”

Nick said, “Whoever stole Ben’s boat wouldn’t have any need to walk past Gypsy and go down to yours.”

“I agree. But if the thieves were trying to act casual and walk past Gypsy to make sure no one was aboard Jupiter before stealing Ben’s boat, my camera might have caught it. However, when someone boards Jupiter, it triggers what’s called an extreme proximity alert that’s sent to my phone. I changed it to that setting because I was getting alerts every time a pelican landed on a dock post or when Joe the cat sauntered by my boat.”

Nick smiled. “Ol’ Joe greets my boat every time I come in with a fresh catch.”

“That’s because you spoil him. Give me a minute, guys, and I’ll have a look aboard Jupiter to check the unique items that Dave mentioned.”

Ben reached for his phone. “While you’re doing that, I’ll try to call the detective.”

I boarded my boat, a 36-foot Bayliner that I’d bought in a DEA auction as I was leaving Miami years ago. I’d brought Jupiter up the Intracoastal, anchoring her at Ponce Marina.

Stepping from Jupiter’s cockpit to the closed and locked sliding glass door that opened to the salon, I made sure the infrared beam was working near the entrance to the salon. If the beam is broken, it sends an alert to my phone. The alarm was fine. I checked another primitive but effective indicator of someone’s entering the boat. It’s a sliver of wood, smaller than a matchstick, painted black, and wedged into the doorjamb. The tiny stick was in place.

I unlocked the door and had ten seconds to turn off a chirping sound that would become a blaring alarm, sent to my phone and to the police. I tapped in the four-digit code and listened to the sound of the harbor water slapping against Jupiter’s hull. I checked around the salon, galley, and main cabin and looked in a closet where I kept a Mossberg tactical 12-gauge shotgun.

I climbed up and into the wheelhouse, checking my Ghost GPS system I had under the steering console. It was functioning. From the wheelhouse, I could see Dave and Nick talking with Ben. Max was nearby, entertaining herself by chasing two seagulls from the dock railing.

Thinking back, I remembered the time when I was watching Ben and Vivian ease Gypsy out of her slip for an intracoastal cruise to St. Augustine. I was in my wheelhouse with Wynona and had pointed out the letters SF painted on the roof of the Hatteras’ flybridge, explaining to her what they meant. Now, looking at an empty slip, I felt bad for Ben and Vivian, knowing how much time and love they put into Gypsy.

I left Jupiter’s wheelhouse, secured the boat, and walked back to my friends. I could see a woman approaching them. She almost looked out of place, like a worried grandmother entering the emergency room after being told her grandchild had an accident.

The woman was Ben’s wife, Vivian. Her wounded walk was leading her up to where their beloved Gypsy was no longer present.
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Vivian Wilson couldn’t hide it. Although she tried to put her emotions behind a veil, she had a hard time doing it. She gave her husband, Ben, a long hug on the dock near the space that Gypsy had occupied. “What can we do now?” she asked, her hazel eyes searching across the marina as if their boat had been somehow misplaced.

“We were just talking about that,” said Ben, gesturing to me, Dave, and Nick.

Vivian managed a smile. “There are no better friends than boaters.” She had a firm but feminine jawline, full lips that bore a trace of lipstick, and shoulder-length hair, which looked like tarnished silver as the dark gray meshed with the natural black. Her eyes were bright and curious, with the wrinkles at their corners turning upward due to her natural ability to see the best in people and life—until now.

“Sean, Nick, and Dave, thank you for coming to the rescue in our time of need.”

Dave gave her a hug. “Vivian, I’m not sure we can offer a rescue. But we can give emotional support while trying to come up with solutions that you and Ben might be able to pursue.”

Nick cracked his scarred knuckles. “I’d use my boat to head out for the Bahamas if I could take along some weapons and a few good men. The problem would be trying to find your boat in hundreds of islands and harbors. It’s like the ol’ needle in a haystack scenario.”

“Well, if Gypsy is floating, then hope still floats,” said Vivian. “Thank you all. We don’t have to tell you how much that boat means to us. I can’t believe she’s gone. You’ve seen us spending more time attending to her needs than our brick-and-mortar home.”

Dave smiled. “You picked a good yacht and made her even better. I’d suggest the thieves stole Gypsy because of her beauty, pedigree, and potential resale value on the international market.”

Nick shook his head. “Maybe they don’t have plans to sell her. That boat, with its big fuel tanks, new diesels, and large aft deck, would be perfect for running drugs, guns, or even trafficking people.”

Vivian touched two fingers to the cross that hung from a chain on her neck. “I’d hate to think of Gypsy being used for human trafficking. Just the thought turns my stomach.”

Ben said, “Maybe that’s not what they have planned for her. We must get the boat back before the thieves can do anything, nefarious or otherwise.”

“You told me that the police can only offer us limited assistance. And the Coast Guard said they can’t pursue stolen boats in international waters. So, what options or alternatives do we have at this point?”

Ben frowned, looking into his wife’s hurting eyes. “Very few. I’ll call our insurance company and get that ball rolling. Dave had mentioned that they might be willing to offer a reward for information leading to the recovery of Gypsy. It’d be less expensive for them than writing a check to replace her.”

“Did you speak with the detective?” I asked.

“Yes. He listened to my story and said he’d read the crime report that the deputies filed. He asked if I would send him the screenshot and video that showed the vehicle’s license plate. The detective said he was in the general area finishing another case, and he’d try to drop by before he drove back to the sheriff’s department.”

Nick blew out a deep breath. “Good. Maybe they can find where the guy lives, go there, and get him to talk. I just hope he’s not an Uber driver who was only doing what he was asked to do for a big tip.”

Dave said, “Then, in his mind, he did nothing wrong. Dropped off two customers, probably unaware of their intentions, and kept his headlights off until he drove away. He probably assumed it was something sinister as he counted his tip money.”

I nodded. “That could be accurate, but to call an Uber, you must have the app and a credit card on file with the company. That’s a digital trail. He’s probably connected to the scheme, or he’s a friend doing a couple of guys a favor. With the license plate ID, police can get to the address he has listed on file. Let’s hope they can find him, and he’s willing to talk.”

Vivian smiled. “I see a glimmer of hope.” She pointed to Max, who was now sitting on the dock in the sun, her eyes partially closed. “Max loves the sunshine. She looks like she’s meditating. I need to learn how to do that like her.”

“Max has her own unique way of reaching a Zen state. Wynona says Max sometimes acts like Snoopy, living a carefree life on her own terms.”

Nick laughed. “Even the Red Barron couldn’t get Snoop’s blood pressure to rise. Max can go there, too. She’s cool.”

“Speaking of going there,” said Dave, “we can board Gibraltar and strategize. I’d suggest we do that, Ben, after you speak with your insurance company to see how they want to handle this.”

Gibraltar’s salon reflected Dave’s passion for the sea. Antique brass ships’ gauges, clocks, and a compass dating back to 1890 were framed on the wall behind the bar. There was an Old-World globe on a stand; a model of Bluenose, a racing schooner, in a shadow box; and a small map of the Caribbean framed and hanging on another wall. There was a leather couch and four chairs.

Dave settled in on one side of the couch, and Vivian sat on the opposite side. I sat in a canvas deck chair with Max at my feet. Nick took a seat at the bar, helping himself to a cold bottle of Corona. Ben was pacing the cockpit with his phone to one ear, speaking to the insurance company.

Nick set his bottle on a Tiki Bar coaster and said, “Vivian I got to apologize. I shoulda heard Gypsy’s engines when those dudes cranked her up. Y’all got those new twin Cat diesels. Maybe it’s ‘cause they’re new and smooth, I just couldn’t hear them. I’m sorry.”

She smiled. “You have nothing to be sorry for, Nick. You’re right. Those motors are quiet for their size and power. Nothing is your fault. Please, don’t blame yourself.”

“But I’d still like to take St. Michael and a couple of my Greek friends to make a run to the islands. We’d try to find and bring Gypsy back.”

Dave grunted. “After you cleared Customs and Border Patrol in the Bahamas, where would you go? Although there are hundreds of islands, it is a tight-knit community over there. Word can get around that a boatload of Americans, or Greek-Americans, are stirring things up, like cowboys riding into town. That could get you tossed into a Bahamian jail, and maybe they’d wind up confiscating St. Michael.”

He grinned. “My roots go back to ancient Greece and some of my ancestors, who were the pirates in the Mediterranean Sea. So, Captain Beau has nothing on me. Ever’body thinks the Spanish, with their galleons, were the badass pirates. Long before them, the Greek pirates ruled the Med.”

As I listened to Nick, I couldn’t help but admire his tenacity and fearless approach to solutions. We’d been friends since the first time I’d met him, and that was when I pulled two bikers off him in the Tiki Bar parking lot. One of the bikers held a knife with a black blade to Nick’s neck and was about to slit his throat. After I stopped the assault, Nick said he would be forever indebted to me for saving his life. He was loyal, humorous, and most of the time looked at the world through the festive lens of a party. Maybe he had life figured out.

Ben finished his phone call, returned from the cockpit, and entered the salon. He eyed Vivian. “We have a problem.”
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The only sound came from a 36-foot Sea Ray as the captain backed it out from its berth on M dock. Even Max stared at Ben, who stood with his shoulders rounded, his body language depicting an overwhelmed man. The former Marine looked ragged, like he’d just returned from his last battle.

“What did the insurance company say?” asked Vivian.

“After being routed to different people and repeating the same story three times, I was told, based on statistics, that there is less than a one-in-fifty chance of our boat being recovered. We have a claims agent assigned to our case. He wants a copy of the police report. He might drive down from Jacksonville to take a few pictures and speak with people at the marina, like Nick, Dave, or anyone nearby who might have seen something.”

Dave nodded. “That’s fine. We’re both happy to help. However, there is nothing for him to take pictures of except an empty boat slip. It’s not like damage to a house or even a boat that he can inspect. Gypsy is gone. It’s incumbent on the insurance company to recover her.”

“I asked if they would do that; maybe hire someone who might specialize in that sort of thing and try to track Gypsy somewhere across the Bahamas. He told me that no one can track anything on water. And, when it comes to going into another country, they simply don’t do that, even if the ‘Queen Mary was stolen.’ He was adamant.”

Dave smiled. “Did you tell him the Queen Mary is a hotel in Long Beach, California?”

“No, I just wanted to focus on Gypsy.”

Nick snorted. “That guy sounds like he’s steering a ship of fools.”

Vivian said, “Maybe he’s new at his job. Ben, did you ask the agent about the option of them offering a reward?”

“He said it was a possibility, contingent on looking at police reports and information.”

I said, “There isn’t much in the initial police report. It’s more of an incident report. But at least it’s an ongoing investigation. You have a detective involved, and he has a lead. Maybe we’ll know something more substantial and positive in a day or two.”

Nick stood from his barstool and stepped across the salon to the framed map of the Caribbean on the wall. He gestured toward the map. “You could stand back there and toss a dart, and anywhere it lands in the Bahamas might be a place to hide a boat like Gypsy. Where is she now, and where is she going?”

Dave leaned forward on his couch. “Good questions. What do you think, Sean?”

“If Gypsy is somewhere in the Bahamas, she might be spotted by a low-flying airplane.” I saw Ben smile.

“How’s that?” asked Nick.

“Because Ben had two large letters painted in blue on the roof of the wheelhouse. These are the letters SF in the center of a circle. Ben told me they stood for Semper Fi, the Marine motto, meaning always loyal.”

Ben sat up straight. “I forgot about that. Maybe the insurance company will hire a pilot. A drone might work if we knew where in the islands they’re taking our boat.”

***

Gypsy was running twenty-five knots, cutting through the cobalt blue waters of the Atlantic ten miles from Freeport in the Bahamas. At the helm, Miguel Garcia piloted the yacht and watched the digital charts and maps. He could see land in the distance. He grinned and pulled at his crotch. “We’re almost there. Traveling 225 miles in nine hours—this yacht hums! Almost home free, my man.”

His partner, Manny Baptiste, stood a few feet away in the flybridge, lifting a pair of binoculars to his dark eyes. “I can spot the entrance to Bell Channel.”

“Where’s the satellite phone? I need to call Dario to see if he and Leo want us to bring this boat into that channel. Shit happens and plans change. He might have a new port for us.”

Baptiste lifted the satellite phone off a chair and handed it to Garcia. He made the call while slowing Gypsy down to fifteen knots, the big diesels rumbling. Seconds later, his phone connected. “We’re here. Made good time. Sure is easy crossing the Gulf Stream in a yacht like this. We caught a nice fish, and we’re bringing it home.”

“I’m happy you had a good fishing trip. Did you see any tuna?”

“Naw, not this time. Must be off season.” Garcia laughed.

“I assume there were no problems, or I would have heard from you earlier.” The voice on the phone was flat, a casual business tone, speaking code words with a slight Hispanic accent.

“Yeah, man. Everything went as planned. You still want us runnin’ into the channel we talked about?”

“The plans haven’t changed. You know where to dock. Two men will be there to assist you. The buyer is ready for your catch. We have another tournament planned for you soon.” The man clicked off.

Garcia turned to Baptiste. “Plans are the same. And the work just keeps on comin,’ baby.”

***

Ben eased down into one of the chairs in Gibraltar’s salon. He looked up at Vivian. “I forgot to mention, the detective called and said he’s in the marina parking lot. I gave him directions to Gypsy’s slip and told him we’re on Dave Collins’ boat, Gibraltar, which is right across from where Gypsy used to be.”

I looked through one of the port side windows and saw a man in a sports coat, blue shirt, and pressed jeans walking down the dock toward us. I looked over at Ben. “That detective you mentioned is here.”

“How do you know?”

“Because he’s heading toward slip L-57, Gypsy’s home, the only empty slip on this dock. Also, I recognize him.”

“Really?” Vivian smiled. “How?”

“Let’s go outside to welcome the police presence,” said Dave, standing. “Maybe he can find the missing link.”

We left Gibraltar, Ben and Vivian leading as we walked down the short ancillary wooden landing that ran the length of Gibraltar up to L dock. Max followed us, tail thumping, her eyes fixed on a brown pelican perched atop a post next to one of the marina cleats that had previously held ropes used to tie Gypsy in place.

Vivian and Ben introduced themselves to the detective. “Thank you for getting here so quickly,” said Ben. “We really appreciate it.”

“You’re welcome.”

“Detective Dan Grant,” said Ben, “I want you to meet our marina friends—Dave, Nick, and Sean.”

Dan Grant’s skin was the hue of caramel. He had broad shoulders, a furrowed brow, and dark eyes that were guarded. He put his hands in his pockets, rocking slightly on the balls of his shoes. He eyed me. “I’m well acquainted with Sean O’Brien. I should have known that if a crime happened in Ponce Marina, it wouldn’t be far from your orbit.” He smiled. “That doesn’t mean you’re linked with the crime itself. But there could be a connection as in trying to help the victim.”

“How are you, Dan?”

“Can’t complain.”

“How do you two know each other?” asked Vivian.

Grant suppressed a smile, watching a shrimp boat arrive. “The last time I saw Mr. O’Brien was right before I was shot by a psychopath with a fetish for mermaids.”
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Detective Dan Grant held Ben and Vivian in suspense for a minute. He briefly told them the story of a psychopath who murdered a young woman in a mermaid costume on a movie set. The killer took the lives of two more women before he was caught.

I was brought in as a PI because a friend of mine had a daughter who was almost one of the victims. She was a college student who worked part-time as a mermaid in a theme park. Dan Grant came close to losing his own life in the hunt for the killer.

“But enough about past crimes,” said Grant. “Let’s focus on the current one, Mr. and Mrs. Wilson, the theft of your boat, Gypsy.”

Vivian smiled. “Please call us Ben and Vivian. We’re not formal.”

Grant nodded. “I can do that. We’re running a check on the license plate you sent us. We should have a name and address soon.”

Ben grinned, his cheeks ruddy. “That’s great news. If you find a home address, will you go question the person, or is that something the deputies do?”

“It depends on who’s available at the time. I like to question people whenever I can, but all our field deputies are good interrogators.”

“Would it be the same officers who came to the docks and viewed the security video?”

“Most likely, since they’re familiar with the case. I wonder how, though, they saw the video and missed the shot of the vehicle’s license plate. Or maybe I should be asking: Who found that video, and where’d it come from?”

Ben glanced at me for a second, before looking at Grant. “Well, Sean thought the driver backed up close enough for a small camera at the door of the Tiki Bar and Grill to have captured it. When he checked with the owner, the video was there.”

Grant looked at me, his eyebrows lifting. He turned back to Ben and Vivian. “I was told there are no known witnesses—nobody saw your boat leave.” He pointed to the empty slip.

“Not that we know of,” said Ben. “Sean suggested that I speak with the people on a catamaran, a boat that’s closest to the main harbor channel that leads in and out of the marina.”

Grant nodded. “It doesn’t matter if they heard your boat leave. What matters is if they or anyone else saw and can identify the face or faces of the criminals.” He looked around. “There are hundreds of boats here. Not sure how many are used as liveaboards. But if anyone you speak with is an eyewitness, someone who saw faces, I’d like to question them at that point.” He looked at St. Michael. “Who owns this boat?”

Nick grinned. “I do. She’s made from the same basic mold that goes back to Greek fishin’ boats five hundred years ago. Her high bow can take the ocean.”

“Do you live on it?”

“St. Michael’s been my home for twelve years.”

“It’s right beside the slip where Gypsy was docked, and you didn’t hear anything as the thieves were removing the boat lines and cranking the Hatteras engines?”

“Sometimes I sleep like a horse that’s been run hard and put up wet. Gypsy’s brand-new Caterpillar diesels are a lot quieter than most others.”

I watched Grant as he studied Nick’s body language and speech. I could tell that Grant believed him, found his answer plausible, but was probably wondering why Nick wasn’t awakened for a few seconds as Gypsy was backed out of her slip.

Grant gestured toward Gibraltar, eyeing Dave. “And you heard nothing either, correct?”

Dave smiled. “I don’t have the fine-tuned hearing I had twenty years ago. But like Nick said, Gypsy is quiet for a yacht her size. The rumble of diesels, at least to me, is like distant thunder in the soft patter of spring rain. It’s a sound that isn’t foreign to a marina, even at three o’clock in the morning.”

Vivian clenched one hand over her purse strap. “Detective Grant, does your department have some kind of reciprocal arrangement with the Bahamas, one that will allow you to alert the police over there to be on the lookout for Gypsy?”

“I will get in touch with the Royal Bahamas Police Force and send them a picture of Gypsy. We can do an international BOLO. If they find your boat, they can make arrests, and we can try to extradite the crooks back here to be prosecuted. If they forged false title and documentation papers in the Bahamas and sold the boat, they may be prosecuted over there for selling stolen property. Because you and Ben are the victims, whether it’s here or there, you’ll be called for depositions and trial, should it get to that.”

Ben smiled. “That’s no problem.”

“I looked at the two photos of the yacht that you sent to me. It is a fine-looking yacht, but there are hundreds if not thousands of similar boats. Plenty of Hatteras yachts like that are in this country and throughout the Bahamas. Is there anything distinguishing or unique about Gypsy that might help us?”

Ben glanced at me for a second before answering. “Yes. There are two large letters, SF, painted in blue on the roof of the wheelhouse. The letters are in the center of a circle.”

“Why SF? Do they stand for something like San Francisco?”

Ben chuckled. “No, not San Fran. I’m an ex-Marine. But once a Marine, you’re always one. Anyway, the letters come from the Corps’ slogan—Semper Fidelis or Semper Fi.”

Grant jotted the information down in his small notebook. “Anything else?”

Vivian and Ben both shook their heads. “Not that we can think of,” said Vivian.

Grant eyed Nick and Dave. “Since you fellas have boats right here, can you think of anything on their vessel that might make it unique?”

Dave smiled. “Gypsy was, and still is, the pick of the litter when it comes to Hatteras convertibles of her size. The yacht looks like she came right out of the factory, and she’s ten years old. The hull’s paint is bright and shiny. The interior mahogany woodwork is superb.”

Nick nodded. “Ben and Viv did a total refit. Gypsy emerged like a new boat.”

When Nick used the word, emerged, I thought of something I remembered on Gypsy. I looked at Detective Grant. “Butterflies and moths emerge from cocoons. Ben and Vivian have a brass-plated image, what I thought was a butterfly, mounted on the wood of the door leading from the cockpit to the salon. The plaque is about the size of a coffee saucer. My wife, Wynona, recognized it as an antique, so she asked Vivian about it.” I looked at Vivian and Ben. “You want to finish the story?”

Vivian smiled. “Of course. The image isn’t a butterfly, but rather that of a moth. It’s a gypsy moth. Ben and I found it in a quaint antique shop in London. The gypsy moth is not native to America. It first arrived in 1859 on a sailing schooner. It was brought over on the ship by a man in Massachusetts who wanted to get into the silk production business. When Ben and I learned that and saw the brass plate with the four-winged moth engraved on it and the word Gypsy at the bottom of the plaque, we bought it to mount on our boat. The gypsy moths now living in the U.S. are from ancestors who traveled to America on a ship, so it just seemed fitting.”

Detective Grant looked amused, a slight glint in his eyes. “That will help us. Unless the thieves ripped the plaque from above the door, maybe it’ll still be there if we find the boat, even though I’m sure its name will be quickly painted over and changed.”

Nick sighed. “That’s a fact.”

“Although you folks have a very nice boat, there are a lot of them in this marina alone. I’m curious as to why Gypsy was targeted. Has anyone been on your boat in the past couple of months, maybe an insurance appraiser or a marine surveyor for the bank? Perhaps someone showing interest who could have pretended to inspect it but was there with criminal intent?”

Ben and Vivian exchange glances. “No. We’ve had marine mechanics on Gypsy. She was hauled out, the old diesels replaced, and then put back in the water. The lead mechanic from Johnson Marine stopped by a few days after the install to make sure everything was in great working order. That’s about it.”

Nick shook his head. “I remember something. But because I don’t look at things like you do, Sean, it wasn’t a big deal. I barely remember it. But now that Detective Grant is asking about this kind of stuff, maybe it is something.”

“What is it, Nick?” asked Vivian.

Before he answered, Nick stared down L dock past the entrance toward the Tiki Bar as if he were trying to recall a stranger in the midst.




NINETEEN

Detective Dan Grant looked like he didn’t want to answer the phone buzzing in the pocket of his sportscoat. He glanced down at the caller ID. “Sorry, give me a second. I need to take this.” He walked across the dock, watching a Hunter sloop with a gleaming white hull motor into the marina.

Nick said, “I’ll wait for the detective to come back before I share the story I almost forget.”

Vivian managed a smile. “Thank you.”

I watched Vivian move closer to the vacant slip, her thoughts perhaps aboard a boat that was now a ghost ship. I could see her eyes well, the tears for Gypsy falling onto the dock. She lifted a tissue from her purse, dabbing just below her eyes. She turned her back to us as she took a deep breath, composing herself. My heart hurt for her. I glanced over at Ben. “While the detective is on the phone, it looks like your wife could use a hug.”

He nodded. “She had a lot of personal things on Gypsy. Pictures of our daughter and other family, one-of-a-kind nautical items. That brass plate you mentioned is a good example. Vivian made Gypsy a home on the water.” He walked over and hugged his wife.

Dave looked at me and Nick. “I was trying to imagine what it would be like if I came back from an overnight trip and found Gibraltar gone from her slip. That boat is my home. Not only would the thieves steal my house, but the things inside, like my books and family photos. I believe that’s what Vivian is thinking about at this moment. Sometimes the enormity of something like this, not unlike a house burning down, creeps up on you after the firetrucks are gone.”

Nick scratched his bushy moustache. “That’s the truth.”

I said, “An old friend I’ve spoken about, the gentle beekeeper who maintained a beautiful spring on his land, once told me that things we lose have a way of coming back to us in the end, but not always how we might expect them to return. Change is our forever dance partner.”

Dave glanced up at the sky. “And then one day the music stops. Perhaps every cloud does have that proverbial silver lining, even the dark clouds.”

Nick said, “I don’t see how that would ever apply to losing a 60-foot Hatteras unless the boat comes back in the same condition.”

Dan Grant ended his call and returned. Vivian and Ben joined us. Grant put the phone in his pocket. “My apologies. That was a colleague of mine who had a question about maritime law. He’s dealing with the feds on a case involving a boat, or a boatload might be a better description.”

“What do you mean?” Ben asked.”

“We’re having what’s being termed migrant encounters in and around Florida’s inlets that have access to the ocean. Smugglers in boats are coming ashore under the cover of darkness and releasing people from all over the world into Florida. These guys, basically sea pirates like the Mexican cartels are on land, are running boats with their lights off and coming onto our unguarded shores, especially on moonless nights.”

Dave glanced over at me. I said nothing.

Grant looked at Nick. “You were talking about something that might be relevant to this case. What is it?”

“I hope you can use it. Ben, do you remember that time, a couple months ago, when we were having a beer in the Tiki and got to talkin’ with a guy on the barstool next to us? The fella looked like he just stepped off a golf course. He wore a navy-blue polo shirt with a fancy logo on it. He said he’d got the shirt at the Boca Club. The dude was tanned and had one of those billed visor hats on his head. He wore a watch that I recognized as a Rolex Daytona.”

Ben nodded. “Yes, I do remember that man. He said he was a yacht broker and a guy who specialized in selling Hatteras, Bertram, and Viking convertible yachts. When I told him about Gypsy and why we chose a Hatteras, he asked if he could take a quick look at it.”

Nick folded his thick forearms over his chest. “I remember you telling him Gypsy wasn’t for sale. But the guy said he’d still love to see it just in case you and Vivian ever decided to put the boat on the market.”

Ben shrugged. “And, of course, being a proud owner, I invited him aboard Gypsy. He wasn’t there more than twenty minutes, just long enough to get a feel for the boat. He said he was impressed and to keep him in mind if we ever wanted to sell Gypsy. When he got off the boat, we stood here on the dock and chatted some more. He was curious about your boat, Nick.”

“Everybody wants to know about St. Michael.” Nick chuckled.

“He liked your Grand Banks, Dave. And Sean, he said your boat had good bones. He wanted to know why you named it Jupiter, and I remembered how you liked the fact that the planet Jupiter could change in appearance—colors and stripes—and that it took eleven years for it to trek around the sun. He said the song by Train, Drops of Jupiter, was one of his favorites.”

“Did you get his name?” asked Grant, jotting down information.

“He gave his card to me. I may still have it.” Ben pulled out his wallet, leafing through a few worn business cards. “Here it is. The man’s name is Eduardo Diaz. He went by Ed. He’s an independent yacht broker, and the address is a post office box in Boca Raton. He said he works out of his home office and SUV, going all over the state of Florida.”

Nick snorted. “I remember that. The guy said he’s sort of like the Lincoln Lawyer on TV but without the chauffeur.”

“Did he drive a Lincoln?” I asked.

Ben shook his head. “I don’t know. Could have been a Lincoln SUV. We didn’t ask.”

Grant said, “Please hold the card up, facing me. I want to take a picture of it.”

Ben compiled, and Grant pulled out his phone, snapping two photos. “Thanks. You can keep the card. I have what I need. Speaking of cards, let me give you one of mine.” He removed a business card from inside his sportscoat. “This has three numbers. One is the main line to the sheriff’s department. The one under that is a direct line to the CSI division where I work. On the back is my cell number. Use that if something is urgent or you need to text me.”

“Thank you, Detective Grant,” said Vivian. “We appreciate you trying to help us.”

“You’re welcome. I just wish I could be more optimistic. I hope we’ll get lucky.” As he started to leave, his phone buzzed again. Grant glanced at the screen. “It could be our luck just changed. The caller is one of the deputies who is tracking down the data from the picture of the SUV license plate. Grant took the call, stepping away. He listened for twenty seconds before asking, “Are you sure? Okay. No. Let’s hold up on that. I need to go with you.”

Grant clicked off and turned back toward us. His eyebrows arched. “Maybe our luck is starting to change.”

“What is it?” asked Ben.

“We have a name and address from that license plate. The address is here in the county, a house in New Smyrna Beach. And the car is registered to the same man whose name is on that business card, Eduardo Diaz.”

Ben looked over at me. I motioned for him to join me as I walked toward my boat, Jupiter. Twenty feet away from the others, I stopped walking and turned to Ben, his eyes distraught and hurting. “Don’t beat yourself up. You were conned. It can happen to anyone.”

He shook his head. “But I’m seventy. I should have known better.”

“You had no reason to be suspicious.”

“I still feel like an old fool. I invited a thief aboard Gypsy.”

I reached out and put my hand on Ben’s shoulder. I could feel the bones under his skin. “I’ll help you and Vivian find Gypsy. Let’s see what Detective Grant will or won’t do and then come up with a strategy to locate your boat.”

Ben’s eyes watered. He blinked rapidly. “Thank you, Sean. Vivian and I never had a son. If we’d been so lucky, I would have felt blessed if he had turned out like you. Is it too late to adopt you?” He smiled, wiping a single tear from his left eye and turning to walk back to the empty boat slip, his shoulders a little straighter.




TWENTY

Eduardo Diaz opened a sock drawer and took out one of the four burner phones and a pistol. He walked from the bedroom to the living room in the small house he rented. Diaz parted the curtains, looking out at the driveway and the street in front of the ranch-style brick house on Camelia Court. His dark eyes scanned the neighbors’ homes. One man across the street rode a green John Deere lawn mower, his belly bouncing under the sleeveless tank-top T-shirt.

Diaz closed the drapes tighter. He moved like a leopard as he walked into the kitchen, muscles sinewy, rolling under his skin, his black hair combed straight back. He had the cheekbones and the square jaw of a model. Diaz got a can of Modelo beer from the refrigerator, popping the top and taking a long pull. He wiped his wet red lips with the back of his hand.

He looked at the burner phone he’d set on the table. Then he glanced at his watch, picked up the phone, and tapped in the numbers. After a moment, the call went through to the Bahamas. Diaz spoke just above a whisper. “I got your message. What’s next on your list?”

“It is not my list. It is our list. I’m bettin’ that a catalog would be a better definition.” The man had a slight Hispanic accent.

“All right. What’s next?”

Dario Cardona stood at the bow of a 64-foot Ferretti yacht docked at a large port in Nassau. Cardona was lean and had troubled, deep-set eyes like polished acorns pushed into slits. He watched a cruise ship across the harbor, the deep blue sky reflecting from the water behind it. “We have a buyer looking for a 60-foot Bertram. Find one for us.”

Diaz picked up his beer. “That shouldn’t be too hard.”

“The buyer will take possession in St. Barts.”

“Will I work with Baptiste and Garcia again on this one?”

“I don’t know. We may rotate in others.”

“A big Bertram. They’re around here and up in Jacksonville.”

“We want a late model. The newer, the better. Garcia and Baptiste said that taking the Hatteras went well. They’re in the islands now.”

“Good. Glad to hear there weren’t any problems.”

“They say it was like the whole damn marina was asleep, stoned, or passed out from one too many margaritas. No hassles. What I love about this business is that boats don’t leave tracks. Once we get beyond the twelve-mile line, if the AIS and GPS systems are neutralized, there is no way in hell they can follow us. The world’s best trackers are rendered clueless.”

“It’s funny that you used that word tracker.”

“Why?”

“Because that day when the owner of Gypsy, an older man, invited me aboard, we made small talk as I asked him about his boat. I snapped a pic of the Hatteras from the dock. The owner, who’s a talker, was pointing out other boats that his friends owned. One was a Grand Banks. There was also a fishing boat that looked like something you’d see around the Greek Islands. I only know that because I’d met its captain, a crazy Greek guy. And there was a Bayliner in a berth right next to the Hatteras. I remember the boat’s name, Jupiter, because it reminded me of one of my favorite songs, Drops of Jupiter. Anyway, this boat ….”

“I don’t care about your favorite song or this boat, Jupiter.”

“Bear with me, Dario. I’m only following up on what you said because it might be important.”

“What hell are you talking about?”

“According to the old man, Jupiter is owned by a guy who was a tracker in the military—Delta Force. Today, this dude works as a PI. I don’t remember his first name, but his last name is O’Brien. According to the old man, O’Brien was known as a man who could track warriors like the Taliban in Afghanistan, and he could do it when they thought they were tracking him.”

“Who gives a shit?”

“I mention it because the old guy told me a story. He said this ex-Delta Force dude was asked to find a sailboat called Dragonfly that had been moored in Ponce Marina. He tracked it to a remote spot in the Bahamas south of Andros. Ratman Cay. The married couple on the boat had been hijacked by pirates and were about to be killed. Somehow, this guy, O’Brien, got them and their boat away safely.”

“He probably followed an AIS signal.”

“That wasn’t in use when this happened.”

“Am I supposed to be impressed?”

“O’Brien took no prisoners.”

“Find us a 60-foot Bertram.” He clicked off.

Diaz got dressed in jeans and a tropical print shirt. He put a compact Beretta in a leather holster under his shirt, locked the front door, and left in his Chevy SUV.

***

Ten minutes later, Detective Dan Grant drove his unmarked cruiser past the ranch-style home on Camelia Court. He picked up his police radio microphone. “Unit thirty, what’s your twenty?”

“We’re right behind you, Detective. Just turning onto Camelia.”

“There isn’t a vehicle in the driveway. We’ll park and have a look.”

“Ten-four.”

Grant parked in the driveway, blocking the exit of any car that might be in the garage. The deputies pulled behind the detective’s cruiser and got out. They walked over to meet Grant. The taller deputy gestured toward the property. “Looks like someone keeps up the yard and shrubs.”

“Do either of you know if this guy, Eduardo Diaz, owns this place or rents?”

The shorter deputy said, “I did a title search. I think he rents. The home is owned by Adam Goldstein. At least that’s the name on the deed.”

“Let’s look through one of the glass windows on the garage to see if there’s a vehicle in there.”

They approached the home; both deputies’ hands were on the grips of their pistols. The tallest deputy peered through a small, grimy horizontal window into the garage. “There isn’t a vehicle in there.”

Grant looked around, the hum of a bumblebee coming from the blooming red snapdragons near the side of the garage. “Ron, you go to the back of the house. Mike, you come with me to the front door. Be ready for anything.” They split up, with the taller deputy going with Grant and the other man walking around a hard plastic garbage can to the back of the house. A dog barked in a nearby yard.

At the front door, Grant knocked three times. No response. They waited another ten seconds and banged again, louder. Grant faced the door. “Eduardo Diaz, we’re with the sheriff’s office. We need to speak to you. Open the door.”

A minute later, the only thing they could hear was the dog barking and a lawnmower shutting down across the street. The deputy shook his head. “Doesn’t look like anyone’s home.”

“Diaz could be lying low in there with a shotgun aimed at the front door.” He eyed the neighbor across the street walking their way. “Maybe this guy has something we can use.”

“How are you, fellas?” asked the approaching man, his fleshy face glowing, bits of grass on his thick neck and round cheeks. “My brother-in-law is a cop in Jersey and ….”

“Do you know who lives here?” Grant asked.

“I’m not sure of his name. He’s a quiet guy. Keeps to himself. Seems to be gone more than he’s home. I think he must be some kind of sales rep. I do know you just missed him. He drove off about fifteen minutes ago.”

“What kind of car does he drive?”

“A black SUV. I think it’s a Chevy. Who is he? Did he do something wrong?”




TWENTY-ONE

Nassau, Bahamas

Dario Cardona thought about what Eduardo Diaz just told him. He mumbled. “Nobody can track a boat with the electronics turned off, not even a sailboat.” He stood on the bow of the sleek Ferretti and spit down into the clear marina water. Cardona put the phone in his pocket and walked toward the yacht’s salon.

Two high-end prostitutes, in short dresses with lots of cleavage showing, were leaving. The women, one blonde and the other with auburn hair, had smeared lipstick and flushed faces. They were followed by a barrel-chested man only wearing shorts. His fur-like dark hair covered his chest, shoulders, and gut. Leo Benson had a bulldog face and very little chin. A smoldering cigar was wedged between his stubby fingers.

“You girls outdid yourselves today,” said Benson, pointing the cigar like it was an extension of his right hand.

“Thanks, Leo,” said the blonde. The other woman smiled, popping a breath mint into her full mouth. They walked out and headed down the exit gangplank, a shiny aluminum ramp that led to the pier.

Benson looked at Cardona and grinned. “The blonde said she has a sister who she’ll bring next time. How come you didn’t wanna party with us?”

Cardona frowned. “Because this boat is owned by our boss. Stuart lets us use it from time to time as our office here in the islands. I’m not so sure he’d be cool with us banging prostitutes and doin’ lines of coke in his Ferretti.”

“That’s why God invented maids and professional cleaning services. What’s the status of the last boat, that Hatteras?”

“She’s at the boatyard. We’ll have her repainted soon. I had the title and documentation papers changed. Gypsy is about to become Wanderlust.” He grinned. “Same kind of theme. Baptiste and Garcia had no problems leaving the marina in Florida. The crossing in the Hatteras was fast. Nobody even attempted to follow them.”

“We ought to hit that marina again in a month or two. Stuart says he’s contracted with a security company—some guys who install cameras on the side of buildings and tall poles. He said these guys are usually hired to survey the marinas, find their weak spots, and make security recommendations. It gives them a thorough understanding of a marina’s layout. For a price, that info is available.”

Cardona squinted from the sunlight’s reflections bouncing off the bright yachts. “Stuart knows how to work the angles and the people.”

“Speaking of people, we’ll be doing another migrant run from Nassau to Bimini and then into Key Largo. The Chinese are flying into the Bahamas to make the trip. We’ll have a mix of Venezuelans and Chinese. Stuart has a guy here in immigration who’s working the deal. All we got to do is get the right captain and boat to make the run. Smuggling people beats running drugs. The human cargo asks for asylum in the states. That squares everything.”

“The way I look at it is that we’re doing a good thing by supplying large and safe boats for transport. Some of these fishermen turned smugglers are hauling people in leaky junk for boats. Look at all those Haitians who drowned last year.”

Benson laughed. “Yeah, sure, the righteous justifier. And here I thought it was the money you liked. By the way, Stuart’s gonna put the squeeze on a cargo ship he wants to acquire. It’s in the Dominican Republic. I gotta go over there to grease some palms, get the yard to make some unexpected repairs to the ship, and hit the British owner with expensive fees. When it goes through the legal system, racking up high docking fees, we’ll bring in a crew to take her to Jamaica, where the new owner will be waiting with his payment. Like Stuart says, possession isn’t nine-tenths of the law, it is the law.”

“Especially in those ports we deal with in shitty countries. Have you ever been to Stuart’s office in Miami?”

“Only once. The place oozes with money. It’s a high-rise building overlooking the Atlantic. The women who work in the place all look like they’re gals you’d see on magazine covers. Miami is the new Paris.”

Cardona stared into the port, watching an Oyster sailboat leaving from a slip a quarter mile away.

“You look like you’re trying to see Miami from up here,” said Benson.

“I was just watching that sailboat heading out and thinking about something Ed Diaz just told me.”

“What was that?”

“He said there was a boat right next to the one we snatched that’s owned by some guy who got a reputation in Delta Force for his tracking skills in Afghanistan. Diaz said this man hunted for a sailboat from the same marina. It was hijacked at sea by pirates. He found the boat and the couple still alive, and he did it without using AIS or GPS tracking. With millions of miles of ocean and thousands of islands scattered from here to Venezuela, how’d he do it?”

“That’s bullshit. The U.S. Navy might be able to pull it off with a fleet of ships, but not one man. No way.”

“Since he’s good friends with the old guy who owns the Hatteras, what if he comes looking for the boat?”

“First, there’s no way in hell this guy could ever find it. Second, if he somehow gets damn lucky and manages to find the boat, we’ll gut him and use his innards for shark chum.”




TWENTY-TWO

Max had a canine radar hidden in her DNA. We could be driving for miles, but when I came within a few hundred yards of our driveway, she would sit up in her seat and then stand on her little hind legs to prop herself up at the Jeep’s window, watching as we approached the gate across the driveway entrance. “We’re home, Max.” I pressed the remote, waiting for the steel gate to swing open, and drove through, checking my rearview mirror as I approached our home until the gate closed.

At one time, I didn’t have a gated driveway or a fence around our three acres. I now had both, plus seven exterior security cameras and motion-detection, high-powered lights. Because of the nature of my job, often exposing and finding criminals, the layers of protection were not only justified but necessary.

I thought about the two gun-wielding men who would have stolen Wynona’s purse, jewelry, and car, and perhaps even hurting or killing her and the kids. Those men, and others like them, were the reasons for the safety and fortification of our home.

I parked my Jeep next to Wynona’s car under the large live oak adjacent to our home. We got out, and Max took off running toward the three wooden steps that led up to the screened-in back porch. The sun was setting in the west, beyond the oxbow in the river, the surface shimmering as if raindrops of liquid gold were falling across the river.

I remembered what Ben Wilson said about the man who posed as a yacht broker and his connection to the song Drops of Jupiter. ‘He said the song by Train, Drops of Jupiter, was one of his favorites.’ I wondered if Detective Dan Grant, or his deputy investigators, had found and questioned Eduardo Diaz, who was apparently anything but a yacht broker.

The sound of an acorn falling on our tin roof brought my thoughts back to the present. Max and I entered the screened-in porch and the second door leading into the kitchen, the smell of red pasta sauce greeting us.

“Daddy!” shouted Angela, sitting at the table with crayons and a coloring book.

“Hey, Sweetheart.” I walked in and kissed Angela’s forehead. “What are you coloring?”

“This butterfly. I want its wings to be blue and yellow, like some of the butterflies that come to Mom’s flowers.”

“You’re doing a great job.”

She beamed. Connor came from around the corner. He held a small dinosaur in one hand, a wide smile on his face. “Daddy, this is a steggy.”

“I see that. Steggy is short for stegosaurus.”

“Yep.”

“Where is your pal, T-Rex?”

“In my room. I put T-Rex under the bed so nobody can get him.”

“That sounds like a safe place.”

“It is.” He smiled and climbed up in the chair next to his sister. I walked over to where Wynona was adding spices to the simmering red sauce in a pot on the stove. “Smells good.” I leaned in and gave her a kiss.

“I hope it’s good. I thought I had a half-gallon of sauce in the freezer from the last time we made spaghetti. But lo and behold, nada. So, as my mother used to say, it’s all scratch and prayer. How was your day? Did the Wilsons have any luck locating their boat?”

I gave her an update and added, “I’m optimistic that the police will find and question the imposter yacht broker. If he provides names, maybe Ben and Vivian will have some good leads.”

“Let’s hope so. I’m a little worried for Jupiter. What if these crooks try to steal her?”

“I don’t think Jupiter, as much as we love that old boat, has the sex appeal of a sixty-foot Hatteras or even Dave’s trawler, Gibraltar.”

Wynona smiled. “Jupiter has plenty of sex appeal, just like her captain. Now that I’ve flattered you, maybe you’ll be inspired to make the salad.”

“I’m beyond reproach. So, you can’t bribe me with flattery, but nice try.” I laughed. “Just to be by you, though, I will chip in to help. Let me wash my hands, and I’ll toss a salad.”

“Just don’t toss anything on the floor.”

“Max will catch it.”

Wynona looked out the kitchen window, the cypress trees near the river in silhouette. “I keep thinking about those two men who approached me and the kids in the mall parking lot. In a split second, all my FBI training was there in front of me. But none of that training included a scenario where I was a mother with two children at my side, looking in my car for a pull-up diaper when two criminals would come onto the scene out of nowhere.”

“Is your gun in your purse?”

“Yes. But I don’t know if I could have reached it fast enough. And then there you were, coming up quickly behind them. Thank God. Angela has had more than enough trauma in her young life. I just want ….” Wynona bit her bottom lip, her eyes watering. “Now that I have a family, I never want to lose that.”

“It’s yours to keep.”

“About half an hour before you came home, I got a call from the prosecutor’s office. The lead prosecutor, whose name is Linda Burton, wanted us to know that the two men will be arraigned on Monday. They were booked in jail after being treated in the ER. Linda said the men had been in the U.S. less than a week, and that their tattoos show definite ties to that Venezuelan gang. She also said that those gang members are some of the worst of the worst.”

I said nothing, thinking about what Detective Grant mentioned about illegals being dropped on our shores like human cargo. These guys, basically sea pirates like the Mexican cartels are on land, are running boats with their lights off and coming onto our unguarded shores, especially on moonless nights.

Wynona turned the heat down on the burner. “Our attendance at the arraignment isn’t mandatory. Do you think we should go? I’m supposed to be at the store Monday morning.”

“Go open your shop and do what you normally do. Like the prosecutor said, your presence at the arraignment isn’t needed. On the other hand, I might drop by the courthouse, sit at the back of the courtroom, and see how things transpire.”

Wynona smiled. “Thank you.”

The small TV screen on the kitchen counter caught my eye. The sound was off. I used a remote to unmute it. “Looks like they’re doing a story about Ben and Vivian’s boat.”

A middle-aged news anchorman with a wrinkled brow looked into the camera. “A luxury yacht was stolen from a marina in Ponce Inlet south of Daytona. Channel Three has an exclusive interview with the yacht’s devastated owner. Also, police arrested two men in a mall parking lot for allegedly trying to steal a woman’s car. These stories and more coming up next.”
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Normally, our home is a safe zone for the kids. The TV news could make it feel less safe for them. That’s why Wynona walked over to the kitchen table. “Angela, I want you and Connor to take Max on the back porch and play with her. Her toys are in a box in the corner.”

“Is dinner almost ready, Mama?”

“Yes, it won’t be much longer. Dad’s making a salad, the bread is baking, and the pasta noodles are almost done cooking.” She escorted the kids to the back porch, with Max following and her tail flapping. Angela and Connor would be where they couldn’t hear the news story, but close enough to be monitored.

Wynona returned as I was putting the finishing touches on the salad. The commercials ended, and the news began. The same anchorman was back. “Good evening, and thanks for joining Channel Three News at Six. Police say two men are in jail tonight for allegedly stalking a woman and her two small children in the Metro Mall parking lot, attempting to steal her purse, jewelry, and car.”

He paused as video came on the screen before continuing. “These are images from the security camera footage of the incident. You can see a woman, identified as Wynona O’Brien, and her two children—a young daughter and toddler son—at the rear of her SUV when the two men approached. One was wielding a gun, demanding her belongings. She told police they wanted something else, too.”

The video cut to a police officer. “At first, they were focused on the victim’s purse and jewelry, but that quickly changed when they tried to hijack her car. Fortunately, that didn’t happen.”

The images cut to the anchorman and new video on a split screen. “It didn’t happen because the woman’s husband, Sean O’Brien, was in the parking lot. He arrived in a separate car to meet his family.” The video pulled out to a full screen. “As you can see here, the men did not go through with their intentions because the roles were reversed. O’Brien used his fists to take both men to the ground. They are identified as Juan Castillo and Carlos Romero, both twenty-two years of age. Police say the men traveled from Venezuela and entered the U.S. illegally.”

The image cut back to the officer. “We’re not sure if this is gang-related, but we believe the two subjects belong to a Venezuelan gang now operating in the U.S. Things like this are no longer isolated incidents as the crime rate rises. The victims were very lucky.”

The anchorman concluded. “The two men were treated for their injuries and booked into jail on charges of assault and attempted theft. Their arraignment is set for Monday.”

Wynona looked at me. “Our names are out there.” She glanced toward the back porch. “That worries me now more than ever before.”

The anchorman continued. “In other news, police are calling it a bold and brazen theft. A 60-foot Hatteras is missing from its boat slip at Ponce Marina. Hank Fuller has the story.”

The video cut to an image of an empty boat slip, with a lone pelican perched on a nearby dock post. The reporter began. “This is where a 60-foot Hatteras named Gypsy was moored. But not anymore.” The images cut to photographs of Gypsy.

“The boat, owned by Ben and Vivian Wilson, was stolen just after three a.m. The thieves, believed to be two men, picked the locked gate, giving them access to the dock where the yacht was moored. Although they didn’t have a key to Gypsy, they broke in, started the engines, and pulled out of the marina in the dead of night. Ben Wilson was home sleeping, but he knows what happened.”

The video changed to an interview with Ben. “I got an alert on my phone and could see a moving dot, my Gypsy, leaving the marina. I thought I was going to have a heart attack. I felt completely helpless.”

The video cut back to the images of Ponce Marina. The reporter continued. “Ben Wilson called the first person he could think of, and that was Nick Cronus, who lives aboard his boat, St. Michael, in a slip next to Gypsy. Cronus said he couldn’t believe his eyes.

Nick was standing in front of his boat. “It’s like Gypsy vanished. Poof! I heard nothing. The thieves must have been casing this marina because they knew what they were after. I think they had help. Gypsy is a beautiful boat. It’s very sad.”

The image was now of the reporter standing at the vacant slip. “Police, and even the Coast Guard, tell us there is little they can do because it’s believed that the Hatteras is far into international waters, perhaps headed for somewhere in the Bahamas. The GPS and AIS trackers were turned off as the boat moved out into the Atlantic. Police here say they’ve issued a BOLO—a be on the lookout alert—to the Royal Bahamas Police Force. Hank Fuller reporting from Ponce Marina.”

Wynona looked at me and took a deep breath. She muted the sound from the TV. “Somehow, Sean, due to no fault of ours, we made the news, and it’s the same thing with our friends, Ben and Vivian. Their precious boat, Gypsy, was stolen even though they took security precautions. The GPS tracking alert systems were all working. That guy you mentioned, Diaz, must have been the point person.”

“We’re hopeful that Detective Dan Grant or the deputies brought him in for interrogation.”

Wynona took bread from the oven. “So, this guy, Diaz, who pretends to be a yacht broker, fools both Ben and Nick as he was having a beer with them. I wish Dave had been there. He probably would have detected some inconsistency or something about Diaz that wouldn’t have made the scratch and sniff test.”

My phone buzzed. “Speaking of Dave. He might have an update on Gypsy.”

“Or maybe he just saw that story about the men who approached me and the kids, and Dave has an insight to share with us.”
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Dave Collins has the fine art of intellectualizing and getting to the point. “Good evening, Sean. My former director in the CIA used to say that everything happens for a reason except for the stuff you screw up yourself. I just caught the news story, or perhaps the dual stories. What are the odds that two of my good friends, men whose boats shared adjacent slips, would make the news at the same time? This is my attempt to find a hint of humor in two dangerous situations.”

I smiled. “In the case of Ben, he didn’t screw anything up. He made the simple mistake of trusting a guy who pretended to be a yacht broker. In my case, the two people who tried to steal Wynona’s purse and car are sitting in jail. They made the decision to screw that up.”

“Indeed. Unfortunately, Nick and Ben had a beer with a fork-tongued devil. I know you tell me that you never believe things are coincidental in a criminal case. And I can only assume that your situation and Ben’s circumstance, even though coincidentally broadcast on the news at the same time, are not connected.”

“They probably aren’t. But let’s see how it plays out.”

“Care to elaborate on that? I don’t see a connection or coincidence at all.”

“It’s just one of those gut feelings. My radar is up, but it’s too early to make any kind of assessment. Have you talked with Ben or Vivian since I left the marina? I was wondering if the detective or the deputies found the fake yacht broker, Eduardo Diaz.”

“I reached Ben at his home just a little while ago. He’d just spoken with Detective Grant. The detective and a couple of his officers went to the suspect’s home and came up empty. Diaz wasn’t there. Grant said a neighbor told him that Diaz is gone a lot, as in out of town on extended business trips.”

“Probably scoping other marinas around Florida. Police need to get that guy’s photo circulated to dockmasters and marina offices, from the Key West to Charleston.”

“No doubt. In the meantime, let’s hope the BOLO for Gypsy is having a positive effect in the Bahamas, and we’ll hear something soon. If not, I wouldn’t put it past Ben to do a Teddy Roosevelt charge up the hill, in this case, in the Bahamas. But Ben isn’t going to find rough riders in boats. What are you and Wynona going to do with the gangbangers who invaded your life?”

“Their arraignment is Monday. I hope the prosecutor will tell the court why bail wouldn’t be a good idea for these illegals, who, by their presence and relations here, are flight risks.”

“I’m just glad you were arriving in that parking lot and could stop a dangerous situation from escalating, perhaps becoming fatal.”

“I had the help of T-Rex. Connor’s dino toy.”

“Please explain that the next time I see you. If some things do happen for a reason, perhaps it’s because one lone dinosaur escaped extinction or did a time travel.” Dave chuckled. “Either way, Sean, I’m happy the prehistoric past converged with the present to ensure a future for your family. Goodnight to you and Wynona. An icy cold Hendricks is calling my name.” Dave clicked off.

***

An hour later, after I finished reading Angela and Connor two stories, Wynona joined us for a nighttime prayer. We tucked the kids into their beds, and then the two of us, along with Max, settled on the back porch. We sat in wicker chairs with cushions on the seats and backs. Max curled up in my lap. Wynona sipped a cabernet, and I held a cocktail glass partially filled with Belvedere over ice, watching fireflies do aerial waltzes above the orange trees in our backyard. I spotted the dark silhouette of a great-horned owl on the limb of a bald cypress tree, the bird’s back to the moonlight across the river.

Wynona reached out and touched my right hand. “I can feel the torn skin on your knuckles. Did you sustain any other injuries in the fight?”

“No, and it wasn’t much of a fight in the traditional sense. I had the element of surprise on my side. It wasn’t hard to knock them out.”

“I’m hoping this thing will soon be far behind us. I’d prefer not to look over my shoulder when I take Angela to school and Connor to day care.”

“I’m betting the criminals will be arraigned, make bail, and vanish as cockroaches do. People entering the country illegally have ways of disappearing. I’ll leave it at that.”

“What about their gang—Tren de Aragua?”

“What about them? From what I’ve researched, they have a couple hundred members. They are in South Florida, especially Miami, and in Chicago, New York, Phoenix, and Los Angeles. The lads who were sprawled out in the parking lot are probably low-level followers.”

Wynona sipped her wine. “I hope you’re right. I was thinking about Ben and Vivian’s boat, Gypsy, remembering why they gave it that name. That antique brass plate they have mounted on the boat is so perfect for the name Gypsy. I doubt it will be there if she is ever found. I’ll give Vivian a call tomorrow to see how she’s doing and let her know we’re thinking about her and Ben. If these thieves are caught, I hope the legal system shows no mercy.”

I sipped my drink, bullfrogs singing baritone by the river. “Mercy is an interesting word.”

“Why is that?”

“Just how it’s often used. Mercy, meaning compassion and forgiveness, is given to someone who is awaiting punishment or reprimand for something bad that they chose to do. I’ve seen it throughout my career, as I’m sure you did in the FBI. Criminals beg for mercy. When it comes to the rest of us, mercy is the love we need the most but often deserve the least. I saw that with my brother and others. Like trust, it’s earned. But they never realize that until it’s too late.”

“I remember you telling me about your brother. That was tragic—almost a Cain and Abel situation. One of the greatest examples of mercy is what God showed to Adam and Eve.”

“But did they learn? Did Cain learn after he committed the world’s first murder? I sometimes think evil has such a deep root in mankind that it, unlike a cancerous tumor, can never be cut out. Evil opened the gate to L dock, moving in the shadows, and stole a prized boat that was the blood, sweat, and tears of Ben and Vivian. In an odd sense, I think boats can take on the personalities of their owners. Look at Nick’s boat. I believe that somewhere over the horizon, Gypsy is shedding her tears, too.”

“Maybe the thieves will be caught and prosecuted to the fullest extent of the law.”

“If they’re prosecuted in the Bahamas, I have no illusions. Big money is often legal tender in their justice system and ours. I have a feeling that whoever is behind this has done it many times. Maybe they’ve stolen much larger boats, even cargo ships. It’s happening a lot, and this kind of theft isn’t confined to Somali pirates operating off the East African coast. The Bahamas and the entire Caribbean have been a hotbed for pirates since the Spanish arrived in the New World 400 years ago.”

“If the BOLO turns up nothing, and if the insurance company reward doesn’t bring in any real leads, what do you think Ben and Vivian will do?”

“Ben’s an ex-Marine, a fighter. Would he travel to the islands in search of his boat? He could be robbed or swindled while chasing dead ends and going down rabbit holes. Or even worse.”

“You told me that Vivian was crying as she stood on the dock, looking down at the empty slip. I hope you told her an adult version of what I’ve heard you tell Angela when she falls, skins a knee, and cries. You tell her that tears are a good release, making her braver because, when she stands up, she’ll be stronger. That reminds me of my father from when I was little and cried. He’d quote a verse in Psalms, ‘Those who sow in tears will reap with songs of joy.’”

I said nothing, gently squeezing Wynona’s hand. I closed my eyes and listened to an owl hooting in the old oak and the bullfrogs harmonizing by the river. Decompressing after a long day, I could almost feel the night sky pulsating with energy and the heavenly secrets of time travel being whispered.
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From the moment they walked into the courtroom, I knew this wasn’t going to be a typical case. Juan Castillo and Carlos Romero were individually escorted by two bailiffs to the defense table, where they joined their attorney. One man’s arm was in a cast and sling. The other had a swollen jaw the color of a ripe plum. Their lawyer didn’t come out of the public defender’s office. I recognized him from another case I’d worked on a year ago.

His name was Victor Feldman, and he usually handled white-collar crime, often related to drug or human trafficking, securities fraud, and money laundering, just to name a few. He was with a law firm that had offices in New York City, Washington, D.C., and Miami.

Feldman was a short, wiry man with gray hair like steel wood, a hawk nose, and dark ferret eyes behind wire-rimmed glasses. He stood beside the defense table and consulted in a low voice with his clients. It was interesting, knowing Feldman’s track record, that two gangbangers who tried to steal my wife’s purse, jewelry, and car could afford this kind of legal muscle.

They couldn’t.

But someone could. Somebody who had a strong reason for lawyering them up to this caliber. Why? Who were Castillo and Romero? And what was their connection to the source of the money? I needed to know. They had their defense. I had to plan my offense if it came to that. Both men were wearing orange jumpsuits with COUNTY JAIL on the back.

I looked over at the prosecutor’s table. The two women, both wearing their dark brown hair up, were dressed in black suits and seated. Their laptop computers were open, and each had file folders in front of them. One of the attorneys, I assumed, was Linda Burton, the woman who’d called Wynona. I thought about what my wife told me. Linda said the tattoos are definite ties to that Venezuelan gang … those gang members are some of the worst of the worst.

There were less than a dozen people in the courtroom. I sat at the back and studied the body language of the defense attorney and his two clients. The defendants were almost cocky. Faces indifferent. Heads nodding as if they were sharing a joke.

It was then that I decided to leave the wooden bench in the back of the courtroom, moving to sit right behind the rail separating the defense table from the gallery. Three people were sitting at the long pew-like bench. I didn’t know if they were connected to the two men.

The judge, fleshy face with a turkey neck, looked as if it would be a challenge for him to climb the short flight of steps. He sat and wrote something on the case file before glancing up and shifting his eyes from the defense table to the prosecutors.

“The state of Florida verses defendants Juan Castillo and Carlos Romero. Ms. Burton, the charges your office filed include aggravated assault against three persons—Mrs. Wynona O’Brien and her two minor children—with a deadly weapon. In this case, with a gun. And the attempted theft of personal property—a purse, jewelry, and car—owned by Mrs. O’Brien, a resident of Volusia County. Is there anything else pending?”

The prosecutor, Linda Burton stood. “No, Your Honor. It’s the state’s goal to present more than enough evidence in a preliminary hearing to justify a trial by jury. And, as we continue background checks of the defendants—working with the FBI—similar assault charges were filed in Miami against Juan Castillo but dropped.”

“And that has no bearing on these cases,” said the defense attorney, standing.

The judge nodded. He eyed the attorney at the defendants’ table. “Mr. Feldman, your clients are facing the charges that I just mentioned. Mr. Castillo and Mr. Romero, do you understand the criminal accusations against you?”

Feldman motioned for his clients to stand, speaking to them in a low voice. The men stood at the same time, both Castillo and Romero nodding.

“Do either of you speak English?” asked the judge.

They looked at Feldman and shook their heads, no.

The judge eyed their lawyer. “Mr. Feldman, since your clients do not speak English, I want to make sure they understand the charges and the purpose for an arraignment. Do they?”

“Yes, Your Honor. I speak Spanish. They have been briefed.”

“Very well. How do they plead?”

“Not guilty as charged.”

The judge jotted in his case file. “Let us move on to the question of bail.” He shifted his glance to the state attorney’s table. “Ms. Burton, you are recommending that bail be denied. What are your concerns?”

“Our concerns are really fears, and they’re multi-faceted, Judge. Mr. Romero and Mr. Castillo are in this country illegally. They only carry Venezuelan driver’s licenses. They apparently believe our laws don’t apply to them, and because of that ….”

“Objection!” shouted Feldman. “The state is offering speculative opinions, not facts.”

The judge nodded. “Sustained.”

Burton looked at the papers in her hands. “Your Honor, what is not speculative are the tattoos on the forearms of both defendants. They are the same tattoos worn by members of a violent criminal Venezuelan gang, the Tren de Aragua, now operating in the U.S. We believe that if Juan Castillo and Carlos Romero are released on bail pending a trial, they will vanish. The state strongly suggests that bail be denied. There is something in the charges and the motion, Your Honor, something we believe should be said and on the record in open court.”

“What is that, Ms. Burton?”

“Although this is not a trial or an attempt at a plea agreement, the defense attorney has seen the same high-definition video that we have, taken from one of the Metro Mall’s security cameras. This video clearly captured the defendants’ faces and a weapon in the act of committing this crime. What is the incentive for the defendants not to flee? Your Honor, we ask that bail be waived and a speedy trial date set.”

“A date will be set, unless you and the defense come back here with a different motion after further due diligence.” The judge leaned forward. “Mr. Feldman, you have the floor.”

“Thank you, Judge Gibson. We appreciate the state’s concern, although it’s unfounded. These two men are here seeking asylum from a country that marginalized them into men who were mere shadows of themselves. It’s not unlike other nations, such as Russia or China. In Venezuela, you simply do not speak out against a brutal government for fear of severe retribution. That’s why they seek refuge here. We have plans for them to be housed in an immigration facility. There are beds, food, and clothing. Your Honor, these men are not a flight risk. They want nothing more than to settle in their new county, their new home, and become productive members of our community. All they need is a chance. We respectively ask that bail be set at a reasonable amount.”

Burton shook her head. “Judge Gibson, the defense is trying to make it appear the defendants are victims being oppressed. They are the perpetrators!”

From where I sat in the courtroom, I could hear the judge blow out a breath over his microphone. He put on bifocals and read for less than twenty seconds. He looked up, holding his eyes on the two men for a moment. “Juan Castillo and Carlos Romero, bail is set in the amount of fifty thousand dollars each. Should you make bail, don’t even consider not showing up in this courtroom for trial. There will be severe repercussions if that is the case. Mr. Feldman, please relay that to your clients in their native language.”

“Of course, Your Honor.”

I watched the body language of the defense attorney and the two criminals. His Spanish was eloquent, essentially telling them what the judge said and to consider it a privilege to have been granted bail. They both nodded.

Victor Feldman faced the judge. “They understand and thank you for the opportunity to take this to trial.”

“All right. I am setting a trial for July seventh at nine. That day, a jury will be selected. The defendants will remain in the county jail until such time as bond requirements are met.” He slammed his gavel down. “Court adjourned.”

There was a murmur in the gallery. I looked at the spectators and spotted a TV news crew in the back of the courtroom. It was a cameraman and reporter. I recognized them. And I could tell that the same reporter who covered the theft of Gypsy remembered me from a previous story he covered at the marina.

The four bailiffs approached the defense table, one moving to each side of Romero and Castillo. They all turned and looked at the people in the gallery, who were standing and chatting, some leaving. I stood and stared at the two men in handcuffs. When they looked at me, there was a visceral and physical reaction. Romero, the man in the arm cast and sling, glared, his eyes popping. Castillo winked at me, lifting one hand and giving me a thumbs-down sign. His back was turned toward the judge, who was leaving the bench.

The bailiffs shuffled Romero and Castillo from the courtroom to the parking lot, where a sheriff’s van was waiting to take them back to the county jail. I didn’t think they would make bail. But then again, I wouldn’t have thought they’d be represented by a pricey lawyer working for a firm with offices in three states.

I turned and walked down the aisle between the gallery benches. The TV news reporter approached me. “Hi. Sean O’Brien, right?”

“Right.”

He grinned. “We meet again. I remember you from a story I did a few years ago at Ponce Marina. It was about a treasure and a university professor who lost his life. Isn’t your boat near Gypsy, the Hatteras that was just stolen?”

“Yes, you have a good memory.”

“Then, can I ask you why you’re at this arraignment?”
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In a knife fight, you look for a gun. In this case, the equivalent of a gun would be the reporter holding a microphone toward me. He wasn’t. His cameraman was still carrying the tripod in one hand and his camera in the other, as if they were about to walk out of the courtroom. I really didn’t want to talk about why I was at the arraignment, so I ignored the question.

The reporter looked at me as if he were weighing what he would say next. “I hope your friend, Ben Wilson, finds his boat. We got a lot of response from viewers after the story aired.”

“Anything police can use?”

“One caller, a commercial fisherman, said he saw a Hatteras in the Atlantic that he thought was Gypsy. He said he was a little too far away to read the boat’s name, but believed it was the same one he knew from Ponce Marina. He said guys who make a living at sea can spot and identify boats like mechanics can recognize the make of a car at a distance.”

“Please give that information to the police. Detective Dan Grant is working the case.”

“Sure thing.”

“I need to get going. Good seeing you again.” I turned and left. The reporter followed me into the hallway and out the main entrance to the courthouse steps, dozens of people coming and going. The Florida morning was already hot.

“Mr. O’Brien, I was reviewing the charges against those two men. The victim listed is Wynona O’Brien. Is she your wife?”

“Yes.” I kept walking.

“Could we get a quick interview?”

“No.” I kept moving.

“Hold up a second, please.”

I stopped as the reporter signaled for his cameraman to get ready for an interview. “I don’t have any comment at this time.”

“I saw the video from one of the Metro Mall security cameras. Although your back was turned to the camera, it was you who took out those guys, right?”

I said nothing.

He shook his head, grinning. “I’ve seen some fast moves in my life, and I boxed when I got out of the Navy. But I’m not sure I’ve ever seen the speed of combo punches like what you threw at those guys. Where’d you learn that?”

“Life’s a good teacher. If your family was being attacked by criminals with a gun, what would you do?”

“Hey, I’m with you. Do you feel the bail amount set by the judge was fair?”

I spotted the two prosecutors coming from the courthouse and down the steps. I eyed the reporter. “Excuse me.” I went up to the two women and introduced myself, adding, “I appreciate your aggressive stance in prosecuting this crime.”

Linda Burton smiled. “In Florida, lines are drawn in the sand. So many criminals are indifferent to the law, mocking it and us, choosing to take from others, and then play the victim card of oppression themselves.”

The other woman held her purse in one hand and her laptop in the other hand. “We wish DAs in every state and city would establish legal boundaries with criminals and make them face consequences for their actions.”

Burton looked at the TV cameraman and newspaper reporter coming closer. She eyed me. “In that surveillance video, I saw how you protected your family. That was noble, but it doesn’t always turn out positive. Please tell your wife that I’ll be calling her soon. I wish bail had been denied. The judge doesn’t consider these men flight risks, even with their gang affiliation.”

“How do you think they can afford the legal muscle from Victor Feldman’s law firm?”

“That’s the question. What bothers me is that if they can afford those legal fees, they can make bail. Who would be paying for that? Someone in the gang? Maybe a top member?”

The reporters were now close enough to hear our conversation. I thanked the two prosecutors and left.

***

Sheriff’s deputy Jim Wolf was on a fast-track to become a detective. Wolf, a seven-year veteran with the department, had what is known in law enforcement as a good eye. He was observant, perceptive in questioning suspects, and paid attention to small details. He had olive skin, dark eyes, and visible cheekbones. His lineage could be traced back to the ancestral roots of the Creek and Miccosukee Indians. Some of his ancestors walked the infamous Trail of Tears.

Today, he drove a police cruiser on patrol near Harborside Marina, the largest in Daytona Beach. His partner of one year, Keith Reid, a slender man with an Adam’s apple and bloodhound eyes, sipped coffee from a paper cup. He said, “Man, I wish I could afford one of those boats. Maybe, if I worked three jobs, I could buy a used Sea Ray.”

“I’m not much of a boater. More of a landlubber. I’d rather be in the mountains than on a beach. I never got used to sitting on a towel in the sand watching waves and seagulls.”

Reid grinned. “It’s not the gulls; it’s the gals. When you see a woman in a bikini, a lot of a man’s guesswork is done.”

Wolf chuckled as he drove around the marina’s perimeter road, hundreds of sailboats, yachts, and cruisers moored along the vast network of docks. He eyed pedestrians and boaters alike. “There are a lot of liveaboards in here. It’s like a floating neighborhood.”

“A buddy of mine hangs out with another dude who lives on a houseboat called Parrot Head. I think it’s a tribute to Jimmy Buffet. Anyway, I’m told it’s a non-stop party. Because I’m a cop, he wouldn’t say much more.”

Wolf hit his brakes.

“Whoa!” Reid said, wiping hot coffee off one hand. “Give me a warning before you do that. I don’t want to scald my balls.”

“I saw something.”

“What?”

Wolf put the cruiser in reverse, backing up. He studied a black SUV parked near the curb with many other cars and pickup trucks. He stared at the license plate. “That’s the tag. The vehicle is the one in the BOLO linked to the theft of that Hatteras yacht from Ponce Marina.”

“It sure as shit is. Nice catch. There’s no one inside. We’d better radio it in.”

“Wait. Not yet. More police vehicles around here might scare this guy off.”

“I don’t see anyone in the SUV.”

“Let’s just do some surveillance. It’s been a while since we did a stakeout. We can circle the block, come back, and park in that lot across the street. There are enough shrubs to hide our car, but we’ll be able to see the vehicle owner when he returns.”

“Do you want to ambush the guy?”

“I want to catch him by surprise and question him. We’ll probably make an arrest.”

Reid reached for his iPad. He hit a few keys. “We don’t have a photo of the vehicle owner. No known criminal record. Nothing but his name and license plate. It’s registered to Eduardo Diaz.”

“That’s all we need for the time being. We got his name. Now, let’s see if he shows up.”
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As I drove from the courthouse, I didn’t have to look in my rearview mirror to see what might choose to follow me. I thought about Castillo and Romero staring at me for less than five seconds the courtroom. It wasn’t as if time stood still for those few seconds, but rather that it might be a glimpse into the near future. Would they try to do something to keep Wynona from testifying against them? Would they post bail and never show up for a court date? I didn’t know. But I did know one thing.

They came from a world where vendettas were public executions.

Gang violence in Venezuela was spilling into America, and we didn’t even share a border. I thought about what the prosecutor Linda Burton said to me on the courthouse steps. The judge doesn’t consider these men as flight risks, even with their gang affiliation.

I smiled. Just another spin of the legal system’s roulette wheel. In a gray world that has a hard time distinguishing between good and evil or black and white, the bad guys bet red and black—even money—that charges will be reduced, dropped, or they’re released without having to post bail money. I considered the nature of evil and how it almost killed Wynona.

It was her last assignment as a detective with the Seminole Police Department. After eight years as an FBI special agent, she thought that crime on the reservation, tribal land, and properties would be relatively quiet by comparison. And it was until organized crime—the mafia—wanted to flex its muscle into tribal gambling operations. Wynona was shot in the stomach by a hitman. She almost died on the operating table in the ER. She had been four months pregnant. The baby she carried, our child—a girl—died in the womb from the gunshot and trauma.

It had been a slow recovery for Wynona, physically and emotionally. Then Angela came into our lives almost like a stork deposited her on the doorstep. Wynona had a strong purpose again, and the two of them bonded like a mother and child do. And now we have Connor to round out our family. Yet, darkness has a way of creeping in like a rising tide at night. I knew darkness could be driven away by two things: light and a shotgun.

As I drove from the courthouse through DeLand, I thought about the taproots of evil and how a bad apple doesn’t fall far from a diseased tree. I had an idea, and I knew who to call for help.

***

Officer Jim Wolf sat in his police cruiser and lowered his driver’s side window. His partner, Keith Reid, did the same thing on the passenger side. Wolf could smell the briny salt in the air, the marina less than a quarter mile from the Atlantic Ocean. He could also smell trouble, not in the perception of an odor but rather as a sense that something was ominous.

He felt that insight when he and another officer were dispatched to an apartment to answer a domestic violence call. As they knocked on the outside door, a yellow light barely illuminating the porch, Wolf had a feeling that the abusive husband was within five feet of them, on the other side of the door. Wolf motioned for his partner to stand away from the entrance. In less than three seconds, rounds from an AR-15 blew through the door, splinters flying like pieces of shrapnel. They managed to stay alive and keep the abused wife and child safe. The psychotic husband, a man who heard voices in his head, died on the way to the hospital.

Today, even under a deep blue sky, with visibility all around, people working on boats, and others walking dogs, it didn’t seem like any danger was present. No poisonous snake coiled and ready. Wolf remembered what his grandfather had told him about snakes. They aren’t good or bad. They are just here, doing what snakes do. We must know their reach and keep our boundaries. The old man said that about everything in life, except man. That’s where the distinction lies in waiting. We have free will. The rattlesnake only has survival on its mind.

“We’ve been sitting here for a while,” said Officer Reid. “How long do you think we should wait for Eduardo Diaz to show up?”

Wolf smiled. “You mean before we call in the troops, leave, or do something else?”

“What if this Diaz character is on somebody’s yacht, and they’re out at sea for a couple of days? We can’t sit here for hours.”

“Sometimes the lion hunts by walking through the brush in search of prey. Other times, the lion hides, waiting for the gazelle to walk by, then ambushes it.”

Reid grinned. “Of all the partners in crime prevention, I get a guy who approaches police work like Geronimo. When you start takin’ scalps, I’m outta here.”

“But I always got your back, Reid. Speaking of prey, I see a guy coming from the west side of the marina and walking toward the sidewalk that leads to that parked Chevy Equinox with the license plate that got our attention. I have a gut feeling it’s Diaz.”

Reid sat straighter in the passenger seat. He put on sunglasses, looking in the direction that Wolf pointed. “The guy’s on the phone. Wonder if he found another yacht to steal, and he’s talking with his people—the ones who come in to snatch it.”

“Could be he’ll tell us when we chat with him. If we arrest the guy, we’ll have his phone log.”

“Let’s call in backup.”

“Why? He’s one man, and he’s outnumbered. Between the two of us, we’ve made hundreds of arrests. This is just another one. He’s not on the run after a murder. He’s a suspect in a freakin’ boat theft.”

Reid shook his head. “Just the same, I still want to call it in. Maybe a second car with a couple more officers might be a good thing.”

“Suit yourself.”

Reid keyed the police radio. “Dispatch, this unit forty. We’re at the seven hundred block of Atlantic Boulevard. Harborside Marina. We have eyes on a suspect in the BOLO for the boat theft from Ponce Marina. Request backup.”

“Ten-four,” came the flat voice of the female dispatcher. “Unit seventeen, what’s your twenty?”

“South Beach and Ocean Boulevard.”

“Proceed to the seven hundred block of Atlantic and link with officers Reid and Wolf.”

“Ten-four.”

Wolf turned to Reid. “Okay, the cavalry is on the way. Shouldn’t take them but a few minutes. In the meantime, that guy will be in his vehicle and gone. We need to delay him until backup gets here. Let’s roll! We’ll wait until the perp walks up to the vehicle door, then we’ll approach. I’ll get his attention, make him face me, and then you come up from the rear. You have those two palm trees to block his peripheral view of you. Piece of cake. Come on.”

The officers left their car, Wolf leading. As they got within a hundred feet of the parked SUV, Wolf used a hand signal. Reid nodded, moving toward the palm trees where he would remain until the suspect’s back was turned toward him.




TWENTY-EIGHT

Eduardo Diaz felt like he was on a roll. He’d just left a 61-foot Bertram yacht where he pretended to be a broker and was given a tour and a Bloody Mary by an owner who was thinking about selling the boat. Diaz was still on his phone, making gestures with his free hand as he came down the sidewalk to a main boardwalk that connected to dozens of long docks, the boats bobbing as the tide rose.

A woman pushing a baby in a stroller was walking down the same sidewalk from the opposite direction. She wore a blue and white sundress, her long blonde hair like spun gold bouncing off her shoulders. The wide-eyed face of the baby was just visible in the shade from the stroller.

Diaz wore a dark blue sportscoat, designer jeans, and dock shoes. He looked like a yacht broker or an owner. When Diaz spotted the police officer approaching and coming closer to his SUV, he ended the call but pretended to be speaking with someone, holding the phone with his right hand.

He knew he wasn’t illegally parked. The officer was getting closer for some other reason. Diaz thought about the small Diamondback 9mm pistol in his coat pocket. And he had the feeling it was time to leave the area and set up shop in South Florida.

***

Officer Wolf stood ten feet from the SUV’s driver-side door. His hand was on the grip of his holstered gun. He looked at Diaz and said, “Good morning. Is this vehicle yours?”

“Is it illegally parked?”

“No. Is it yours?”

“Yes. What seems to be the issue, officer?”

“I need to see some ID. Your driver’s license. Are you Eduardo Diaz?”

“May I end my phone call so I can give you my license?”

Wolf nodded. Diaz smiled and said into his phone. “Thanks, Russel. I’ll call you back.” He started to open his coat and pocket his phone.

“Don’t!” said Wolf. Set your phone on the ground and put your hands on the side of the vehicle, your back to me, legs spread.”

Diaz looked in the sideview mirror of his SUV. He could see the woman with the stroller stop to watch the situation unfold. He knew she was about fifty feet directly behind him. He squatted, placing his phone on the street. As he stood, feigning to turn so he could put his hands on the SUV, he reached inside the pocket of his sportscoat, pulling out the gun.

Wolf drew his pistol. He was faster. But the woman and her baby were directly in the line of fire. That two-second pause would be his mistake. Diaz fired once. The bullet tore deep into Wolf’s chest. He collapsed, dropping his pistol onto the street.

The woman screamed and ran, pushing the stroller. She tripped on a sidewalk crack and fell, quickly recovering and grabbing onto the stroller’s handle just as Officer Reid came out from behind the palm trees. It had been months since he did target practice on the range. He fired. The shot went over Diaz’s shoulder, shattering a port window on a Carver yacht. He didn’t get a chance for a second round.

Diaz fired two more shots, both bullets hitting Reid. One entered his stomach. The second blew through his throat. He fell dead on top of the dried palm fronds at the base of the trees. The woman with the baby in the stroller screamed a long and painful mourn. Boaters and two landscapers ran toward her.

Wolf, lying in the street, felt two things—his life slipping from him and the power of resolve, giving him a surge of energy. He managed to crawl three feet, his bloodied hand gripping his pistol.

As Diaz turned from killing Reid, stepping over what he thought was the officer’s dead body, and opening the Chevy door, Wolf lifted his right arm, eyeing Diaz a second before firing one shot. The bullet hit Diaz in the center of his chest, knocking him to the asphalt. He stared into Wolf’s sweaty face. Seconds later, Diaz drew his last breath.

Wolf was now lying on his back, looking up at the deep blue sky and wispy clouds, feeling faraway. Emergency sirens were coming in from all directions. He saw an eagle gliding on the air currents, heading toward the ocean. Wolf could see the kind and wrinkled face of his grandfather. He was standing across a narrow river, his face immersed in light.

There was a cypress log bridge less than three feet wide that straddled above the river. Wolf was in the center, looking down at the alligators thrashing, creating white foams of water, their red eyes like hot coals.

“Do not look down,” said Grandfather. “Look at me. Walk this way. The breathmaker has given you wings to fly. Come toward me. Come toward the light. Wolf didn’t feel his feet move over the logs. He felt as if he was floating just above it, somehow not stopping but moving through the danger. But he couldn’t reach the other side of the river where his grandfather stood. The old man smiled, took one step back, and faded into the dark of the palmettos and cabbage palms.

Wolf felt the EMTs begin to treat him. “Looks like a single gunshot to the chest,” said one paramedic. “He’s critical! Let’s try to stabilize him on the gurney and head to the ER. Stat!”




TWENTY-NINE

It looked like a scene from a Norman Rockwell painting. I’d just pulled my Jeep up in front of Wynona’s antique shop, Moments in Time. I was in downtown DeLand, Florida, about twenty miles from our house on the St. Johns River. Three old men sat on a wrought iron bench outside a barbershop with a dark green awning over the door. The red, white, and blue barber’s pole, mounted on the aged red brick building, was moving at the pace of the town. Slow.

An American flag hung straight down from another brass pole on the opposite side of the barber’s shop. The elderly men, rumpled and weathered, one with a hand-carved wooden cane propped next to his crossed legs, were reminiscing.

They watched a boy about twelve, a blue-eyed towhead, walking his beagle. The boy held a chocolate ice cream cone in one hand and the dog’s leash in the other, the beagle eyeing him for a bite. The old men grinned, one slapping his knees in laughter.

I turned off the Jeep’s ignition and parked under the leafy shade of a maple tree. I pulled out my phone, scrolling through the contact list, looking for a particular FBI agent. She was someone that I’d worked with in the aftermath of the bombing at a Veterans Day parade in Orlando last year. Her name is Sara Ward, and she came closer to death than most FBI agents will ever see.

Before I could make the call, my phone buzzed.

It was Dave Collins.

I glanced out the Jeep’s passenger-side window, watching a woman leaving Moments in Time with an antique radio cradled like a baby in her arms, the yellow SOLD tag flapping in the breeze. I answered my phone, and Dave asked, “Did you see or hear what happened at Harborside Marina in Daytona?”

“No. Is it related to the third man in the heist of Gypsy, Eduardo Diaz?”

“Indeed. Mr. Diaz is no more. At least in this life, he no longer exists.” Dave told me what he’d seen on a TV newscast and then followed up by going online to read more. “One of the two police officers is apparently clinging to life. He’s in the ER. The officer’s name is Jim Wolf. I read his bio. He grew up on the Miccosukee reservation and served for a couple of years as a beat cop on the Seminole PD. I wonder if Wynona knows him.”

“I’ve never heard her mention the name. What do we know about Eduardo Diaz?”

“Not a lot that’s been made public yet. The two officers, Wolf and Reid, spotted the suspect’s Chevy SUV on a street next to the marina. The tag matched the BOLO. It appears that Wolf was shot once but managed to return fire, hitting Diaz. We know his address matches the one listed on the vehicle title.”

“And he was back at another marina.”

“No surprise there. What we don’t know is the link to the two men who took Ben and Vivian’s yacht. Now that Diaz is gone, we may never know. It’s another roadblock for Ben.”

“Something will break. The BOLO sent to the Bahamian cops might locate Gypsy.”

“Perhaps. However, Gypsy will soon lose her identity. New name, new paint, and she will blend into the thousands of boats in the islands. She might be refitted to smuggle guns, drugs, or people. I may be wrong. But, considering the events, I don’t think that is likely.”

I said nothing, listening to the ticking of the Jeep’s engine cooling.

“Sean, are you there?”

“Yes. I’m just thinking about possible next steps for Ben and Vivian.”

“Ben told me he spoke with Detective Dan Grant, apparently after a check of Diaz’s house turned up empty. Ben said that Grant let him know that there isn’t a lot on Eduardo Diaz. No criminal record. No social media presence.”

“Don’t you think a yacht broker would have a social media platform?”

“Of course, that’s if the broker was legitimate and had a real business.”

“The business he was in, stealing yachts, was evidently so serious that Diaz defended it with his life. Who was he defending? Who is the lead dog in this pack? I don’t think it’s a ring of Bahamian pirates. I believe it’s deeper and yet somehow broader, maybe extending down to the Southern Caribbean and into Venezuela. Dave, I need to make a phone call.”

“I was just about to ask you how it went at the arraignment for the two guys. I’m standing in Gibraltar’s salon, and a TV news story is coming on the noon broadcast.”

“Watch it. Let me know what the reporters say.” I gave Dave a quick summary, adding, “If you have a little time, maybe you can run a check on the lawyer, Victor Feldman. He works from the Miami office of Lowenstein, Akers, and Wexler, or LAW, as they like to brand themselves.”

“Clever bunch of counselors. It’ll be good to see what they don’t want people to see.”

“Thanks.” I clicked off and made a call to FBI Special Agent Sara Ward.




THIRTY

As the call rang through, I remembered the last time I saw Special Agent Sara Ward. It was right after we saved the life of a Supreme Court justice who was in the crosshairs of an assassin. In the field, Sara usually wore her light brown hair in a ponytail. Her hazel eyes were deep and probing, quickly assessing suspects and dangerous situations.

She answered. “Sean O’Brien, what do I owe the honor of this call?” Sara laughed.

“It has been too long. I hope all is well.”

“Compared to one of the last times I saw you, very few things on Earth could be worse. I had a crazed German surgeon with a Josef Mengele complex trying to open my skull to implant a chip in my brain. After that, everything else in life slides into a more serene mode.”

“I bet. Wish my team and I could have been there sooner.”

“Yeah, what was the holdup, rush hour traffic in the remote Virginia mountains?” She chuckled. “But, lucky for me, you got there in time. How’s Wynona?”

“She’s fine. Kids are great, too.”

“Good. Tell Wynona that she’s my role model. Next year I’ll be coming up on my anniversary with the Bureau. She bailed after eight years. I might follow her lead.”

“I’ll tell her. I’m right outside Wynona’s antique shop. I need to ask a favor of you.”

“Of course. What is it?”

I told Sara what happened to Wynona and the children, the results of the arraignment, and my suspicions, adding, “The two Venezuelans are Juan Castillo and Carlos Romero. I think one or both are tapped into the higher echelons of the gang. Somebody’s picking up their legal bill. Can you run a background check on those two? Maybe see what link, if any, there is to power and money in their gang or somewhere between here and Venezuela?”

“That won’t be difficult. I’ve been assigned to investigate gang penetration in America from other countries. It’s become epidemic—a real powder keg. At least with the old mafia, there was a hierarchy and a code of ethics, if you will. The mob usually drew the line at killing women or sex trafficking children. Not these new people coming into our country.”

“Wolves aren’t the only species that travel in packs. But wolves only kill for food.”

“The challenge might be tracking these guys from point A to B. In other words, from wherever they entered the country to that mall parking lot where they tried to assault your family. For the most part, these new illegal arrivals are invisible. They’re given court dates to meet five years down the road. And that’s probably not a road they’ll use to return.”

“A road less traveled.”

I heard Sara laugh. “It’s good hearing your voice, Sean. Let me get to work on this. Here’s what I do know about Tren de Aragua. We believe they’re aligning forces with the MS-13 gang. Tren, or ‘the train,’ as they like to be called in English, are some bad boys. They’ve spread from Venezuela into most of South America, with estimates of more than 3,000 members. In the U.S., many come across the southern border, heading to the larger cities.”

“What’s their specialty in terms of crime?”

“You name it, and they’re probably into it. For starters, human trafficking, drug running, kidnapping for ransom, racketeering, and money laundering. In New York, some members of the gang ride two on a motorcycle, driving by people and snatching purses and cell phones. They use the phones to steal from bank accounts, extort, or blackmail, eventually sending the phones to Colombia, where they’re wiped clean and resold. Do you think these two men targeted your family to kidnap them for ransom, or was it pure happenstance? Were Wynona and the kids just in the wrong place at the wrong time?”

“How could a mall parking lot in America be the wrong place on a sunny morning?”

“Good point. I’ll start on this for you. Shouldn’t take too long. Bye.”

I locked my Jeep and entered Moments in Time, the small brass bell above the door signaling my arrival. Wynona was with a customer at the front counter. The woman, with pastel-toned skin and feathered white hair like a snowy egret, was buying a wooden clock. She looked at Wynona and beamed. “I can’t want to get this home. This is the kind of clock that doesn’t just sit on the mantle; it hugs the mantle. I love the sound of chimes on the hour. It’s a comforting sound, like church bells in the distance on a Sunday morning.”

Wynona smiled. “I know what you mean. There are comfort foods, clothes, and the sounds of an antique clock chiming. Let me put it into a strong bag with handles.”

“Okay. Thanks.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Hawthorn. Do you need any help getting it to your car?”

“Heavens no. This clock isn’t very heavy.”

The woman turned and headed in my direction. I opened the door for her as she smiled demurely. “Oh, thank you, sir.”

“You’re welcome.” She walked out the door and into a shaft of bright sunlight just as the clock in the courthouse tower a block away chimed at the stroke of noon. I closed the door and looked across the store to Wynona.

Even from that distance, she was looking for me to bring her some good news or some hope. I’ll never diminish that for anyone, but hope itself isn’t a plan or strategy. Thoughtful action is. If need be, I’d rather bring news about a harsh reality than deliver false hope. Truth is important. But, more than that, I like to search for victory or a compromise if action is needed. Viewing the criminal moves of late, though, I knew compromise wasn’t on the table.




THIRTY-ONE

I walked through time as Wynona rang up another sale. The antique store is in a building constructed in 1890, and the structure is older than many of the items that Wynona sells. The shop carried the aroma of old books, furniture polish, and vanilla-scented potpourri. A stream of sunlight spilled through a window across the worn wooden floor, casting the cypress planks in the hues of a brown rainbow, the floor groaning under my weight.

I walked up to three antique phonographs—Victrola’s. Placed next to one were some Louis Armstrong and Duke Ellington albums. I could almost hear Armstrong singing It’s a Wonderful World. Maybe that was the side effect, the illusion, from walking through an antique shop with Americana on display that no longer existed once you stepped out the door.

I looked at the end of the aisle. There was an antique, oval-shaped mirror with a black and gold frame. The mirror reminded me of a porthole on an old ship. The glass appeared to have been coated in silver and mercury with a Midas touch of gold, giving it a translucent appearance, as if the mirror itself had aged, no longer having the energy or desire to reveal.

I stared into the mirror, not seeking my reflection, but rather looking for a tiny glimpse of my soul. It wasn’t an old soul but rather the one that had survived life and death situations to take on its new form. I saw nothing but my murky reflection, almost like a silhouette.

“Do you like that mirror?” asked Wynona.

I turned around as she came down the aisle, smiling, a feather duster in one hand. We hugged. “Yes, I do like the mirror. What it lacks, however, in its aged capacity to reveal, it makes up for it by enticing you to take a closer look. Like an illusionist’s trick, you wonder if what you see is all you see. Maybe, as a kid, I watched too many reruns of the Twilight Zone.”

“That mirror goes back to the mid-Victorian era when artisans used real silver coatings, mercury, and other elements to give it the capacity to reflect. Not unlike people who wrinkle in time, the mirror changes too, giving it a crystalline appearance. Those black specks are like age spots on older people.”

“Are you sure they’re not little black holes beckoning you to see through the looking glass, not just at it? Maybe the answers about the universe are in there.” I smiled, not looking at the mirror.

“Hmmm, maybe. Our dear friend, Joe Billie, told me that a Seminole medicine man once said to him that the universe is the answer. All we need to do is find the right questions.”

“I’ll reflect on that.” I smiled. “Speaking of Joe Billie and the Seminole tribe, does the name Jim Wolf ring a bell?”

Wynona didn’t have to answer. The expression in her eyes told me that she knew him. She took a deep breath, nodding. “Yes. Jim, who is Miccosukee by birth, got a job as an officer with the Seminole PD after he graduated with a degree in criminal justice from Florida State University. Why do you ask?”

“Over lunch, I’ll tell you that and what happened at the arraignment this morning. Can you take off for an hour?”

“Sure. Nadine isn’t here today, but I can put a gone to lunch sign on the door.”

“Good.”

“I’ll get the sign. It’s behind the counter.”

As she left, I texted Dave. Do you know what hospital Officer Jim Wolf was taken to?

***

Dave set his phone down on the coffee table in Gibraltar’s salon as the news came on his TV behind the bar. He unmuted the sound. An anchorwoman looked into the camera. “A judge granted bond today for two men, possible gang members, who allegedly accosted a woman and her two children at gunpoint, attempting to steal her purse and car in the Metro Mall parking lot. Reporter Hank Fuller was at the courthouse.”

The video cut to inside a courtroom. There were less than two dozen people in the gallery as two men in orange jumpsuits stood with their attorney and faced the judge. The reporter began. “It’s not known whether Juan Castillo and Carlos Romero will make their bonds, set at fifty thousand dollars each. What we do know is that both men are recent arrivals to the U.S. from Venezuela. This is security camera footage captured in the Metro Mall parking lot. You can see Castillo and Romero approach Wynona O’Brien and her two small children at her car. One man was brandishing a pistol. A third man, identified as Sean O’Brien, married to Wynona, is seen coming up behind the men. He uses his fists to stop the alleged hijacking of his wife’s car.”

The video cut back to the courtroom. “Attorney Victor Feldman says the men are not guilty of any attempt charges to hijack a car from Wynona O’Brien. Even though one of them wielded a gun, Feldman calls it a mistake and says that they meant no harm.”

The scene cut to an interview with Feldman. “My clients, hungry and confused, looking for sanctuary after a tumultuous journey here, thought they could frighten someone into giving them enough money to buy food. They made no real attempt to steal a car or even snatch a purse.”

The video cut back to inside the courtroom, the accused men standing by the defense table before bailiffs escorted them away. The reporter said, “Prosecutor Linda Burton disagrees, saying the only reason the defendants’ threats were not carried out is because the victim’s husband was there, having arrived at the parking lot in a separate car.”

The video cut to an interview with Burton. “What could have happened had Wynona’s husband not arrived when he did? She and her children may have been abducted with their car if Castillo and Romero had been successful in this crime.”

The video cut to outside the courthouse as bailiffs escorted the men, both in handcuffs, to an awaiting van. The reporter added, “After their arraignment, Juan Castillo and Carlos Romero were taken from the courthouse and driven back to the county jail, where they will remain pending release on bond. The prosecutor said the men should not have been given the opportunity to bond.”

The image cut back to Linda Burton. “These men are in this country illegally. What’s to keep them from just leaving? Very little, and they pose a threat to others. We believe they’re members of the notorious and violent Venezuelan gang, Tren de Aragua.”

Dave watched as the video cut to outside the courthouse as the reporter said, “Sean O’Brien didn’t want to do an on-camera interview, but he did pose this question: ‘If your family was being attacked by criminals with a gun, what would you do?’”

The video changed to the suspects who were about to be loaded into the sheriff’s van, three deputies standing next to them. The camera zoomed in close to one of the men’s forearms, a tattoo clearly visible. The reporter concluded. “Investigators can’t say for sure that Juan Castillo and Carlos Romero belong to the gang Tren de Aragua, but they both have tattoos on their arms that known gang members display. The trial is set for July 7. Hank Fuller reporting.”

Dave looked at his watch and muted the sound on the TV. He picked up his phone to scroll through contacts. Dave knew nothing about the lawyer, Victor Feldman, but he knew someone who could find out.




THIRTY-TWO

The restaurant is one of Wynona’s favorites. Stetsons Café is an open-air courtyard enclosed with chipped red brick, green ivy snaking through the open spaces in the brick and around the lattice work ceiling, and pockets of spotted sunlight breaking through. Blue and white umbrellas sprouted over the dozen tables scattered about the patio. I did a quick inventory, counting eight people seated.

As the hostess escorted us to a table, I read the text from Dave. Jim Wolf is in Halifax Hospital. Stable condition.

Wynona and I took a table in one corner, and I sat facing the entrance. It’s an old habit that’s helped to keep me alive. I didn’t do it to people-watch, but rather to watch for people who weren’t there to dine. We ordered coffee and Caesar salads with blackened shrimp from a pleasant college coed with wide green eyes and blonde hair in a ponytail.

Wynona looked across the table. “I’d like to hear about Jim Wolf before you tell me what happened in court.”

“Okay.” I told her what I knew and added, “Wolf is listed in stable condition at Halifax Hospital.”

“Thank God he’s alive. Jim was always a good officer. He made the rookie mistakes, but his heart was in the right place. I remember he was sometimes quick to underestimate a situation that had the potential to quickly turn dangerous. But he got better and seemed to develop more of a sixth sense when it came to confronting that kind of thing.”

“Did you work directly with him?”

“No. I did liaise with Jim on a few cases that were moved up to the detective division. He was thorough in his reports. Covered his bases. He left the tribal PD and took a job with the Clearwater police. I guess he moved from there to Daytona. I should visit Jim in the hospital.”

“Maybe Eduardo Diaz said something to Wolf that might link the police closer to the two men he dropped off that morning at Ponce Marina to steal Gypsy.”

“I’ll try to ask him. What happened at the arraignment for the two Venezuelans?”

I told Wynona everything that occurred in the courtroom and my conversation with Special Agent Sara Ward, adding, “Our timing is good with Sara. She’s now investigating gang crime and movement.”

“Looking into gang-related crime—that’s a tough job. It’s in your face, like a journalist trying to cover a war with the bombs exploding around him or her. Maybe Sara can find a link and learn how Castillo and Romero recruited a high-priced lawyer out of Miami. Who’s behind the curtain?”

“Good question. I wonder if someone in Miami is pulling the strings. Members of Tren de Aragua are in the three cities that Victor Feldman’s law firm has offices—New York, Washington, D.C., and Miami.” I sipped my coffee as the server brought the salads and left.

“Gangs don’t overtly retain law firms. But through shell companies, they hire lawyers. The largest population of Venezuelans in America is in Miami. More than 130,000 people.”

Wynona took a small bite from her salad. Two brown sparrows alighted on a tabletop near us, gleaning crumbs from a vacated plate. She looked up at me, drops of sunlight squeezing through the lattice work above us, the light catching in her eyes, making them look like amber sparks. “Sean, I sense that you’re looking for a possible connection between the theft of Gypsy and the two gang members who accosted me and the kids. Do you think there’s a link?”

“I don’t know. I need to turn over a few more rocks to see what scatters.”

“You found that license plate that led police to the home of Eduardo Diaz. Officers happened to see the tag on the subject’s parked vehicle near another marina. And then what should have been routine questioning escalates into a fatal shootout. I’m hoping that Diaz’s recovered phone leads to the two men who stole Gypsy.”

“If Diaz was using a burner, it’s going to take some sophisticated digital forensics work to crack that. In the meantime, Gypsy sails farther away from Ben and Vivian.”

“There are millions of square miles out there in the ocean, hundreds of Caribbean islands, and one boat called Gypsy, unwillingly adhering to the literal meaning of her name. Perhaps, something left behind on Diaz—on his body, car, or electronics—will point the way to recovering Gypsy.”

I sipped my black coffee. A cardinal chirping in a tall date palm filled the silence.

Wynona smiled. “What are you thinking?”

“I’m listening to you and keeping my random thoughts on a leash. When it comes to stealing high-end yachts, I think Diaz was just a cog in the crooked wheel. After the arraignment this morning, prosecutor Linda Burton asked me to tell you she’ll be in touch.”

“Good. On the phone, I gave her my victim impact and restitution statement. Fortunately, there wasn’t that much to give because you stopped those two men. Had they gone through with what they wanted, the impact and restitution would be entirely different.”

“Unfortunately, intent can’t be prosecuted. Only the crime itself. It’s like someone firing a pistol at your head and the gun jams. Their intent was to kill, but a faulty gun prevented that. The crime drops from what would have been murder to assault.”

Wynona’s phone buzzed. She looked at the screen. “Speaking of the prosecutor, I recognize the number. It’s from Linda Burton’s office. I should take it.”

“Yes, let’s see what she has to say.”

Wynona answered and listened for about fifteen seconds. “That was quick. Yes, of course. I believe very much in the application of the law and the consequences for those who choose to break it. What are the next steps?”

I listened to the cardinal’s continuous serenade as Wynona was hearing what the prosecutor had to say. “Thank you, Linda. Let me know if you need anything else. Bye.” Wynona put the phone back in her purse and looked across the table at me.

“I think I know what Linda Burton just told you.”

“What’s that?”

“Castillo and Romero both made bond.”

“Yes. How’d you know?”

“Because it happened fast. They have an expensive lawyer who’s in contact with the money man.”

“Do you think these two will try to intimidate me, go to trial, or just disappear?”

“If they try to threaten you, they’ll disappear, but not the way they’d like to go.”

“The identity of whoever posted bonds for them will not be public record.”

“Their moneyman, no doubt, is someone who thinks he’s anonymous. What he doesn’t know is that I will find him.”




THIRTY-THREE

Unscheduled stops come with the territory working as a PI. It’s not part of the job description, but it is part of the job. The next day, I was on my dock making plans to spend time with the kids when Dave called. He said, “I’m in front of my computer aboard Gibraltar doing some research on the lawyer, Victor Feldman.”

“What’d you find?”

“Feldman is one of the few attorneys with Lowenstein, Akers, and Wexler who is licensed to practice in all the states where their law firm has offices. Although he’s based in Miami, Feldman has won and lost cases in New York, Washington, D.C., and, of course, here in Florida. One of his specialties is white collar crime with international complexities.”

“Do you have an example?”

“Indeed. He defends people who choose to be involved in transnational organized crime, or TOC for short. These criminal structures range from hierarchies to clans, networks, and cells. Basically, they’re nothing but urban gangs. They deal in human trafficking, extortion, drugs, firearms smuggling, and even cybercrimes, such as illegal online gambling.”

“Do you happen to have a client list out of the Miami office, in particular, some people he’s defended in the area of transnational crime?”

“You know me, Sean. I try to anticipate what you may need. I prefer challenges that stretch my skillset and resources. Although I’m retired from the CIA, it’s good to tap into a few colleagues who are still there. In my vicarious consultations with you, I hope it keeps my brain cells recharged enough to ward off dementia.” Dave chuckled.

“Glad I can help.”

“Feldman and his associates have handled a couple dozen of these cases in the last few years. Their success record is impressive. Would you like for me to email the list to you?”

“That’d be great, thanks.”

“When are you coming back to Ponce Marina?”

“Don’t know.”

“I’m looking out my port window at Gypsy’s empty slip. It’s a sad situation for Ben and Vivian. The eerie vacancy right across L dock makes me wonder what new boat Eduardo Diaz wanted to target at Harborside Marina. And now that he’s been eliminated, what kind of effect will this have on this band of thieves? Do they have other con artists, and are they planning to hit another marina somewhere in Florida tonight?”

***

Leo Benson, Dario Cardona, and Miguel Garcia were playing poker at a round table in the salon aboard the moored Ferretti yacht. They sipped tequila and rum from heavy cocktail glasses. Bob Marley was singing Jammin’ through the expensive sound system.

As the first hand of poker was dealt, Benson’s phone buzzed on the table next to his glass of tequila. He eyed the screen through cigar smoke that drifted up from the stogie wedged in the left side of his wide mouth. “It’s Baptiste calling.” He looked over at Garcia. “Where the hell is Baptiste tonight?”

“Last I heard is he was going over to Island Luck to play the slots.”

Benson answered the call. “What’s up, Manny?”

“Bad news.” He blew out a breath.

“What’s that?” Benson puffed his cigar and placed it in a silver ashtray on the table.

“It’s Eduardo Diaz. He’s dead. From what I hear, he was shot by cops who found his car and ….”

“What the hell do you mean by found his car? Why were they even looking for it? You guys covered your bases. No witnesses. No security cameras, right? Hold on, Baptiste. I’m putting you on speaker. Miguel and Dario are here.”

“I wish I had better news, fellas. I was just telling Leo that Eduardo was shot and killed by the cops. Somehow, they were on to him, spotting his car’s license plate. He was shot near the Harborside Marina in Daytona Beach.”

Dario Cardona ran his fingers through his hair, his eyes angry. “I’d spoken with Eduardo right after he came off the next yacht that we were gonna pick up. He was excited and full of positive vibes. If he was being followed, I don’t think he had a clue. And I don’t think it was the cops that zeroed in on him.”

“What the hell do you mean?” asked Benson.

“Remember what Eduardo said after he had beers with the owner of Gypsy? He said the old man talked about some guy who tracked a hijacked sailboat after it left Ponce Marina for the Bahamas. This guy found it and the pirates near Ratman Cay.”

“I know where that is,” said Garcia, setting his cards on the table.

Cardona nodded. “It’s in the middle of nowhere. Anyway, Eduardo told me the dude’s boat was in a slip next to Gypsy. What if this guy somehow got a bead on Eduardo and gave the info to the cops?”

Benson shook his head. “I don’t give a rat’s ass about what ifs. I want facts! I gotta tell Stuart what happened, and all I know is we lost our best man in the field. He had a nose for the kind of boats we’re looking for, and he knew how to get access to them by gaining trust from the owners. His death is gonna set us back. Baptiste, how’d you hear what happened to Diaz?”

“From one of my contacts in Florida. Guy’s name is Randy Barker. Sometimes he goes by Dog ‘cause of his last name, Barker. Miguel and I met him when we went to a strip club with Diaz. Barker works there part-time as a bouncer. We had drinks a few days later. He’s got a military background. Told us what it was like when he did his first sniper kill in Iraq.”

“I remember him,” said Garcia. “Dude’s cool. Says he takes ice baths after a workout because it helps his immune system.”

Benson puffed his cigar. “You said this guy works part-time at a strip club? What does he do the rest of the time?”

Garcia smiled. “Freelance stuff. He collects money from people who are late in their payments to his clients. He’s hired muscle.”

“We might be able to use a man with those talents. Stuart has a concern about a situation somewhere near Orlando. A couple of Venezuelans that we brought into the Keys went up there, got high, and tried to hijack a car. Maybe even tried to kidnap a woman and her kids—just like those gangs do all the time in South America. They got stopped, and now they’re facing prison time. Stuart wants the charges dropped so these two wet-behind-the-ears boys can walk. Some hired muscle might be able to change things.”




THIRTY-FOUR

Ten days after the theft of Gypsy, Ben Wilson decided to do something that he hoped he wouldn’t regret. He sat in a chair at his kitchen table, a laptop computer in front of him, two file folders open, and papers and a map of the Bahamas spread out on the table. He looked from the paper map to the digital image of the Bahamas on his computer screen.

Ben glanced across the kitchen at Vivian, who was making a sandwich. “Viv, I’m going to call Detective Dan Grant for an update.”

“You spoke with him yesterday. He had no update. The police managed to find the man, Eduardo Diaz, who drove the SUV that night. I’m so sorry it resulted in his death. I never would have thought trying to apprehend him would cause a police officer’s death either, or the wounding of another officer. That’s just awful. Where and when will it end?”

“The death of the officer and the critical wounding of the other one is especially horrific. I don’t understand why Diaz drew his gun on the police. He didn’t steal Gypsy. He’s an accomplice, but he didn’t physically steal our boat. Yet he chose to pull his weapon when those officers approached him. Why? Nick Cronus and I had a beer with Diaz. He wasn’t some nutcase. So why the gun?”

“Who knows. Criminals don’t think like most normal people.”

“Often, criminals were normal people until they decided to break the law.”

Vivian looked from the kitchen through the sliding glass doors and watched a weeping willow tree sway in the breeze. “I’m fixing a turkey, lettuce, and tomato sandwich for you. The only decision you need to make is whether you want mustard or mayo on it.”

“Thanks, but I’m not hungry. I need to make a much bigger decision than that.”

“Detective Grant told you his department is trying to follow any leads from Mr. Diaz to the Bahamas or anywhere else, for that matter. So far, they just don’t have a lot to go on. The police will let us know when they get a break in the case.”

“It’s been ten days. I’m fearful that Gypsy might have had a dramatic refit and either been sold or will be used for smuggling drugs, weapons, or people. It’d be hard to stomach our beautiful boat being used by pirates who are sex trafficking women and children.”

“We don’t know if that’s the case. The insurance company posted the award on social media sites that deal with boating in and around the Bahamas, Florida, and the Caribbean. Maybe someone will respond, earn the reward money, and then we can point the Bahamas police to wherever our precious Gypsy is and have them arrest the criminals.”

“That’s one of the reasons I love you; you’re the eternal optimist.”

“We can’t allow pessimism to seep into our pores. That leads to stress, and stress leads to high cortisol and poor mental and physical health. We must remain hopeful.”

“I am, but I had an old drill sergeant who used to say nothing moves until you do.”

“But Ben, you are moving. You’re doing research, talking to the police, and speaking with liveaboards on boats at the marina. So far, no one has seen those men steal Gypsy. But I’m grateful that we have the video from a marina security camera.”

“And we have two dead men. Thank God the other police officer is going to make it. When I asked Dave Collins why he thought this guy, Diaz, would pull a gun on the police, Dave said it’s probably one of two things.” Ben glanced down at his notes.

“What are they?”

“He said the first is that Diaz was a slick sociopath—great with being glib, a good communicator, and a super salesman—who was hardwired to shoot first and ask questions later. The other possible reason, something Dave said Sean mentioned, is that this crime is larger than it appears. Dave said Diaz could be a bit player, yet very intimidated by whomever it was that he reported to in this criminal enterprise. Sean used the word cartel. That’s speculation, but it lends itself to a possible reason why Diaz took the chance with his own life—and lost.”

“Maybe Dave and Sean are right. What if our Gypsy is one of many boats being used for nefarious purposes? Nobody can track boats in the vast ocean. And even if they could, what law enforcement is out there when criminals are more than twelve miles away from a country?”

“I don’t believe Gypsy is at sea. I think she’s either here or there. Come look.”

Vivian walked around the kitchen counter to the table, standing next to her husband as he pointed to two places in the Bahamas. He tapped the keyboard and zoomed into one island. “This is Freeport. Lots of boatyards. Plenty of places for crooks to cut deals and refit boats.”

“Where’s the second spot?”

“Right here in Nassau. Again, many marinas, international ports, private docking areas, and at least half a dozen boatyards. I’m betting Gypsy is in one of those two places.”

“We’ll alert the authorities there.”

“Detective Grant already has. His BOLOs are there as well as the rest of the inhabited islands all the way down to Grenada off the coast of Venezuela.” Ben leaned back in his chair. “I need to make a trip to the Bahamas. First stop should be Freeport. If I don’t find Gypsy there, I’ll take a puddle jumper to Nassau.”

“Honey, let the trained law enforcement do what they do best.”

“The Bahamas police may or may not be well trained. The fact of the matter is that our boat has been over there for ten days. No one has seen anything, or if they have, they’re not talking. The police might be corrupt. They could easily be paid off by pirates to look the other way. I must go there. I might not find Gypsy, but I need to search.”

“I don’t think that’s a wise decision, and it could be very dangerous.”

Vivian touched the gold cross around her neck and said a silent prayer for her husband of almost forty-five years.




THIRTY-FIVE

If fish had ears, they wouldn’t be anywhere near my 13-foot Jon-boat. I knew that fish could sense sound, mostly noise made underwater. And that meant that the clamor my two children and Max made on the St. Johns River might go unnoticed below the boat. At least I wanted that to be the case. I’d motored a mile from our river home, under tall cypress trees lined on the riverbank, into a quiet cove. White ibis and blue and green herons stalked the shoreline like statuettes. Only their eyes moved until prey was spotted.

Our quiet cove of more than a hundred acres was really a bend in the river, but the main current bypassed this spring-fed inlet. I anchored the small boat in six feet of water, not far from the shore. Connor sat in the middle seat within my reach, and Angela sat in the seat near the bow. They both wore lifejackets and held small Zebco rods and reels designed for kids. Max sat near me, her eyes scanning the cove.

I pointed to a vast green carpet of lily pads, their white blossoms like cotton bursting from seedpods. “I bet the fish will be in the shade, somewhere under those lily pads.”

Connor stood and tried to cast. I smiled. “Whoa, son. Don’t stand up in the boat, not without me holding onto you. Let me help you a bit.”

“Dad, I know how.”

“The last lesson was on our dock. It takes a little practice from a boat.”

“Daddy, look!” said Angela, pointing to three turtles basking in the warm sun on a partially submerged log covered with green moss. “I hope we don’t catch a turtle.”

“I want to catch one,” said Connor, watching them.

I shook my head. “Today, let’s concentrate on the fish. We’ll bait your hooks and then get them in the water.” I attached a small black plastic worm to the line on each rod. “Angela, you cast in that direction, toward the lily pads. Connor, we’ll cast that way.” I motioned in the direction. “Angela, you make the first cast, and the boys will follow.”

She beamed. “Okay. I know how. I caught a fish before.”

“Yes, you did.”

She made a cast of about twenty feet toward the lily pads. “Good, Angela. Let the bait sink down some and then slowly begin to reel it in, just like I’ve taught you.” She was a natural, slow-winding, moving the tip of the rod to give the bait a realistic sense of action underwater.

I helped Connor with his grip. “All right, just like we practiced, using both hands.”

“Okay, Dad.” I held onto him so he could stand. He brought the bait over his right shoulder, casting with all his strength. The lure went two feet off the side, going straight down, the noise of the rod banging against the boat like a rock tossed at a barrel. Max barked, her eyes bright.

Connor looked up at me, his face puzzled. “That’s good for your first cast out of a boat. Who knows, a big fish could be right below us.” He nodded, grinning. I cast my bait fifty feet away, about a yard short of the lily pads. Connor looked up at me like I was a superhero. I laughed. “It’s not how far you cast, it’s putting it in the right spot.” I helped him again, and this time he managed to get the bait about ten feet from the side of the boat.

The morning was already becoming warm and humid. Wynona had packed a lunch for us before she headed to her antique shop. In addition to the pistol in her purse, she had one in a leather holster that I had mounted under the counter below the cash register. I didn’t know if the two Venezuelans would reappear and cause trouble. Wynona, with her FBI training, was now on guard. I didn’t like for my wife to be forced into that position. I wanted to change that.

A white and black wood stork, with a six-foot wingspan, its head leathery, soared over the cabbage palms and cypress along the shore. This was a place where nature breathed easy, moving in seasons and subtle patterns like it had for thousands of years.

The land had a heartbeat. A pulse. More than that, it had a direct lineage to the past, to an ancient world of flying reptiles. The remote sections of the St. Johns River, with its swamps, jungles, and springs, were its own Jurassic Park with a primal bloodline. We heard the hammering of a woodpecker digging food from a tree that had been struck by lightning years ago. Even in death, the tree was supplying life. In our broken world, here, on the river, the circle was unbroken.

I loved bringing the kids on the river to give them a sense of nature’s ebb and flow. I hoped their hearts would find harmony with the slow rhythm of the land. The river, influenced by tides from the Atlantic, was a crossroads of fresh and salt water. Bull sharks swam fifty miles upriver from the sea. Crabs tickled the river’s belly. Manatees, stingrays, tarpon, and snook swam in the St. Johns. And, of course, alligators.

A bass broke the surface of the water about fifty feet from our bow.

“Wow!” said Angela. “Daddy did you see that?”

“Yes. I bet that fish was trying to catch a minnow.

“What’s a minnow?” asked Connor.

“It’s a very small fish.”

Angela was ready to cast again. “Daddy, I don’t think fish are over there.”

“Okay, cast in a different spot this time.”

Connor pulled his bait out of the water, checking it. “I need a new worm.”

“Let’s give this one another chance. Do you want me to cast it farther out there for you? That way you might come close to the mouth of a bass.”

“Okay.”

He handed his rod to me, and I made a long cast, at least as far as a Zebco can hurl a lure. I turned the reel a couple of times to make sure the hook wasn’t caught on weeds. I felt a slight strike as if a fish was testing the bait. I gave the rod back to Connor. “Now, turn the reel slowly, stopping and starting.”

Before I could sit down, my phone buzzed. It was an alien noise in this land of birdsong, the melody unscripted. The call was coming from the FBI—Sara Ward. I knew that both my children were watching me. I didn’t want to take a call on the river to discuss the business of a criminal mind in front of them.

But sometimes your options are limited.




THIRTY-SIX

There is no privacy in an open 13-foot aluminum boat on the river. I would try to speak with Sara Ward in terms and language that wouldn’t spoil the day for my kids. I pointed toward the entrance to the inlet from the river. “Look at that. A friend is joining us.” A small alligator was making a lazy progression into the cove, its knotted eyes and head just above the surface.”

“It’s a baby gator,” said Angela.

“Can we catch it?” asked Connor.

“No, our gator friend belongs here. This is his home.” I answered my phone as the kids chatted, watching the little gator. “Hi, Sara.”

“Hey, Sean. Hope I’m not interrupting anything.”

“No interruption. I’m on the river chasing fish with my kids. Wynona’s at her antique shop. I was wondering if you’d found anything.”

“Yes, we did come across something. We discovered a connection with one of the two suspects that you and Wynona are dealing with. Juan Castillo’s oldest brother, Diego Castillo, is high up the ranks in the Tren de Aragua gang. The current location of Diego isn’t known. He was in Miami for a month, then vanished. We had an undercover informant alert us to Diego and a few other top gang members. They’re here to bring their criminal enterprises to as many American cities as they can.”

“I have some more questions. Can I call you back in a couple of hours?”

“Absolutely. Talk to you then.” Sara clicked off.

The breeze changed direction, blowing from the riverbank across the water. I could smell the sweet fragrance of the blooming water lilies mixed with the musky odor of damp moss. I was still hanging on to Connor, who was standing, barely turning the handle on his reel, watching the small gator slowly swim toward the lily pads. His rod bent double. It was almost jerked from his hands.

“Daaad! A fish!”

Max barked. I stood up behind Connor and used my other hand to keep his rod from going straight down and into the water. “Just wind slowly, not too fast. Let the fish get a little tired.”

“He’s pulling our boat!”

“That’s okay. We’re anchored out here.” The line zipped away, the reel screeching, Connor determined to bring in his catch.

“You can do it, Connor,” said Angela, cheering. “You caught a shark!”

The fish swam in a zigzag movement near the bottom. In helping Connor secure his rod, I could tell the fish was large. Connor kept turning the small reel, his wide eyes following the wet line into the water.

After a hard-fought five-minute tug-of-war, the bass was rolling on the surface, belly snow white, its thick back mossy green. The fish was trying to shake the lure from its open mouth. I held my son’s rod with one hand and picked up the dipnet handle with the other. “Okay, Connor, let’s get the fish next to the boat, and I’ll use the net to scoop him out.”

“Dad, I’m trying.”

“And you’re doing a great job.”

“Come on, Connor,” said Angela. “The fish is big.”

I used the net with a long handle to lift the bass from the water. Max was turning half circles in the stern. Connor held his right wrist, not complaining, but I could tell it was sore. I lifted the bass from the net and removed the hook. I squatted next to my kids. “Okay, let’s take a picture so we can show Mom.” I managed to snap a photo with my phone while holding the bass with Connor and Angela on either side of me. I knew the fish was six to seven pounds.

“Can we take him home?” asked Connor.

“We could, but we can also let this fish go back to his watery home. This bass still has some growing to do, just like you and Angela. What do you say we let him or her go, and we can be thankful that we had fun catching and releasing the bass, okay?”

Connor and Angela both nodded at the same time. They watched me lean over the side of the boat, holding the fish by its mouth in the river so water could flow through its gills. Ten seconds later, I let go, and the bass swam into the dark water.

***

Three hours later, back at our dock, we tied up the boat, the kids helping me clean it using a garden hose with a spray nozzle. We finished and made a run for ice cream from our freezer. We ate it outside on the picnic table near the dock, under the shade and boughs of a live oak tree, which was here a century ago when the Seminoles fished from the river.

After I got all the sticky hands and faces clean, I put on a movie for them and stepped out onto the back porch to call Sara Ward.

***

“Do you know how the older brother, Diego Castillo, came to the States?” I asked.

“No. There is no record of him crossing our southern border. But records there are not accurate. He could be one of the many got-a-ways. Or he might have come up from Venezuela by boat and smuggled into Florida from the Caribbean and Bahamas.”

“If you measure the Florida coastline from one end of the state to the other, starting up in the Panhandle, moving around the peninsula, and going to the north of Jacksonville, it’s about 1300 miles. That’s a lot of possible entry points. Do you think Romero and Castillo had their bond posted by Diego Castillo?”

“Possibly. But, most likely, it was some shell company or someone with a forged ID who posted the bond. Whoever it was, therein could be the connection to the money and power that Diego wields. The defense attorney’s firm is based in Miami. Everything seems to fit in place.”

“But there are still too many missing pieces of the puzzle somewhere out there. If the young Castillo is linked to his brother’s bucks, why would he and Romero try to steal Wynona’s car and purse, and maybe kidnapping her and the kids, if I hadn’t stopped them?”

“Good question. From what little we’ve been able to uncover, Diego Castillo, ten years older than his brother Juan, is the responsible sibling. At least in terms of this criminal work ethic as paradoxical as that appears. He’s a former CPA and apparently a history buff, too. For years, he’s pulled his little brother out of trouble.”

I stood, watching the river change colors in the distance, turning from cobalt blue to slate gray. “Given what you’ve found on these guys—the brothers and their gang affiliation—do you think the senior Castillo would send someone to convince Wynona to drop the charges?”

“Even if I had psychic abilities, I would be hesitant to guess. What we do know is that they’re as ruthless as humans can get. In the streets of Venezuela, they kill opponents, competition, or anyone who’d testify against them. Not that Caracas has a fair system of justice. The bottom line is that these gang members are not used to having any kind of bridles on them. They’re a bunch of sociopaths who only find power in groups.”

“Thanks, Sara. One of the things I’ve always admired about you is how you call the shots as they really are, warts and all.”

“The Castillo brothers are on the Bureau’s radar. Wynona didn’t do this job for eight years, a job she was very good at, to leave the Bureau and then face the kind of monsters she fought during her career. Please bear in mind, Sean, that these are a new breed of criminals. They don’t think the rules, or our laws, apply to them—that they’re free to do what they please. You need to be very careful.”




THIRTY-SEVEN

Ben Wilson’s hopes were literally in the clouds. He was approaching Freeport International Airport in the Bahamas, flying in a commercial 727 jet out of Daytona Beach. There was a low cloud cover as the pilot circled the island, positioning the jet towards the airport. Ben had booked a window seat so he could have an aerial view of the marinas as the plane made a 45-degree turn at a low altitude in its final approach to Grand Bahama Island.

There was mostly white below the plane, clouds occasionally revealing the hide-in-seek tapestry of the land, and pale green waters not far below the plane. Ben almost pressed his face to the thick glass widow, hoping for a glimpse of the island. He knew if Gypsy was moored to one of the docks, there was a good chance that he could spot her from the air as the plane came in closer.

“Welcome everyone to Freeport in the Bahamas,” said the pilot over the PA system. “Winds are light from the northwest. High temperature is expected to be eighty-two. No chance of rain for at least a week. It should be great weather, making it better in the Bahamas. Thanks for flying with us. We hope to see you again.”

After landing, Ben passed through Bahamas Customs and rented a car. Before leaving home, he’d booked a room at the Pelican Bay Hotel. With his senior discount, the room was moderately priced, even with a view of the bay. But he didn’t care about a room with a view because he wasn’t there for vacation. Just like his days years ago in the Marines, this was a mission. The enemy had invaded his private property and taken something valuable away from him and his wife. Ben’s goal was to find Gypsy and work with the authorities to bring her back.

He had a strategy for deployment on the Bahamian soil. He knew the international language was money. It spoke volumes. He would check into his hotel, exchange his U.S. dollars for Bahamas dollars, and review the map he’d brought for directions to the marinas and boatyards.

Ben would poke around the marinas for information, including finding out which bars were frequented by people who worked at the boatyards. He’d make it known that a thirty-thousand-dollar reward awaited whoever had information leading to Gypsy. No questions asked, he thought as he checked into the hotel.

Ben took an elevator to the third floor, unlocked the door to his room, put his suitcase on the single bed, and walked over to the sliding glass door. He opened it and stepped out onto the balcony, where he was greeted by the scents of salt air, tropical flowers, and coconut. He could see hundreds of boats moored at private and municipal docks in the bay. Ben thought about his wife, Vivian, back home. He called her from the balcony as half a dozen white pelicans sailed above the tall royal palms near the swimming pool.

“Hey, Viv. I’m here. I just wanted to check in with you.”

“How was your flight?”

“It was quick. As the crow flies from Daytona to Grand Bahama Island, it’s a short flight in a jet.” He told her about trying to see Gypsy from the air on the approach to the island but couldn’t see through the cloud covering. “I hope my luck changes here on the ground.”

“Me, too. Where will you begin?”

“I’m just going to nudge around some. See what I can spot at the marinas and boatyards. If I don’t find Gypsy, maybe I’ll hire a drone operator to fly over the marinas and inlets.”

“Are you going to the police?”

“Not yet. I don’t know who I can trust over here. I want to do some detective work by myself first. If I find Gypsy, then I’ll go to the authorities for help to get her back.”

“Ben, you’re not in the Marines anymore. There, you had men who’d watch your back. In the Bahamas, you have no one. Please be careful. As much as we love Gypsy, she’s not worth the risks you’ll face if you confront pirates or smugglers.”

“I assured you that I wouldn’t confront them. I just want to find our boat and bring her home.”

“If you find Gypsy, odds are you’re going to find the people who stole her.”

***

Schmidt’s Marina was tucked away on Hawksbill Creek, a deep-water tributary to the Port of Freeport where cruise and cargo ships docked. Otto Schmidt, born and raised in Germany, started the marina twenty years ago after leaving his job as an engineer with BMW in Munich. Schmidt, barrel-chested with a shiny bald head and no visible eyebrows, had a reputation among those in the boat industry as someone who could tear a diesel apart and put it back together blindfolded. He was that good.

But he had a bad side.

His reputation extended into gray areas as a man who preferred to be paid cash for some dirty jobs. Today, mixed in with more than a hundred yachts and blue-water sailboats, a Hatteras had recently arrived from the states. Gypsy was moored between two large yachts, a Viking and a Sunseeker.

Schmidt, on his phone, stood just outside his marina office, a non-descript beige cinderblock building. He watched four of his workers get ready to use a large yacht hoist to haul the Hatteras out of the water. They were going to put the yacht in dry dock on blocks, repaint her, and change the name.

Two men pulled up in a black Mercedes SUV, parking in the gravel lot close to the marina office. Dario Cardona and Leo Benson got out of the Mercedes and approached Schmidt, who was ending his call. He put the phone in his pocket and cleared his throat as the men walked up to him. Schmidt gestured toward Gypsy. “We’re about to haul her out now.”

Benson nodded, taking one of two cigars from the pocket of his yellow tropical shirt, covered with blue and red parrots. “Wanna cigar, Otto?”

He shook his head. “Those things can kill you.” His German accent was as thick as the odor of diesel exhaust drifting over the marina.

Benson grinned. “So can a lot of things. You just gotta learn to rotate your poisons. Moderation is key, except when it comes to beautiful women.”

Schmidt grunted. “That is one point I will agree with you.”

Cardona pointed to Gypsy. “Why is that Hatteras still in the water? You’re supposed to be redoing the boat now.”

“We’re preparing to haul her out. When we agreed to moor the boat here, I reminded you partial payment was due then. One of your men, Baptiste, said the money was coming. It never came. That’s why the boat is in the water. We were waiting for you.”

Benson chuckled. He used a zippo lighter to fire up his cigar and began puffing, the tip glowing red. He blew a smoke ring toward Schmidt. “Otto, we’ve built up trust over these last couple of years. You know we’re always good for the money. But we’re also on a tight schedule with that boat and others we’re bringing in here. You got an exclusive deal with us. We could go elsewhere. Causeway Boatyard would love our business.”

“Then go there. Our agreement is you pay, and I look the other way.”

“You should have left your pride back in Germany, Otto. You’re in the islands, pal, the laid-back life.” Benson glanced over at Cardona. “Dario, pay the man.”

Cardona reached in his pocket and pulled out a wad of hundred-dollar bills folded in a money clip. He handed the lump of cash to Schmidt. “Here’s the four-grand to rework the boat. The rest comes when everything is done, and she’s back in the water.”

Schmidt took the money in his left hand, licking two fingers on his right hand as he started counting. When Otto finished, he looked up at the men. “You said the new name is Wanderlust, right?”

Benson nodded. “Do we need to write it down for you?”

“No.”

“Don’t screw up the spelling. I know that the English letter W is a challenge for Germans.”

Schmidt said nothing, his jawline hard.

“One last thing: if you see anybody around here looking suspicious, let us know immediately. Although I can’t see that happening, there might be an American trying to find this boat. But we know that attempting to track it on the ocean is impossible, right?”




THIRTY-EIGHT

I knew it would be a crapshoot. But it was worth the gamble if I could connect the dots. In my home office, I sat at my desk in front of a computer screen, scanning names. They were from the list that Dave sent me. I was studying the clients and companies that the lawyer, Victor Feldman, had represented in the Miami courts, both federal and state.

Dave had pulled some of the lists from public records. I read the case histories for the civil and criminal lawsuits. I cross-referenced the biographies of his clients mentioned in the court files. I also examined the opposite side of the legal coin—the plaintiffs or defendants represented by other attorneys in each case. I wanted to get a feel for the legal battles that Victor Feldman and his firm of Lowenstein, Akers, and Wexler—the LAW—fought or waged.

These types of lists and their case histories should be required reading for every college-aged person considering a career in law. Not that becoming a lawyer is tainted, but when you read the case files of attorneys who represent mobsters, gang members, white-collar criminals consumed by greed, and pedophiles obsessed by a carnal lust for children, you know that any semblance of morality was discarded like a snake sheds its skin before slithering into a dark hole.

Some of the cases were high-profile, and I was somewhat familiar with them. Others were more obscure but not necessarily less important on the scale of evil and human depravity.

My focus was to see if I could find some correlation, however slight, between the firm’s history of defending gangs, cults, clans, sectarian groups, and criminals who trafficked drugs, weapons, or people. I was looking for any cases that had involved maritime law, specifically defending someone who had been accused of piracy on the high seas or even in a marina.

I took note of the firm’s clients in some of the lesser-known cases that involved defending people who tried to fly under the radar. These included lobbyists, political aides, insider trading, fraud, conspiracy, securities fraud, and sex offenders. And then there was a case of an MS-13 gang member accused of killing a man in a rival gang in Miami. Victor Feldman used every tool he had to paint a picture of self-defense to free his client, Tyrone Ortega, a man who had previous convictions of extortion and aggravated assault.

I dug further, looking for transcripts and public records of the court proceedings and some of the testimony. If there is a conviction, after all appeals, the records are made public. You just have to know where to access them. And sometimes you’ll find them in the most unexpected places, like discovering a folded ten-dollar bill in the pocket of washed blue jeans.

As I was searching, I found a Miami Herald newspaper story of the trial. I scanned it, jotting down what might become key words. Some of the most compelling testimony came from an investigator hired by the law firm. His name was Alan Hart, and he helped produce evidence that Ortega wasn’t ordered by the gang’s leaders to murder, but rather it was a case of standing your ground in Florida. From what I could find, the evidence was circumstantial.

A key witness, a man who reportedly could testify against Ortega, was found dead in his pickup truck. Police investigators said the killing had all the earmarks of suicide by drug overdose because the man was an opioid addict who suffered from bipolar disease. So today, Tyrone Ortega, a habitual criminal, was on the streets. I enlarged the newspaper photo of Alan Hart and printed a few copies.

After another half an hour of reading case histories, I focused back on the bond that was made for Juan Castillo and Carlos Romero. I checked court records and found the bail bond company’s name and address. It was on a street three blocks away from the county jail, along with half a dozen other bail bond companies. Birds of a feather flocking together sometimes included scavengers.

Wynona was at her antique shop. The kids were in school and day care. I locked the house, got in my Jeep, and headed to Billy Bennett’s Bail Bonds. The ad on his website said, “Remember the Four Bs.”




THIRTY-NINE

Ben Wilson wanted to plaster the island with pictures of Gypsy. He carried a file folder with flyers of her photo and the reward information, handing them out to dockmasters and boatyard owners. Everyone he spoke to was empathetic, but it was the same story—no one had seen Gypsy. The search was becoming a marathon.

Ben knew that checking marinas and boatyards in the Bahamas wouldn’t be a sprint, but he didn’t know the scale of boats, yachts, and sailboats in and around Grand Bahama Island would be so vast.

From the West End to Michaels Cay at the eastern portion of the island, there were a dozen marinas and boatyards. And there were many hidden inlets and coves dotted with private docks where powerboats and sailboats were moored.

Ben was approaching his third marina of the day, Lankford Marine, in the Freeport area. He walked along one of the main wooden docks. The harbor water was crystal clear, schools of silverfish darting around the hundreds of moored boats. Reggae music was coming from a rustic waterfront bar, the beat of steel drums skipping across the harbor.

Ben concentrated on the west side of the island first. From Grant Town to Barbary Beach was where most of the marinas, yacht clubs, and boatyards could be found. He wondered if boat bandits worked like car thieves. In a criminal car theft ring, the vehicles are usually driven to a garage or warehouse, stripped clean, and the parts sold. That didn’t seem like a model for boats because most of the value was in an intact vessel.

Ben carried a small pair of binoculars and walked to the wooden steps between the blooming red bougainvillea and a walkway leading to the marina office. Using his binoculars to scan the sea of boats, he spotted a convertible Hatteras, but it wasn’t the length of Gypsy. His emotions felt like the pull of the tide.

As he moved along the docks, the hot Bahamian sun beat down on the back of his neck. Ben watched the captain of a sports fishing boat pull up to the gas and diesel pumps, a dock worker quickly tying down the boat as the engines quieted.

After half an hour of searching, Ben entered the marina office and was greeted by the dockmaster, a man in his fifties with salt and pepper hair and four days’ worth of gray stubble on his leathery cheeks. “Can I help you?”

“I hope so. How are you today?”

“Can’t complain. Are you looking to moor your boat here? We have a few slips left.”

Ben smiled and stepped closer to the glass counter. “I wish I had a boat to dock here. But that’s not the case anymore.”

“Did you sell her?”

“No, my boat was stolen from her slip in Florida.”

“Really? Whereabouts in Florida. I’m from Tampa.”

“On the opposite side of the state. Ponce Marina is south of Daytona Beach at the inlet. Her name’s Gypsy, and she’s a 60-foot Hatteras convertible.”

“That’s a hell of a boat. I’m sorry to hear your bad news. Are you in the market for a Hatteras because, if you are, there’s a broker here who’s one of the best in the business. Scott has more than thirty years of experience. He can find you another Hatteras.”

“I appreciate that, but I don’t want another one. I want Gypsy back. My wife and I put a lot of time and resources into her. I’m here on the island because the last GPS location we had on Gypsy was about sixty miles off the Florida coast. Whoever stole her appeared to be making a beeline to the Bahamas.”

“Damn. I’ve heard of that happening more and more. I haven’t seen anything that matches your boat’s description to enter this area.”

“Why do you think marinas in Florida are being hit, and who might be doing it?”

“Well, there’s a great inventory of boats in Florida. The state is a stone’s throw from Bimini and most of the western Bahamas. Secondly, the smuggling trade has really picked up. Immigrants are coming here from shitty countries, and they’re looking for smugglers with safe boats to run them over to Florida in the dead of night. Look what happened down in Haiti.”

Ben shook his head. He opened the manilla file folder he carried and took out one of the flyers. “Here she is. Can I put this up on your bulletin board? Maybe someone’s seen Gypsy.”

“Help yourself. There are some extra pushpins at the bottom of the corkboard.”

“Thanks.” Ben stepped to the wall and pinned one of the flyers to the bulletin board. It was almost filled with pictures of boats for sale and a photo of a lost black cat. As he walked toward the door, he paused and looked at the dockmaster. “My number is on that flyer if you hear or see something. The reward is thirty thousand dollars.”

“I’ll keep an eye out for you, pal. You might wanna take one of those flyers over to the Reefer Bar and Grille. The owner will probably let you put one up in the bar. His name is Damon. Tell him Larry sent you. The Reefer Bar is a waterhole for a lot of the locals. Somebody might have seen something, and thirty grand has a way of helping people refresh their memories.”




FORTY

It wasn’t hard to find the bail bond location. The building was a converted gas station with an attached double-door garage. The exterior was painted blue and yellow. The sign, in bright blue, was right above the entrance. Billy Bennett’s Bail Bonds – 24 Hours. I parked my Jeep in the lot pockmarked with oil and gas stains, most the size of burned pancakes.

There were two other vehicles there, a late-model Ford pickup truck and a new Audi, the latter giving the assumption business was good, or at least profitable. I carried a file folder with half a dozen photos in it.

I walked over an area that used to be where the gas pumps were stationed. It was a concrete pad elevated about half a foot from the asphalt. I could see that no one had made a recent effort to sweep the cigarette butts from the small parking lot.

When I opened the front door, I could tell it was made of bullet-proof glass, as was the front window. I entered to the sound of a soft ping and the stale odor of cigarettes.

A woman sat at a gray metal desk in the center of the front office. Behind her was a wall and a short hallway that appeared to lead to a second office. She looked up at me, her green eyes curious behind black-framed glasses. Her shoulder-length hair was cut in layers, dark brown with slivers of pink that gave it the look of molting feathers. I could see a small hole in her left nostril, the mark for a nose ring. Her nails were painted shiny black. “Welcome to the four Bs. Can I help you?” Her voice had a South Georgia accent.

“I hope so. What’s your name?”

“Debbie Glover.”

“Are you from the Valdosta area?”

“Close. I grew up in Thomasville.”

“Rose City.”

She smiled. “How’d you know that?”

“Just trivia that floats around my brain. They’ve made a few movies in Thomasville.”

“Yes, they have. Dustin Hoffman was in one. My sister still lives there. She tried out to be an extra but didn’t make the cut. Maybe it’s for the better so she doesn’t go all Hollywood BS crazy on us. She’s got enough problems.”

“There’s one in every family. I looked at your website before coming here. Saw the picture of Billy. He seems like an experienced bail bondsman. Is he in?”

“He’s one of the most experienced in Florida. We have two more. They’re at lunch, but Billy’s here. Can I ask what this is about?”

“Yes. It’s about making a bond. You know, sometimes people, good people, get into trouble. It can be embarrassing.”

“Honey, it happens to the best of families. I told you about my little sis. We understand. That’s what we’re here for. We do surety bonds for felonies, domestic violence, DUI, and you name it. We do it, have done it, or might consider doing it.” She snorted a laugh.

“Good. It does involve a felony. Maybe Billy can help.”

“If he can’t, nobody can. Let me buzz back to his office. What’s your name?”

“O’Brien. Sean O’Brien.”

“That’s a cool name. It’s got that James Bond thing goin’. Hold a sec.” She picked up her desk phone and punched three buttons. “Billy, I have Mr. Sean O’Brien in the office. It’s about a felony. Can you speak with him?” She scratched her scalp with one of her black fingernails and set the phone down. “You can go on back. It’s the last door on the left.”

“Thank you.”

I walked down the laminate floor hallway to the open door and stepped inside. Billy Bennett was seated behind a desk that looked like something you’d find in a college professor’s office. It was piled with folders and stacks of paper. A pewter ashtray in a corner of the desk was filled with cigarette butts. Bennett didn’t stand. He stared at me for a second, trying to place my face.

I smiled. “Thanks for seeing me.”

“No problem. Have a seat. The name O’Brien rings a bell. Have we met somewhere?”

“I don’t think so.” I sat in one of three high-back chairs. There were framed pictures on the walls. Most were of Bennett standing next to NASCAR drivers; the cars and crowds blurred in the background. From small speakers on the wall, Zach Bryan was singing Overtime. I noticed burglar bars on his single office window.

Billy Bennett was in his late forties, with wide shoulders and no gut. His impassive, ruddy face looked as if he’d heard or seen it all. His short beard grew in patches like brown weeds, and his blue eyes exuded a survival-skill confidence. Bennett’s sleeves were rolled up, displaying tattoos on both forearms. One resembled a mix between a goat and a ram, with red eyes and curled horns.

“Mr. O’Brien, Debbie said you’re dealing with a felony, right?”

“I am. Before I tell you about it, that tat you have on your right arm is unique. Looks more like a goat than a ram. Does it symbolize something?’

He splayed the fingers of both hands on his desk. “It’s a male goat. Back in high school, I played football. Coach used to call me Billy Goat ‘cause I hit so hard it knocked big guys on their fat asses. Today, I like to think the word goat stands for greatest of all time when it comes to helping my customers. Who’s the accused felon? Family member? What can I do for you?”

“I might be in a position to do something for you.”

“Most conversations about bail bonds don’t start that way. What’s the felony, and how could you do something for me?”

“It’s really two felony cases. Your company made the bonds for both. The men are Juan Castillo and Carlos Romero.”

Bennett was pokerfaced. “What about these two men?”

“I’m a PI working on a fatal shooting that may lead to these two.”

“Really? What case?”

“Cops had to take down a guy at Harborside Marina. Maybe you heard about it.”

“It’s all over the news. Sounds like suicide by cop to me.”

“Who signed to make good on the bond for Castillo and Romero?”

“That’s confidential. As a PI, you ought to know that. I think it’s about time we nix this conversation, sport. Why don’t you just go back to wherever you came from?”

I leaned closer. I could see him glance down to a section of his desk toward his right knee. I assumed he had a gun within reach. “There’s a compelling reason why you should share that name with me.”

“And what would that compelling reason be?”

“Two words. Your money. You won’t get it back if they fail to show up for court, and that’s what will happen. But if you tell me who retained and paid you for making those bonds, I might point you to them in the very likely situation that you’ll have to send a bounty hunter to get your money. Your client paid cash, didn’t he? No credit card. No property collateral.”

Billy stared at me for a long moment, as if he were trying to decide whether to pull his gun and order me from his office or talk. He angled his head like he heard a backfire outside on the road. “How’d you know the dude paid in cash?”’

“Because it can’t be traced.”

“I got his paperwork. It won’t be hard to find him.”

“My guess is that everything he told you or what he wrote down is a lie. The two men you made bonds for are part of a Venezuelan gang called Tren de Aragua. These two are here illegally. They have no intention of showing up in court. What’s the guy’s name?”

Bennett used his left hand to pick up a file folder. He opened it, leafing through the paperwork. “Guy’s name is Calvin Lewis. I saw his ID.”

“It was probably fake.” I opened my folder and took out the screenshot I’d printed of the news story of Alan Hart’s testimony in a Miami court. I set the picture in front of Bennett. There was a crack in his poker face. I could see that he recognized the person in the photo. “Was this man in here? Did you make the bonds for him?”

“Yeah. Who the hell is this dude?”

“His name’s Alan Hart. At one time, he worked as an investigator for the Miami law firm, Lowenstein, Akers, and Wexler. The question now is, does he still work for them? If not, who else would have an interest in bailing Venezuelan gang members out of a county jail in America?”

“What do you mean?” He glanced at the open file on his desk, his eyes narrowing. “I knew the name O’Brien rang a bell. Now I see that Wynona O’Brien is listed as the victim on the charges. What the hell’s goin’ on here?”

“What do you think?”

As I got up and started to walk toward the door, Billy Bennett leaned back in his chair, looking through his office window, the burglar bars casting dark shadows across his floor.




FORTY-ONE

On my way back to my river home, Dave called. “How’d it go with the bail bondsman? Those guys can hold their cards close, not revealing much.”

“You’re right, unless it’s in their best interest to disclose something. I think Billy Bennett saw the light.” I told Dave what happened and added, “I’ll be headed to Ponce Marina in a little while. If you have time, maybe you can run a check on this guy, Alan Hart. I’d like to know why he, or someone he works for, is bonding gang members out of jail. People who are here illegally in this country.”

“That should be an interesting revelation. Who’s behind door number three? Oh, something else. I got a call from Vivian Wilson. She said that Ben flew to the Bahamas, landed in Freeport, and is searching for his boat.”

“Did someone go with him?”

“He went alone.”

I said nothing, remembering what Ben said about how all crimes are a theft of something.

“Sean, are you there?”

“I am. I was just thinking about something that Ben told us recently when we were all on Gibraltar. He was talking about how almost every crime is really a variation from some sort of theft. And now Ben is poking around the Bahamas, trying to find and bring Gypsy back. The consequences could result in much more than the theft of a boat.”

“Granted, Ben and Vivian are victims of this crime; however, these insidious circumstances can open like a black hole, sucking the life out of the victim. The solution is not to see yourself as one. After all those years in the Marines, I hope Gypsy isn’t the hill he picks to die on. See you soon. Maybe I’ll find something on the law firm’s wingman, Alan Hart.” Dave clicked off.

I thought about Ben somewhere in the Bahamas, probably flashing cash in search of answers. But cash produces more than answers. It’s an incentive and a gamble that can bring out the best and worst in humanity. Dave’s right. Was Ben willing to risk his life to find Gypsy? Would it come down to that?

I called Wynona and gave her an update as to what happened at the bail bond company and that Ben Wilson was in the Bahamas hunting for his boat. She said, “Maybe Ben will check in with the Bahamas police, just to let them see there is a face, Gypsy’s owner, of the boat mentioned in Detective Grant’s BOLO. The reward money might help. I bet he’ll grow frustrated after a couple of days, come up empty-handed, and head back to Florida in an airplane.”

“The Bahamas and Caribbean have been a haven for smugglers since the Golden Age of piracy—the days of Blackbeard, Captain Kidd, and others. But, in the last few years, it’s become a nexus for human trafficking. Will Gypsy be used for that? I’ll try to call Ben, see where he is, and what he’s seen. Maybe I can convince him to come home.”

“I’m sure that would make Vivian very happy.”

“Is everything normal at your shop?”

“Define normal. I had a teenage girl in here with pink and purple hair that resembled cotton candy, a nose ring, a piercing beneath her lower lip, and a tattoo of Scooby Doo on her left forearm. She came in the shop to see if I wanted to buy a porcelain doll that had belonged to her deceased grandmother.”

“Did you buy it?”

“No. It’s a flawless doll. The face was hand-painted like a Hollywood makeup artist did it. I did buy the girl lunch next door at the Rosewood Café because she looked like she hadn’t eaten in a week. I sent her over there and then called Rose and told her I’d pick up the tab for whatever the kid eats for lunch.”

“That was sweet.”

“Talking with the girl, I couldn’t help but to think of Angela when she turns fifteen and what ….” Wynona paused, stopping in mid-sentence, changing the subject. “No one resembling Castillo or Romero has come near the shop, and, as you know, I have a large glass window with a view of downtown DeLand. Maybe they’ve headed to a big sanctuary city like New York.”

“That would be good.”

“Do you think Dave will find anything more on that Alan Hart guy? If he’s still working for that law firm as an investigator, there’s an ethics violation in the bond situation.”

“My guess is he’s not officially affiliated with them. He may work off the books as a freelance go-to guy for things like that. I’ll let you know what, if anything, we find.”

“Thanks. Oh, a customer is walking up to the counter with a framed oil painting. Bye.”

I drove on, lowering the Jeep’s windows. Florida scrub pines and cabbage palms lined both sides of the two-lane asphalt backroad. The wind blew against my face like nature’s warm breath, carrying the scent of pine resin and wood smoke. The drone of the tires was more like a hum, changing its tune with variations in the Jeep’s speed.

I thought about Wynona buying lunch for the teenage girl who drifted into the antique shop with whatever psychological baggage she was carrying along with a remnant of the past—a doll with a sculptured porcelain face, right down to its etched makeup, red lips, and pink cheeks.

I heard FBI Special Agent Sara Ward’s voice as if she were sitting in the passenger seat. Wynona didn’t do this job for eight years … leave the Bureau and then face the kind of monsters she fought during her career. These are a new breed of criminals. They don’t think the rules, or our laws, apply to them—that they are free to do what they please.

I drove a little faster, glancing up at two black vultures circling above the tree line of the tall pines, knowing that something death claimed was under the boughs. I thought about Ben Wilson somewhere in the islands and recalled what he had said about how theft is the DNA of all crimes, the nexus of sin itself. People can steal a car or a boat, even a heart, by cheating love, and when they took Gypsy, they stole something that was anchored to our hearts. I want it back.

Ben was right. Most sins are a variation of theft. It can be money, real estate, clothes, and property. Then there is the deep personal theft found in rape. The rapist steals a person’s dignity, leaving a lifelong scab. Murder is the ultimate theft—taking a human life—something that can never be returned to life’s lost and found box.




FORTY-TWO

Ben Wilson thought the Reefer Bar and Grille resembled the Tiki Bar back at Ponce Marina. Some of it was open-air, where a three-piece reggae band was performing on a patio under a thatched roof, the rhythm of steel drums traveling across the harbor and over the hundreds of boats bobbing in the tide. There was seating for a least two dozen people outside, mostly tourists who sipped rum drinks and ate blackened fish and conch salads.

Inside, there was a large rustic bar with pictures of coral reefs and lots of nautical decorations on the walls. The music from the small stage outside was piped into the speakers mounted in every corner of the room.

Ben nodded at the dark-skinned bartender with a wide smile. “Welcome to the Reefer. I’m Johnny. What can I get for you, mon?”

“How about a beer—Red Stripe?”

“My pleasure.” The bartender, wearing shorts, flip-flops, and a tropical shirt, fished a cold bottle of Red Stripe from a tub of ice, poured the beer into a frosty mug, and set it on the bar in front of Ben. “Here you go.”

“Thanks. Is Damon in today?”

“He’s in the back office. Do you want me to get him?”

“That’d be great. Tell him that Larry at the marina office sent me.”

The bartender grinned like he knew an inside joke. “Be right back.”

Ben sipped his beer and looked around the bar. There were a dozen people seated at the tables. Some looked like dockworkers, wearing T-shirts with grease stains, jeans, and work boots. Others perhaps were fishing boat captains, dressed in polo shirts, shorts, and boat shoes. Five men nursed drinks at the bar. Ben thought all of them looked like men who made a living from the sea.

The man closest to Ben sipped dark rum over ice. He had olive skin, sleepy black eyes, and hands larger than the cocktail glass. The customer stared at the reflection of the bar from a wide mirror behind dozens of liquor bottles. The reggae band music changed to Red, Red Wine.

A middle-aged man with a deep-water tan came from a back office. He wore a billed hat with the Reefer Bar & Grille logo on it. He had a cleft chin and a trimmed black goatee. He looked at Ben and smiled. “I’m Damon Dodd. I hear my pal, Larry, sent you.”

Ben nodded. “He did. I’m Ben Wilson. Larry thought you might let me put up a flyer for my lost boat. It’s really a reward poster.” He opened the file folder and took out one of the flyers, setting it on the polished wooden bar in front of Damon.

“What a beautiful Hatteras. And you’re offering a thirty-thousand-dollar reward for information that could lead to its return.”

The man sitting two barstools away from Ben, glanced over, eyeing the poster, listening to the conversation. Damon asked, “What happened to your Hatteras?”

Ben told him and added, “We believe Gypsy is somewhere on Grand Bahama Island. If you don’t mind, I’d like to hang this flyer up in your bar.”

“Sure thing. I got a good place for it on the wall next to the register. Leave a couple here, and I’ll hang another one up next to the door. I hope you find Gypsy. She’s a classic.”

“I appreciate that. She is a classic, at least to my wife and me. My daughter isn’t a boater, but she knows any inheritance I have has gone into that boat. When Vivian and I die, my daughter can sell Gypsy. But I must find her again for that to happen.”

“I hear you, Ben. Have you spoken with the Bahamas police?”

“A detective back in Florida sent them a BOLO description of Gypsy. I’ll talk with them soon. If I must, I’ll hire a private investigator over here. Somebody who knows the ropes.”

“Well, your number and email are on that poster. If we hear something, we know where to find you. Everybody in this bar could use an extra thirty grand.”

“The insurance company is happy to pay it out. And I’ll make damn sure they do.”

“Good luck to you.” He started to leave.

“Damon, before you go, if you were me, where would you look to find my boat?”

“Man, that’s a great question. This is a big island. There are boats coming and going all the time. I’m sure the thieves didn’t go near Bahamas Customs. A yacht like your Hatteras would blend in here like white on rice. With a reward like that, though, keep asking around, and you might get lucky. They could have repositioned your boat in Nassau. That’s 140 miles southeast.”

“Why would they relocate her to Nassau?”

“If they’re using your boat for smuggling people, drugs, or whatever, a lot of it comes and goes out of Nassau. But it happens here, too. How long are you on the island?”

“Until I find Gypsy. Do you know of any drone operators that I might contact to hire?”

“Not off-hand. I’m sure you can go online and find a few guys. Video and aerial photography is the rage nowadays. The Bahamas Ministry of Tourism doesn’t like it when some drone operator flies his machine over the beaches and points out how many sharks there are in shallow water. I hope you find your Hatteras.” He turned and left.

Ben sipped his beer. The man sitting two barstools from him nodded and said, “That’s a damn shame that somebody stole your Hatteras.” He studied the flyer on top of the bar. “Can I have one of those. I can hang it over at Castaways Marina. It’s not far from the port. Lots of people come in and out of Castaways.”

“Thank you. That’s very kind of you. Do you work there?”

“No, but my runnin’ buddy does. He’ll hang it in a good place where folks can see it.”

“Good. I appreciate that. Can I buy you a drink?”

“Sure.” He knocked back the liquor in his glass, his round face flushed and wide forehead shiny. He wore a gold hoop earring in an ear. One of the paddle fans above the bar was blowing a whisp of his thin black hair. “I’m Cedric.”

“Ben Wilson.” He shook the man’s hand and signaled for the bartender to come up to them. “I’d like to buy another rum drink for my friend here.”

“Absolutely. Coming right up.” He left to fix the fresh drink.

Ben turned in his chair to face the man. “Are you from Grand Bahama?”

“No. I was born in Bogota, Colombia. I’ve been in the islands about five years.”

“What do you do?”

“Whatever I need to do. I’m a diesel mechanic, but I can fix just about any engine, gas, or diesel. I don’t screw with electric motors. Never will. Where are you staying while searching for your boat?”

“Pelican Bay Hotel.”

“Did you rent a car or are you taking an Uber around the island?”

“I rented a car. It’s a Toyota Rav-4. I like it—never driven one before. If I must, I’ll drive every nook and cranny and turn over every rock on this island to find my boat.”

“I would, too, if I had a honey of a yacht like the one in the picture. I overheard you say you’d like to find someone who can operate a drone.”

“My hope is it might help me spot my boat.”

“That’s a good idea since there are about a million boats over here. I know a guy who might help you. He’s got the eye of a sea osprey when it comes to aerial stuff. I’m gonna take a piss, and I’ll call him for you. Can I give him your number?”

“Yes. It’s on the flyer.”

“I’ll enter it into my phone, save it, and have my friend call you. His name’s Miguel.”

“Thanks.”

The man got up from his barstool and walked toward the restrooms on the far side of the bar, past the kitchen. He stepped outside, stood under the tall canary palms, and made a call. “Hey, Miguel, I’m at the Reefer Bar. I met an older man from the States. He’s hunting for his stolen Hatteras, Gypsy. Dude’s trying to hire a drone operator to fly the island to see if he can spot his boat. Thought you’d wanna know.”

“Yeah, brother. Thanks. What’s this guy’s name?”

“Ben Wilson. He’s staying at the Pelican Bay Hotel. Driving a rented Toyota Rav-4. The dude’s got a BOLO from Florida issued in the islands. He’s gonna work with the police here and hire a private investigator if he needs to. He says he’ll turn over every rock ‘til he finds his boat. I believe him.”

“Keep the old guy at the bar. Buy him a drink, whatever. Let me speak with my associates. I’ll call you back in a few minutes. You just earned yourself a bonus.”




FORTY-THREE

It didn’t have crime scene tape around the periphery. But, as Max and I walked up to Gypsy’s vacant slip, I thought about the missing yacht and the absent yellow tape with the words Police Barrier along the length of it. Although it’s hard to mark a crime scene where there’s nothing left of the crime, not even bow or stern lines. A single brown pelican stood on a dock post, eyeing the spot on the water that used to be Gypsy’s home.

Nick was entering the marina with his boat, St. Michael. He stood in the wheelhouse, his wraparound sunglasses against his olive skin. He waved at me as he came closer to L dock and his slip adjacent to where Gypsy had been moored. Nick could back his boat into its berth like a New York City cabbie can parallel park on Broadway in heavy rain.

“Hey, Sean, can you grab a stern line? I’m dealin’ with a wicked tide from the east and wind from the west.”

“Got you covered.”

Nick nodded, turning the wheel and reversing the Detroit diesels, St. Michael bucking like a bronco out of the gate for a few seconds as the fast-moving tide pulled it opposite from where he wanted to go. Nick used his skills to counter mother nature, the exhaust pipes coughing white smoke, backing St. Michael into her slip without the hull smacking against the large posts.

I used two lines to tie off the port side as Nick shut down the engines, put rubber bumpers over the gunwales, and tossed a bow line to me. In less than a minute, we had St. Michael tied, the sound of water lapping against her white hull. Max barked, giving her approval.

Nick’s bushy mustache lifted in a grin. “Thanks for the hand. Usually, I do it myself unless Dave is in the vicinity. Sometimes, Ben Wilson would help. He does pretty good for a sailor who’s gettin’ up there in boat years.” He laughed.

“Yes, he is.”

“Let’s have a beer. I’ve been at sea for a three-day run in the Gulf Stream. Caught enough red snapper, grouper, and mahi to pay my slip rent for the next two months. And I have money left over for beer and food. What more could a man ask for in this life, eh?”

“Nick, you should write a book about how to embrace the world on your own terms. I might even lend Max to the story as your sidekick.”

“I’ll call it A Pirate and His Weiner Never Look Back. I can do that ‘cause I never look back. Neither does Max. The past is gone, baby. I keep my head in the present. That’s easy to do when I’m out there at sea. Oh, wait! That title might not go over so well.”

I laughed. “You think? Thanks for the invite, but I’ll pass on the beer. I’m headed for Dave’s boat to brainstorm some issues.”

“What’s goin’ on with Ben Wilson? I heard that the cops shot the guy who was drivin’ the SUV the night he dropped off the two thieves who stole Gypsy.”

“Ben flew to the Bahamas to search for his boat. He’s over there by himself.”

“That’s not a good move. I’ve spent a lotta time in the islands. Like everywhere, there’s good and bad—helluva lot of bad men. It won’t be easy for Ben to track down Gypsy.” Nick looked toward Gibraltar. “Tell Dave I’ll bring a couple of reds over there in a little while. I’ll grill ‘em. But right now, I gotta clean up St. Michael. We both need a shower.”

“All this time, I thought that was fish I was smelling.”

Nick grinned. “At sea, I jump in the ocean with a bar of soap. Sometimes I miss a few spots.” He eyed Max, who tilted her head, nostrils quivering. “Hey, Hot Dawg, what are you lookin’ at? Stick with Uncle Nick, and I feed you chicken of the sea—grilled octopus.”

***

I joined Dave in Gibraltar’s salon right after he finished a phone call. Dave was sitting at a small desk in one corner, his laptop open, and bifocals perched on the tip of his nose. The bluesy sounds of Miles Davis’ trumpet were coming from speakers behind the bar. Steam rose from a mug of coffee on the desk. He looked at me and leaned back in his chair. “I’ve uncovered the layers of the criminal onion in Alan Hart’s world for about as far as I can go at this stage of the game.”

“What’d you find?”

“I was just speaking to a former colleague of mine. I trained him at the agency. Now he heads a division of its cybercrimes department. He gave me a synopsis. Hart is apparently a Miami resident. On his driver’s license is an address to some building, which I have yet to find a personal or business link to him. He served three years in the Army, the last year in the military police.”

“With those skills, I could see how he’d be an investigator with a law firm.”

“He has or had a gambling habit. Hart filed for bankruptcy eight years ago. His reported annual income is about a hundred grand for the last three years. He was paid as a freelance contractor with Lowenstein, Akers, and Wexler. Hart used 1065 tax forms to file each year. Before he worked as an investigator for Lowenstein et al., Hart was a towboat captain and lost his license due to a DUI when his boat slammed into a smaller one in the Port of Miami. A man was killed. The L-A-W firm defended Hart in the lawsuit, settling it out-of-court. The details of the settlement are sealed.”

I said nothing, looking out of the open doors from Gibraltar’s salon toward her cockpit, where just beyond a 40-foot Hunter sailboat was leaving a slip, its single diesel puttering. I looked back at Dave. “Did you get anything on Hart’s family? Married? Divorced? Kids?”

“He’s married to Anita Hart. They have one child, a college-aged daughter.”

“When Hart was a towboat captain, did he work for a company or on his own?”

Dave studied his notes. “Let me see. It looks like the boat was owned by a company called Global Marine Solutions.”

“Are they into more than operating tow boats?”

“Indeed. But I’ll go back online to vet some of the data. Okay, Global Marine Solutions is, as its name implies, an international company. Its corporate office is in Miami, with branch offices in London, Madrid, Hong Kong, and Dubai. GMS, as they’re known, is big time into the marine salvage business. And that can be a risky business, meaning that maritime law is inconsistent as you travel the globe. Sometimes it’s comparable to a finder’s keepers, meaning unscrupulous salvors can sweep in like carrion birds, descend on a vessel that’s in distress or had to be abandoned temporarily, and then literally seize it.”

“I’m familiar with that. Sort of like tow-truck operators impounding a car and charging high storage and recovery fees.”

“Yes. The marine salvage guys can take control or custody of your distressed boat and demand a reward fee to release it back to you. If that’s too expensive, the fees continue to compound, and the owner simply can no longer afford to buy back his or her boat.” Dave glanced at his notes. “GMS, in the states, is represented by the firm Lowenstein, Acker, and Wexler. The firm appeared in many of the cases defending the high cost of fees leveraged against the owners of boats that GMS has salvaged or towed. There are at least two dozen cases listed in the last three years.”

I stood at the open door to the cockpit, the breeze over the harbor tinkling a halyard against the mast of a moored Dufour. I turned back toward Dave. “Let’s break this down.”

He sipped his coffee. “What are you thinking?”

“I’m thinking about the known and unknown connections between Global Marine Solutions and Lowenstein, Acker, and Wexler. Who is the CEO or president of GMS?”

Dave glanced through his notes. “That would be Stuart Dawson.”

“Can you or one of your former CIA colleagues find a link between Stuart Dawson and Alan Hart?”




FORTY-FOUR

For the first time since he arrived in the Bahamas, Ben Wilson was beginning to see a glimmer of hope. He was going to meet a drone operator, a seasoned pro who said he could fly his drone over every marina and boatyard on Grand Bahama Island. Ben would be there with him every step of the way, looking at the ground monitor as the drone roamed the sky.

As Ben left his hotel and got into his rental car, he called Vivian. “Hey, babe, I wanted to check in with you. We may have run into a little luck.”

Vivian, standing on her outdoor deck overlooking a small pond, smiled. “Did someone spot Gypsy?”

“Not yet.” Ben told her everything he’d experienced so far and added, “By using the drone, it’ll save me countless hours from walking around boatyards, some of them being private and requiring permission or risking a trespassing violation. Gypsy might be in one of those hard-to-access places. I’m meeting a guy named Miguel. He offers a drone service in Freeport. From what I hear, he’s the best and someone who really knows the ports and all the hidden inlets around the island. He’ll even fly his drone offshore, trying to spot Gypsy if she’s anchored just off the coast.”

“Well, that sounds like a good plan. Please call me when you’re finished with the drone surveillance. If you spot Gypsy, you must call the police and let them take it from there. We know the man who drove the thieves to Ponce Marina is dead. Chances are his associates in the islands are going to be even more volatile than they usually are. Promise me, Ben, you’ll call the authorities first thing when you spot Gypsy.”

“That’s a promise. On my phone contact list, I’ve added the number to the Royal Bahamas Police Force here in Freeport. I hope, by helping them do the job, they’ll be eager to apprehend the culprits once I find where they are hiding our boat.”

“You take care over there. Be careful. I love you.”

“Love you, too.” Ben clicked off and began to follow the directions to the place that Miguel had said they’d meet to begin the drone surveillance in the aerial hunt for Gypsy.

***

Twenty minutes later, Ben pulled up to a closed gate leading to Schmidt’s Marina. He was given the four-digit code to enter. He lowered the Toyota’s window and punched the numbers into the small security panel. A single steel bar in front of the entrance slowly moved, opening with a squeak. Ben put the car in gear and drove down a gravel and crushed shell road, passing three bordered-up buildings that were decaying remnants from the last hurricane.

The road led a hundred yards down toward the water. Schmidt’s Marina, on Hawksbill Creek, looked more like a cross between a boatyard and a marina. There were more than a dozen docks filled with yachts and sailboats. Many boats were out of the water and up on blocks secured by jack stands. Some of the boats were covered in blue tarps.

Ben thought the place had more of a graveyard feel of lost vessels than that of an active port of call, which would be dotted with restaurants, yacht brokers, and other businesses that you’d find around a marina. He followed the directions that his contact had given to him over the phone. “Park in the back,” Miguel had said. “Then walk around the right side of the building, and you’ll come to the office.”

But Ben had always been curious, sometimes choosing to take a different route to the same destination. He drove up to the large cinderblock building. There were seven other cars in the lot. Ben parked under the shade of half a dozen royal palm trees and got out, the sun breaking through sweeping palm fronds. Rather than walk around the building to the right, he chose the left. He thought that would give him a better view of the harbor and the boats.

He walked over crushed oyster and clam shells, the briny scent of saltwater heavy in the breeze from the water. As he rounded the building, he could see dozens of boats. Most were yachts, some more than eighty feet in length. He heard an electric sander. Turning, Ben spotted a man under a 50-foot Bertram on blocks and supported by jack stands. The man was sanding faded blue paint from the hull and was the only worker who could be seen.

Where is everyone? Ben thought as he approached the man who was wearing a painter’s mask over his mouth and nose for safety. “Excuse me.”

The man stopped his sanding. Coming from under the boat, he stood erect and stretched his shoulder muscles. “Yes, mon? What you lookin’ for?”

“I’m here to see Miguel. He’s supposed to meet me at the marina. I’m about twenty minutes early, though. It’s an old military custom.”

The man smiled. “People aren’t usually early in the islands. Miguel might be in the office out back in the warehouse.” He motioned with a paint-splattered hand. “It’s that way.”

“Thanks. Oh, since I’m early, do you think it’d be okay for me to walk around some? I love boats, and you have a lot of them in this marina.”

“I suppose. I don’t work for Schmidt’s. I’m a freelance painter. Also, I dive and clean hulls. I was hired by the owner of this boat to clean, repaint the hull, and replace the props and zincs. If you walk around, don’t touch any of the yachts. This place is strict about that.”

“I understand. I’ll let you get back to work.”

The man nodded. He put his mask back on and started the electric sander, grinding away at faded paint and pockmarked barnacles, the dust billowing like white and blue smoke. Ben walked another hundred feet, the hot Bahamian sun on the back of his neck. He stepped up and onto the main boardwalk that ran counter to the other five docks that extended into the bay. He moved along the wooden planks, seagulls shrieking in the blue sky. At the end of the walkway, Ben glanced at his watch. He was still about fifteen minutes early for his appointment.

He decided to turn to the left and head down one of the docks. He strolled past a 60-foot Oyster sailboat. Next was a 70-foot Viking, followed by a larger yacht, a Pershing. No one seemed to be on any of the boats. No music. No boat washing. Nothing but quiet.

It’s like a ghost flotilla on the bay, he thought. This simply could be a harbor where wealthy yacht owners fly in during the yachting season. The rest of the time, their boats are maintained by the marina. Some might be available for charter. Ben caught something familiar out of the corner of his eye.

His beloved Gypsy.

“Mr. Wilson,” said one of the two men approaching. They both appeared Hispanic, swarthy, and with hard faces. They strolled up to Ben with the strides of men who were propelled by ego and testosterone. The shorter man spoke. “You were told to go directly to the office.”

“Are you Miguel?”

“That’s me. This is my amigo, Baptiste. I was gonna take you around the island, fly my drone, and convince you that your boat wasn’t here. Then, like a good gringo, you could go back home and buy another boat.”

“I was early and wanted to kill some time before I came to the office.”

“And now, the only thing getting killed is you, Mr. Wilson.”

“Did you steal my boat? Were you two dropped off that night by Eduardo Diaz?”

“Your death will avenge what happened to Eduardo.”

“I’m not to blame for that. That Hatteras is my boat. I am the victim.”

“And, as you just saw, your boat is here now. It’s got a new home, and it’ll be used to help other people go for the American dream. Come with us.”

“I’m not going anywhere with you two. I just want my boat. At this point, I can take her back to Florida. No questions asked. No police. You go your way, and I’ll go mine. It seems like you have a lot of other boats here. You won’t miss Gypsy.” Ben looked to his left. There was a white storage box about the size of a cooler that two people could carry. It was on the dock and secured to one of the posts. He noticed there wasn’t a lock on the latch.

“Let’s go!” ordered Miguel.

Ben bolted, opening the storage box. He snatched out a wrecking bar with a gooseneck. It was almost four feet long. He held it like a baseball bat. “Stop! Come closer, and I’ll crack your skulls.”

The men moved so that one could be on one side and the other on the opposite side. Ben turned a half circle, hands gripping the heavy tool. “Stay back!” He tried to keep both men in his peripheral vision. He saw Baptiste pull something out of his jeans pocket.

A small pistol.

Baptiste shot Ben in the back at point-blank range, the bullet blowing through his spinal cord. Ben dropped the iron bar, sinking to his knees. The noise from the electric sander was coming over the dock. Ben fell to his left side. He could see Gypsy twenty feet away. Sunlight glinted from the brass plaque mounted above the door with the gypsy moth etched into it.

Ben stared at the plaque, remembering what Vivian had told Sean O’Brien and the detective. When we saw the brass plate with the four-winged moth engraved on it and the word Gypsy at the bottom of the plaque, we bought it to mount on our boat.

Ben’s eyes welled with tears as he gazed at the shiny brass plaque. The sunlight faded and darkness fell around the marina like a black curtain.

“Let’s hide the body in the old man’s boat. We’ll dump him after dark,” said Miguel.




FORTY-FIVE

I watched Nick speak to Max and thought about some of the few absolute truths in life. Nick stood next to the open grill in a corner of Gibraltar’s cockpit, a bottle of Corona in one hand and a spatula in the other, cooking fileted red snappers. Max sat attentively, watching and waiting for a nugget of food.

One absolute truth was that fresh caught fish tasted better than store-bought. The second was how delicious seafood was on the open water, like our marina harbor. None of that, at least in my mind, was subject to interpretation.

I stood at Gibraltar’s open doors to her salon, Dave on his computer, digging through secured internet servers to find out what he could about Global Marine Solutions, its links to Lowenstein, Aker, and Wexler, and to the law firm’s investigator, Alan Hart.

A 50-foot Hatteras backed out of a slip on M dock, its tanned captain in the wheelhouse, and the name Full Throttle visible across the yacht’s stern. I thought about Ben’s boat, Gypsy. I stepped out onto the cockpit and made a second call to him. Like the first one, it went to an automatic message with an AI-generated voice: “This call can’t be completed as dialed. Please try again.”

I clicked off, looking from the marina toward the east, the open ocean less than a mile beyond the strip of land and South Atlantic Avenue, which separated the sea from the port. Had Ben already found Gypsy? Or had someone stopped him from searching?

There is another absolute truth that I’ve observed in criminal investigations. No elements within the specific case of premeditated murder happen by coincidence. There is always a deliberate cause and effect. Happenstance doesn’t figure in a homicide. Something in my gut was telling me that Ben was in trouble. Calls weren’t going to his voicemail.

Ben was too thorough and too much of a tactician to search for his boat in another country without having his cell phone charged. I wondered if Vivian had heard from him recently. I would give her a call. Not to alarm her, but to touch base and hear any details she might have related to Ben’s agenda in the Bahamas.

I watched Nick squeeze cut lemons over the pieces of fish, the juice and olive oil spattering against the hot coals. The scent of garlic, cumin, paprika, and sauteed onions filled the air, beckoning my tastebuds. White smoke curled up, snaking past Nick, as if it were swaying to the slow beat of B.B. King singing The Thrill is Gone, the music coming from speakers near the entrance to the salon.

Nick sipped his beer. “We’re done, Hot Dawg. Let’s eat.” Max turned a circle as Nick used the spatula to put the grilled fish and charred vegetables onto a platter. “C’mon, Sean. Take a break from this work that you and Dave are doin’. Miz Max and me are hungry.”

We converged at the small round table just inside the salon. Dave, who was ending a phone call, was hunched over his laptop, his bifocals resting at the top of his white hair. Nick put the snapper filets into three large hoagie rolls and topped them with grilled scallions, tomatoes, garlic, olive oil, and feta cheese. He fixed a small plate for Max with a few bites of unseasoned fish and octopus that he cooked just for her. I thought Max was going to dance on her hind legs.

Dave had moved to the bar and was fixing a gin and tonic in a tall glass with ice. “I feel like I need a drink after going in and out of rabbit holes.” He sat, putting his bifocals into the pocket of his tropical shirt. He sipped his drink and glanced across the table at me. “We have something.”

“That’s good news. What is it?”

My phone buzzed. I glanced at the screen. “It’s Vivian Wilson. I better take this.” I answered. “Hi, Vivian. I was thinking about you and Ben. I hope everything is okay.”

“Hey, Sean. I appreciate your compassion. That’s why I’m calling. You and Wynona have always been such good friends. Between you, Nick, and Dave, the marina community is our second home. Ben wants to make it our first home.”

“Living on the water can be therapeutic.”

“I’m worried about Ben.”

“Before you tell me more, may I put you on speaker? I’m on Gibraltar with Dave and Nick. Maybe you can share your concern and information with the three of us. Together, we might have some strategies and options for you.”

“That’s fine, thanks.”

“Okay, we can all hear you.”

“Hi, Dave and Nick. I was just telling Sean that I’m very worried about Ben. I’ve tried to reach him for hours, and my calls don’t go to his voicemail. It automatically links to a message that this call can’t be completed as dialed. I have never heard that from Ben’s phone.”

“When was the last time you spoke with him?” I asked.

“This morning. Late last night, when we spoke, he just got back to his hotel after searching all day for Gypsy and said he’d met someone who might be able help him. I could tell he was exhausted, so I didn’t press him for details. Earlier today, we spoke briefly. He called to say he was on his way to meet a drone operator.”

I glanced over at Nick and Dave. “Vivian, can you tell us everything Ben has shared with you since he got to the Bahamas? People he’s spoken with, places he’s gone, what he’s seen and possibly heard.”

“Yes, of course.” She gave us a thorough summary of everything that Ben shared with her, adding, “He was so excited about meeting that drone operator, hoping an aerial view of all the marinas would let him spot Gypsy if she was docked somewhere on Grand Bahama Island.”

“Vivian,” it’s Dave. “You said that Ben was meeting a man named Miguel. Did Ben give you the man’s last name?”

“No, he only said Miguel.”

“And you said Ben didn’t say where he was meeting the guy. I wonder if this man was picking Ben up at his hotel.”

“I don’t think so. Ben rented a car for a week. He figured if he couldn’t find Gypsy there in a week, he’d fly to Nassau and start searching. If unsuccessful there, his plan was to go over to the largest island in the Bahamas, Andros.”

Nick said, “Andros may be big, but it’s sparsely populated. The island’s got a helluva lot of hidden coves. And it’s less than 200 miles from Florida. Makes it a smugglers’ paradise.”

“I hope he doesn’t have to go there. Ben was excited because the man he was meeting has a reputation for being the best drone pilot on the island. Sometimes, I was anxious for Ben early in our marriage when he was deployed with the military. But I knew, wherever he was sent, there were other Marines to watch his back. He doesn’t have that in the Bahamas. I’m more than anxious now. I’m scared, and I don’t know what to do.”

I could hear the fear in her voice by the change in pitch and tone when she tried to suppress her rising worry. “Vivian, the first thing right now is to take a very deep breath through your nose and release it from your mouth. Do this a couple of times.” I heard her exhaling. “Good. Now, here’s what you can do. Call Detective Dan Grant. Tell him what happened and share your fears. He may have a police connection in Freeport.”

Dave said, “Vivian, file a missing person’s report with the detective. If he knows someone in the Freeport PD, ask Detective Grant if he will reach out to that person and let him or her know your concerns. Try to get a contact number to the officer in Freeport.”

“Okay. I can do that. I’ll call my daughter, too. Tricia is good with this kind of thing. She’s always kept a level head when a lot of people couldn’t. Sean, you met her once.”

“I did. Let’s go back to what you told us about Ben at the bar.”

“Which bar? He’s visited a few, trying to talk with the locals.”

“The Reefer Bar. Did Ben tell you the name of the guy on the barstool next to him, the man who had the direct contact with the drone pilot, Miguel?”

“Let me think a second. It was a rather unusual name—um, something like Fredrick—but it didn’t begin with the letter F.”

“Was it Cedric?”

“Yes.”

I made mental notes of the names and places. It’s something that I did when I knew I’d need them again.

And I’d need them soon.




FORTY-SIX

Wynona was in her back office inside Moments in Time when she heard the jingle. It was the sound of the shop’s front door opening as someone entered. Wynona was alone in the antique store because her part-time employee, a student attending nearby Stetson University, Stephanie, had gone to lunch. Wynona came out of the office and walked to the front right-side area of her store, stepping behind the glass counter and cash register.

Through the aisles and racks of antiques, she couldn’t see who had entered. But she could hear hard sole shoes. Boots probably, she thought. And just by the way the person walked, she knew the customer was a man. Listening to a gait—noting the usual differences between the way an average man and woman walk—was something she learned as an FBI agent.

That lesson had kept Wynona alive in her past profession. She looked out of the shop’s large front window, studying the cars parked along Main Street. She knew the man in her store was in the back right corner near the art, mostly landscape paintings, on display.

She heard the customer walking slowly from the art section toward the antique radios and phonographs, the old floorboards beneath him creaking. Wynona knew it took a weight of more than 180 pounds to cause the cypress planks to groan in that section of the store.

She wasn’t sure why she felt a heightened sense of awareness, listening to the man’s movement around her shop. It’s a feeling she gets sometimes—an awareness in her genes handed down from her Seminole grandmother, who’d been the wife of a medicine man.

Wynona felt a chill and hugged her upper arms for a moment. She has customers—men and women—entering her store every day, with the heaviest traffic on Saturday. Most came to buy. But some stopped in to trade antiques or see if she would buy something they had.

Wynona thought of the teenage girl who’d recently entered the shop, wanting to sell an antique porcelain doll that had been in her grandmother’s collection. “The doll scares me,” the girl had said. “I get a weird feeling looking at her eyes, like she can see into my mind.”

The man moved. Walking slowly. Stopping and starting. There was a gap in the aisles, and as he browsed, Wynona could see his face. But he wasn’t browsing. He wasn’t looking at the old radios or Victrolas. He was studying the corners of the ceiling. Scanning—looking for something not sold. Security cameras. Wynona could tell by the way his head moved. He’d gone to the far section of the shop, turned around, and continued surveying the rest of the area.

Satisfied, he started walking toward the front to where Wynona stood behind the counter. What he couldn’t observe in the shop was not in plain sight. There was a single camera at the register, and it recorded the face of every customer who came up to the counter for a sale or to ask a question. The small lens was disguised in the face of what looked like an antique alarm clock, with two brass bells at the top and a small steel hammer between the bells. The bottom portion of the number 8 on the clockface was really a small lens.

The man approached the counter, and Wynona could tell he was at least 200 pounds. He walked with the superior strut of a gym rat who’d just bench-pressed his weight. He had a bull neck, coppery red hair cut short, deep-set hooded eyes, and an angular face. He wore a clean white T-shirt under a dark blue sportscoat and faded jeans.

Wynona glanced at his feet. Tactical black combat boots. She recognized the brand, Danner, because Sean had a pair of them. “Welcome to Moments in Time. Can I help you find something?” He stood less than ten feet from her on the opposite side of the counter. She looked into cold eyes, the kind she’d seen far too many times in the field as an FBI agent.

“I’m just looking around. Maybe poking around is better.” He spoke to Wynona like a man who said something that he thought was funny. His accent was southern—Deep South.

“If you’re looking for anything in particular, a gift for a friend, perhaps, I’d be happy to make some recommendations.”

“All right. You got a lot of nice stuff in here. Expensive things. I was surprised to see you don’t have security cameras to catch shoplifters.”

Wynona smiled. “Don’t need them. For the most part, the folks who frequent antique stores are honest people. A lot of these items in the shop are rather large anyway. Some of the smaller things, such as vintage jewelry, are under glass here at the counter.”

The man took a step closer. Wynona glanced below the cash register to the Beretta that was positioned in a leather holster mounted to a wooden beam. She inched her right hand next to the pistol grip.

“Do you buy antiques?” he asked, running his tongue inside his cheek, like a snake before it strikes.

“Sometimes we buy items. It just depends on the market and the quality. Is there something that you’re interested in selling?”

“Yeah. I got it with me.” He used one hand to lift his sportscoat, displaying a pistol wedged under his belt.

Wynona’s hand was around the grip of her Beretta. If he moved an inch toward his gun, she would shoot to kill.

He grinned, keeping his eyes on her. “Hello, Wynona O’Brien. I recognize you from the security cam video in the mall parking lot. They have a lot of cameras there. The video was all over the news. You got a couple of kids. Be a real shame if something were to happen to them.”

“You’d better turn around and walk out of here while you can.”

He lowered his eyes to his gun. “This is an antique. It’s a Smith and Wesson revolver. My daddy’s daddy put three notches in the grip. I put three on the other side. So, me and Grandpa are even steven. I wanna beat Grandpappy. It’s in the blood. You’ll be the next notch on my gun. But I can fade away like a bad dream if you drop the charges against those two fellas in the parking lot. They’re newbies here, high on life and Mexican peyote. That’s wicked shit.”

“Leave. Get out of my store.”

“Why? If I don’t, are you gonna shoot me?”

She pulled her Beretta, holding it with both hands, six feet from his head. “That’s exactly what I’m going to do. Five seconds to leave, or they’ll carry out your body.”

“Something tells me you got the balls to shoot. I like that in a woman. I’m gonna go. But remember what I told you. Drop the charges, and you and your kids live a happy life.”

“Don’t forget my husband. He was the one who knocked out your friends. And now he’ll be coming for you.”

The man lowered the side of his sportscoat and held both hands palms out. “See you around, Annie Oakley.”




FORTY-SEVEN

As we were eating our snapper sandwiches, I thought about one of the things that Vivian Wilson had said before we ended our conversation. Wherever Ben was sent, there were other Marines to watch his back. He doesn’t have that in the Bahamas. I’m scared, and I don’t know what to do.

Standing at Gibraltar’s bar, Nick popped the top off a fresh Corona. He sat back down at the table. “I feel bad for Vivian. Ben shouldn’t have just charged like a bull into that world over there. Let’s hope the local cops can work with the Bahamas police and find him soon.”

Dave looked up from a legal pad of notes he’d taken while doing research. “Ben may be somewhat stubborn, a take charge kind of man, but he’s not stupid. He’ll have a battle plan with options before he engages with anyone. However, in the smuggling capital of this hemisphere, there are always curveballs thrown. What are your thoughts, Sean?”

“Smuggling and high-seas piracy have always been the dark legacy of the Caribbean and the Bahamas. But today, with the incentives to come to America, faster boats, and internet and satellite communications, business is ramping up. Supply and demand drive a market, which, unfortunately, includes human cargo. Some people are paying high prices to smugglers who guarantee them safe and covert passage by boat to the States. Others, the less fortunate, who get caught up in the mix, are forced into human trafficking, where they are moved, bought, and sold like any cargo.”

“Indeed,” said Dave. “There are no swashbuckling pirates of the Caribbean, only sociopaths who have no empathy for human life. A few months ago, at least thirty Haitians drowned in a rickety boat that was coming at night from Bimini to Florida. When the vessel hit the Gulf Stream, it was in peril. The Stream is like a huge, rushing river, where a massive volume of water—thirty million tons per second—moves through the narrow and shallow passage between a long shelf in the Atlantic, off Florida’s coast and the Bahamas’ plateau.”

“I remember that disaster,” said Nick. “It’s happening more often.”

“So, rather than risk death, many of these people are putting themselves at the mercy of the smugglers, perhaps not understanding what they’re getting themselves into,” Dave added.

I motioned toward Dave’s notes. “What else did you find in your research?”

“The relationship between the law firm of Lowenstein, Akers, and Wexler and Global Marine Solutions has more than a few links. The firm makes a lot of money by defending GMS from lawsuits, most involving boats, yachts, and even cargo ships held for corporate ransom until exorbitant recovery and dock storage fees are paid. GMS uses the law firm to sue the boat owner or the ship owners to recover the money or take title to the vessels. In just the lawsuits that I’ve read today, public records, a lot of money changes hands.”

Nick nodded. “I’ve heard about companies like that. If I ever need a marine tow or to help pump water from my boat, or whatever, I’d make damn sure the charges are known and agreed to up front. Nothing is worse than getting a bill from one of those companies that will sink you and your boat. Pun intended.” Nick sipped his beer.

Dave glanced at his notes. “There is a difference in vessel salvage and recovery. Salvage work can, by federal law, result in the company often suing to get what’s called a reward, and that can be a percentage of the boat’s worth or even the cargo. There’s no preexisting contract. Recovery is more about towing a distressed vessel into a safe harbor. GMS does both. Also, the company has a reputation for working with corrupt port officials in places that become a haven for stolen boats. GMS can pay off port authorities, get quick claim titles to the stolen boats, and sell them into what is known as a global phantom fleet—boats, most often, used for smuggling.”

Nick leaned closer, white beer foam at the bottom of his black mustache. “The oceans are no man’s land, at least when it comes to police work. I carry a rifle with me when I’m fishin’ in the Atlantic. Piracy is one of the longest runnin’ criminal enterprises, second to prostitution.”

I looked across the table at Dave as he washed a bite of food down with a long sip of icy gin. “What’d you find on Alan Hart?”

“I was about to bring that up. Saving the best for last, like a fine dessert. Nick, as always, your culinary skills are suburb.”

“I had some help from Miss Maxie. When her lil’ black nose starts quivering the most, I know the fish is done. Besides boiling the octopus first to make it tender, then grilling using my special marinade, I left it on the fire for a minute longer, adding chili flakes for a flavor pop.”

“Thank you, Nick, for another great meal. Whenever I come over to the marina, I never go home hungry. Like Max, when you’re cooking on the grill, my nose begins quivering, too.”

Dave chuckled. “The nose knows. To your question, Sean, our person of interest, Alan Hart, has had a varied and rather storied career, from serving as an MP in the Army, where he was awarded a Bronze Star, to getting his captain’s license. It makes you wonder why he didn’t join the Navy. Regardless, for three years, he ran a tugboat out of the Port of Miami with Chambers Maritime, Inc., before taking a job as a towboat captain for GMS. As forementioned, I am saving the best for last. Alan Hart is related to Stuart Dawson, the CEO of GMS.”

“How so?”

“As in brother-in-law. Alan Hart is married to Dawson’s only sister.”

“So, there’s a personal link between Hart and Dawson. And there is a family tie in the Tren de Aragua between Juan Castillo and his brother, Diego, one of the gang’s leaders. He’s a guy with CPA training, and probably someone who says how some of the gang’s money is spent for legal services. And for us, this information brings the circle closer together.”

Dave nodded. “Extrapolating further, the Miami law firm retains Hart on a freelance basis, paying him as an investigator and occasionally to bail clients out of jail. Makes you wonder what is behind the significance of securing bonds for the two Venezuelans, Juan Castillo and Carlos Romero.”

Through the starboard window, I watched a shrimp boat enter the port, heading toward the commercial section where it would dock. That made me think of something FBI Agent Sara Ward said about Juan Castillo. He might have come up from Venezuela by boat, smuggled into Florida from the Bahamas and Caribbean.

“Sean, you got that look,” said Nick. “Sort of like you’re hearing something on the wind. Maybe like a dog hears stuff people can’t catch.” He glanced down at Max. “Right, Hot Dawg?”

“I was just thinking about one of my conversations with an FBI agent who works gang crime. What she told me concurs with what we’ve been talking about—smuggling.”

“How’s that?” asked Nick.

“She said smugglers are trafficking people from Venezuela and the Caribbean into America and charging big money, like the Mexican cartels, and dropping their human cargo off on Florida’s beaches at night. The Bahamas are becoming the first stop in the voyage to America. The demand is outpacing smugglers with boats good enough for roundtrips. What if that’s why Ben and Vivian’s boat was stolen?”

Dave finished his sandwich. “Gypsy, with her room and speed, would be perfect for that use. That could explain the symbiosis between the law firm and GMS, a company that might have an operation like the powerful Mexican cartels, running drugs, guns, and even human beings who, like I mentioned earlier, are flocking to this hemisphere overly eager to catch a boat ride to America. An outfit like GMS, experts when it comes to dealing in boats and maritime law, could be running a crime enterprise in the Bahamas, capitalizing on the business of human smuggling.”

Nick finished his beer. “That would be a boatload of money—actually, a whole conga line of dough. Besides those heading to America willingly, it could also point to the chatter lately among boat captains. They’ve been hearing about an increase in kidnappings, especially of young women and children, from South America. What Ben and Vic need is a repo guy for boats. I know someone. His name’s Steve Malone. But people call him Skipper because he used to pilot tankers and cargo ships.”

“How’d he get into the maritime repo business?” asked Dave.

“Skipper told me that after his second divorce, he got tired of being away from home, moving ships around the world. So, he quit and started working as a repo man, finding boats and ships. He’s hired by banks, insurers, and shipowners to do what he calls dash ‘n grab. He takes repossession of boats from hostile ports and brings the vessels back to whoever hired him. He’s come close to death a few times. But he says he’s not gone from home like he was as a sea captain.”

Dave chuckled. “What a tradeoff. Where is this gent, Skipper?”

“I think he lives north of Daytona. I’ve seen him at the Tiki Bar. I have his number in my contact list.” Nick eyed me. “You want it, Sean?”

“Yes. Send it to me.”

My phone buzzed with an incoming text. Wynona wrote: Please call. It’s urgent.




FORTY-EIGHT

I made the call to Wynona from the privacy of Gibraltar’s stern, standing next to the transom. She answered. “My life and that of our children were threatened by a man who came into the shop.” She told me everything that happened and added, “After he left, I followed him halfway around the block and saw him leave in a late model red Chevy Silverado pickup truck.”

“Did you get the tag number?”

“No. But I could tell it was one of the tags depicting the silhouette of a man with a surfboard—Florida’s Endless Summer. The hidden camera near the shop’s cash register captured him on video. Where are you?”

“I’m on Dave’s boat. He can have one of his contacts run a still frame of the guy’s image through facial recognition databases.”

“Do you think I should call the police, report the death threat, and give them a copy of the video? We could cover our bases that way.”

“No. Send it to me. Someone hired this guy. That’s who I want to have a chat with.”

“Stephanie’s back from lunch. I’ll email the video to you. Call me if you find out something. I can’t wait to hug our kids today. Love you.” Wynona clicked off.

I looked across the marina to the hundreds of boats barely swaying in the rising tide and a soft breeze from the ocean. In my mind, I played back everything Wynona had told me. The perp knew her name. Commented on our children and threatened their lives. You’ll be the next notch in my gun. But I can fade away like a bad dream if you drop the charges against those two fellas in that parking lot. Blame it on the fact that they’re newbies here, high on life and Mexican peyote.

I closed my eyes for a moment, trying to fit the known and unknown pieces together. I was beginning to believe that there was a thread woven somewhere between the theft of Gypsy, the law firm investigator, Alan Hart, who posted bond for the two Venezuelans, Castillo and Romero, and Global Marine Solutions in Miami. GMS could be running a smuggling operation in the Bahamas and the rest of the Caribbean, touching as far south as Venezuela.

But right now, that was theory on my part. I felt as if I were standing on the edge of a dark abyss or on the cusp of a bridge across a chasm hidden by a mist. To find my way over it, I needed to feel around the edges of the cliff for a path to the other side. The trail through the darkness would begin by finding the man who threatened my family.

The ping of my phone brought me back to where I stood in Gibraltar’s cockpit. I opened the text message that Wynona had sent. She included the video. I played it, watching everything the man said and did, his body language, including the swagger and superior smug face, and his cold and haughty threat to my wife and children.

The blast of a boat horn came from the main boardwalk close to the marina office. A half-day fishing boat was backing away from its dock, the boat about seventy feet long and filled with tourists eager to go bottom fishing in the ocean with fifty other people.

As I watched the boat ease away from the pier, heading to Ponce Inlet, I thought about boats that size and smaller coming from the Bahamas at night. Devious captains and crew would drop their cargo of human beings off at a remote spot along the Florida coast where they’d be met by landbound coyotes, ready to exploit them even more, herding a payload of people.

I remembered the first time I ever saw Angela. She was captured and held like a frightened animal inside a locked steel container in the belly of a cargo ship. The container had a few airholes drilled in two sides to allow a limited airflow. She was there with a dozen other children, ready to be shipped like cattle from Tampa to Iran. Saving her and the other children from that life was something I thought about often.

I walked back inside the salon and told Dave and Nick what Wynona had said to me. I sent the video to Dave’s computer. Together, the three of us watched it. When the video ended, Nick shook his head. “That makes my Greek blood boil. I’d like to find that asshole and rip him apart. I love the way that Wynona stuck her gun in his smirking face. I saw fear in his eyes.”

Dave blew out a deep breath and leaned back in his chair. “Somebody really doesn’t want those two criminals, Castillo and Romero, to go on trial here in Florida. Because of the news media, Wynona’s name is out there. The perps found her business, which means they might know where you live, Sean. Do you think it’s safe for your family at your home?”

“I don’t know. I do know that they crossed the line, and I’ll do whatever it takes to peel it all back to see who is ultimately calling the shots. Play back the video and stop it as the guy lifts his sportscoat to show Wynona his revolver. I think I saw something. A logo maybe.”

“Okay.” Dave moved the video to the point where the man grinned and lifted his jacket.

I pointed. “There. Freeze the frame and zoom into the pocket.”

Dave stopped the video and enlarged the image. Nick leaned closer, his eyes narrowing, and said, “It’s a grinning fox. Right below are the words Foxy’s - Daytona Beach. I know the place. It’s an upscale strip club. Not that I’ve been there. Strippers aren’t my thing anymore. I’m more selective and focused with the women I date. My tastes, like a fine wine, evolved with age.”

Dave smiled. “I wonder if this gunslinger frequents the place or perhaps works there as a doorman or bouncer. He has the build for that sort of employment. Whoever this messenger is, like most street criminals, he gave his hand away when he tried to scare Wynona by lifting his jacket and drawing attention to his gun. What are your thoughts, Sean?”

“I believe you’re right when you used the word messenger. I think he’s a cog in a much larger wheel of corruption. I’m starting to see a bigger picture, a connection that could range from this marina to the Bahamas and all the way down to Venezuela.”

“What do you mean?” asked Nick.

“Venezuelan and Haitian gangs are finding greener pastures to exploit in the U.S. If Gypsy was stolen to use for smuggling, Ben is facing people who’ll slit his throat without a blink of the eye. To discover the master planner behind this, I want to find the man in the video.”

Dave nodded. “And you don’t want Wynona to report the threat to the police, right?”

“What can they do? This freak hasn’t committed a crime. He just alluded to it. Right now, in the eyes of the law, he’s a bully. In my eyes, he’s much more. It’s been said, don’t shoot the messenger. Sometimes, that’s the first one you shoot.”

Nick grunted. “You don’t know where this guy is. Where will you start?”

“Let’s begin at the beginning. The first domino to fall was the theft of Ben and Vivian’s boat. There’s nothing the local PD can do about an international theft ring. Absconding with Gypsy was put into motion by a con man—Eduardo Diaz—who had beers with Ben and you, Nick. Someone was directing him, calling the shots. I want to find that person.”

“I still can’t believe that happened.” said Nick.

“But it did. After that, Diaz had lined up another boat to steal, a yacht like Gypsy. That’s not a coincidence. And if the knee-breaker who walked into Wynona’s shop is getting his orders from the Bahamas or some other island in the Caribbean, there is nothing the local PD can do about that either. This is squarely on me.”

Dave looked at the man’s face on the laptop screen. “I sense that you’re seeing patterns or criminal activity displaying parallels that may be originating from a single source, as you suggest, the first domino to fall. So, who tipped it?”

“That’s the question. Human traffickers using boats the size and speed of Gypsy to smuggle Haitians, Venezuelans, Chinese, and others into Florida is not by chance. The fluke in this, if there is one, was when my wife and kids were at their car in that mall parking lot. But the two perps, gang members from Venezuela, were probably smuggled into Florida by boat. I’m not convinced the guy pulling the levers behind the curtain is in the islands.”

“Where the hell is he?” asked Nick.

“I’m betting that those boats or the people who run them are owned or controlled by Global Marine Solutions. And I’d suggest the buck stops at its CEO, Stuart Dawson, and his brother-in-law, Alan Hart.” I glanced at the man’s face on Dave’s laptop screen. “If I can track down the perp that invaded Wynona’s shop, I’ll be one step closer. Dave, can we begin with your contact at the agency who has access to a global face recognition database?”

Dave grinned. “I love it when you toss me a criminal bone, especially one with some real meat.” He put on his bifocals, tapped his keyboard, and made a call to Langley, Virginia.




FORTY-NINE

Vivian Wilson had an overwhelming urge to do something she hadn’t done in many years. She walked into the closet, touched Ben’s shirts, and then reached up and took down their wedding album and a family scrapbook from the top shelf. Vivian carried the items from the bedroom into the kitchen, setting them on the counter next to a cup of hot tea.

She put on her glasses and opened the wedding album. The hint of vanilla, ghosts of scented candles, lingered from the album pages, transporting her back in time. As Vivian looked at the photographs of her and Ben, she relived the moments they were taken at their wedding—the toast offered by her father, the wedding dances, the laughter, and the love. She recalled the promises Ben made and kept for decades.

Being loved by Ben gave her strength, and loving him gave her the courage to meet whatever life would put in front of them, knowing they would face it hand-in-hand. Together, they could handle whatever obstacle came into their path.

She sipped the hot tea and opened the family scrapbook. Pressed between the pages, illustrated by the pictures, were memories. She looked at photos taken while on vacation at Myrtle Beach and the North Carolina mountains. Pictures of their daughter, Tricia. The family’s two dogs, Labradors, had lived for twelve years each.

And she stared at one of her favorite pictures.

It was of Ben by himself. Vivian had taken it. It was their first year of marriage, and there were no children yet. Ben was standing off the road at a scenic overlook on the Blue Ridge Parkway. He wore a denim jacket and jeans. It was autumn, and the mountains were ablaze with the colors of fall. Pumpkin-orange, yellow, and deep reds in the maple and birch trees. Ben was looking at the highest peak, Grandfather Mountain.

He was so handsome, Vivian thought. His hair was coal black, and he had eyes that matched the blue of the autumn sky. His face was content and filled with a mixture of awe and respect for the beauty of nature. He had a strong jawline, a fine nose, and lips she loved to kiss and feel against her skin.

She touched the photo with two of her fingers, her hand slightly trembling from worry about her husband. “I love you so much, Benjamin. Please come home. Come back to me.”

***

An hour later, I was about to turn around and head back to Ponce Marina. Max and I were walking along the beach, not far from the marina. I was clearing my head, thinking about the next steps I had to take. Max was chasing seagulls near the rolling surf.

Dave had thought it would be at least an hour, maybe longer, before results were to come from the facial recognition database search. There are a lot of criminal faces in that rogues’ gallery. Millions of crooks.

Dave had asked his contact to narrow the search down to the U.S., specifically in the Southeast and Florida. I stopped walking for a moment. The smell of the sea had a cleansing and restorative effect. It was good medicine for the soul. The breeze over the Atlantic was salty, and yet there was a hint of floral, as if the scent of wildflowers had hitched a ride on the western trade winds. Although I couldn’t smell it, there was the odor of crime offshore, coming from the islands, and invading the beaches of Florida.

That stench was now in the faces of my family and friends, whom I cherish. As I walked barefoot in the rolling surf, I thought about my strategic move. Even if Dave’s contact didn’t have a database record of the man who threatened Wynona, I’d track him. And I’d use him to hunt for the others. I had an idea where the trail might lead. It would be a dangerous path.

I knew the man’s face, body language, and his southern drawl. I knew he drove a red Silverado Chevrolet pickup truck with a vanity license plate—Florida’s Endless Summer. I thought about the cartoonish caricature of a grinning fox and the word Foxy’s on the left side of the T-shirt. The beauty of a hidden security camera is that it allows crooks to display their stupidity.

I stopped walking and stared toward the east. I knew if I traveled straight by plane in the direction I was looking, I could be in the Bahamas in ninety minutes. I had an idea. An old friend of mine, an ex-Delta Force soldier who served with me in Afghanistan, ran an aerial sight-seeing business from Cat Island. Dustin Sharpe, a former sniper, had the eyes of an eagle. If anyone could spot Gypsy from the air, it would be him. But before I called Dustin, I needed to settle some pending business in Florida. And I now had a plan to do just that.

My phone buzzed. Dave sent a text. We got a hit.




FIFTY

As Max and I walked down L dock toward Dave’s trawler, I thought about Wynona, knowing she’d be looking over her shoulder as she picked up Angela and Connor. I walked faster. Max took the lead in a gait that was a mix between a sprint and a dachshund stroll. I could see that Nick was washing his boat, St. Michael. He held a rubber hose in one hand and a large natural sponge in the other. A stained blue sweatband was around his head.

“Sean, wanna grab a sponge from the bucket and start on the transom?” Nick grinned. “I dove in the ocean and brought these sponges up from the seafloor, cured ‘em in the sun, ran bleach in the holes, and now they’re good to go. I have extras—let me know if you need some.” He wiped a drop of sweat from the end of his nose.

“I’d help if I could. But Dave’s contact came through. I’ll grab a few of those sponges next time I’m at the marina. Thanks. As you can see, Jupiter could use a good washing.”

Nick shut off the water to his hose and put on a T-shirt. “I gotta hear this.”

We boarded Gibraltar, and Dave came out from the galley to the salon. “Gentlemen, and Miss Max, please have a seat.”

Dave picked up a legal pad from his small desk near a port window and sat on his couch. He put on his bifocals and read. “The career criminal on the video is Randy Barker. Age thirty-eight. Dishonorable discharge from the Army. That history apparently led to a life of crime. He’s worked odd jobs here and there. Barker served five years in prison for aggravated assault. He was charged with attempted murder two years ago. But the case never went to court after the victim dropped charges.”

“Was the victim a man or woman?” asked Nick.

“A woman. A single parent who worked as a waitress and sometimes in a strip club. Her name is Amber Blair. From what this dossier reads, Randy Barker, AKA Dog, among his pals, is or was connected to a Colombian drug ring operating in South Florida. He didn’t transport the drugs—cocaine and pills, including fentanyl—but he was sometimes there, no doubt armed, when cash transactions were made. He’s believed to be a go-to guy for extortion in the sadistic world of racketeering and murder-for-hire. Must be his charm.”

I nodded. “Do you have a home address?”

“I do. I’m not sure that Mr. Barker still resides there. But two years ago, he lived in North Daytona. I have a street address for you.”

“Good. You mentioned that Barker has worked odd jobs from time to time. I wonder if one of them is working for Foxy’s.”

“Perhaps. Or that might be one of the many fine establishments that he prefers to spend his ill-gotten money.”

“There’s only one way to find out. I’ll go there.”

“When?”

“Tonight.”

“I thought you might say that.”

“I have no choice. Barker crossed the line. Someone hired him as muscle in a case that goes from Florida down to Venezuela, and in its path are the Bahamas and Caribbean. I want to know how far this thing reaches. And I want to know whether Ben and Vivian’s boat was stolen by modern-day pirates to be used for smuggling people—those paying for the drop-off service and those being forced into servitude.”

Nick took off his headband, stuffing it into his shorts pocket. “You want me to go with you? You never know what you might walk into, Sean. I’ll have your back. You saved my life once. Ever since then, I’ve wanted to return the favor.”

I smiled. “You have. Just by being who you are, a good friend. I don’t like seeing my friends put in harm’s way. Not that you can’t handle yourself. But, like you suggested, I never know, when I go into a cave to get the bear, how many are in there.” Nick’s heart was loyal and big. I just didn’t want to see someone put a bullet through it. He was a great fisherman, but he had no combat training. “I do have an option for you.”

“Absolutely. What is it?”

“If … no, when I find Ben and Vivian’s boat somewhere in the islands, I want you to co-captain it back home with Ben. How does that sound?”

“It’d be great. I can see us on Gypsy stopping by one of my favorite ports in the islands as we head back home. That’d be a helluva trip and a victory lap for Ben and Viv.”

“Yes, it would.”

Dave grinned. “With you at the wheel, Nick, as the wayward co-captain on Gypsy, something tells me it’ll be you making that Hatteras a slow boat back to the States, veering off to take Sean and Ben to a few of your seaside bars—places where you’ve spent time when fishing the islands.”

“Only a couple of watering holes. We’d have reason to celebrate. Somehow, the rum tastes better in the Bahamas.”

Dave glanced over at me. “I hope you can find Barker. And if you do, let’s trust that he can lead you to where you need to go—for your family as well as for Ben and Vivian.”

“Last time we talked, you mentioned that you had some new devices. One was the very latest GPS tracker for cars or boats.”

“I do.” Dave stood and walked across the salon to behind the bar, where he kept a steel safe. He unlocked and opened it, taking out a GPS tracker. He came back to his seat, placing the device on the tabletop. The tracker was smaller than a doughnut and all black.

“So, this is the latest and greatest?” Nick asked.

“Yes. However, I found Randy Barker’s vehicle, a Chevy Silverado truck. It’s registered under Randal Barker. The truck is new and equipped with an internal GPS system that can be used to locate the vehicle in the event of theft. I could contact our cryptographer friend, Paul, and ask him to hack into the truck’s satellite system, gaining the username and password, but we don’t have time for that right now. Hence, Sean, we can use this tracker.”

“Give me the license plate number.”

“I will. The magnet at the top of the tracker will attach to almost any metal part of the undercarriage, wheel-well, bumper, and so on. Battery life is for thirty days of continuous tracking. Not that you’ll need that much time.”

“No, I won’t. I don’t have that luxury. I assume the red button at the underside is the on and off control.”

“Correct. I’ll program the tracker to your phone and my laptop. No matter where Barker travels in his truck, we’ll know. But, of course, you will have to find him first.”

I said nothing, thinking about what I needed to do when the sun went down. First step was heading home to be with my family. After that, I’d leave under the cover of darkness and find Randy Barker.




FIFTY-ONE

Fatherhood, at least in my case, requires holding a hand of emotional cards close to my chest. I thought about that as Wynona and I sat at our kitchen table and ate dinner with the kids. Listening to them chatting about their day, I focused on what they were saying while suppressing the thoughts of what I was going to do after I read Angela and Connor a story before tucking them into bed.

Maintaining the delicate balance of childhood innocence and the family safety net was my top priority. And that was only accomplished by compartmentalizing my actions and emotions, not allowing my children to see or hear the outside threats from which I would protect them. The same safety was extended to Wynona. Even with extensive training as an FBI agent, her ease in handling guns, and dealing with pressure, I wanted to minimize her fears if I could.

Tonight, I would.

“Daddy, when can we go fish again?” asked Connor, finishing his mac ‘n cheese.

“Soon. The good thing is we don’t have to go very far. We have the boat close by.”

“Can I drive it next time?” asked Angela.

“We can work on teaching you how to pilot a boat. One day soon, you’ll learn how to sail in the ocean.” The kids beamed.

***

Following dinner, washing dishes, and two bedtime stories later, I turned off the lights to their rooms. I went into our bedroom and took my Glock from its place in the closet next to Wynona’s Beretta. I slipped the pistol under the belt in the small of my back, beneath my shirt. Not knowing what I might face, I took two additional magazines, each with ten rounds. I strapped a holster to my left ankle, putting my SIG 9-938 into the holster.

Max stood at the bedroom door, watching me. It was as if she had a sixth sense, somehow aware that I was about to face evil. Maybe she did know. And the irony is that Max is incapable of doing evil. But that doesn’t mean she can’t recognize it. Most people could learn something from a ten-pound dog.

“Come on, kiddo, let’s go see Wynona.” Max followed me out to the back porch. During my drive home from Ponce Marina, I had called Wynona and told her what Dave discovered about Randy Barker and my plan to find him. I shared with her what Vivian had told us on the phone. I briefed her about Global Marine Solutions, the links to the law firm, and the family connection between the firm’s investigator, Alan Hart, and GMS’s chief, Stuart Dawson.

As I walked by our kitchen, my phone buzzed. Vivian was calling. I answered, and she said, “I’m sorry to bother you. I know you have a family, and I don’t want to intrude, but ….”

“There’s no intrusion, Vivian. Have you heard from Ben?”

“That’s why I’m calling. I spoke with the hotel manager where Ben’s staying. No one has seen or heard from him. I gave them permission to enter his room to see if he’s there, maybe sick or something, and to check if he’d left his phone in the room. There’s no sign of Ben or his phone. I’m so worried.” She told me about viewing her wedding album and family photo scrapbook because she had a strange feeling, adding, “God knows I’m not suggesting Ben’s been killed. But I do know that this is not like him at all. I’m fearful that he’s come across some bad people, and they’ve hurt him or are holding him hostage. They might try for a ransom before he’s released. I’ve spoken with the Bahamas police, and they’re simply calling it a missing person’s case and not taking it seriously.”

“That is typical. They deal with lost and wandering tourists, getting off and on cruise ships, and drinking too much. It doesn’t minimize Ben’s situation.”

“My daughter, Tricia, wants to go over there with me and for us to hunt for him.”

“I wouldn’t advise that at this point. I’m working on what I hope will bear out to be a connection. I won’t know until I drill down hard. I’ll call you if I find something. In the meantime, feel free to reach out to me whenever you need to talk. Wynona is here for you, too.”

“Thank you, Sean. Goodnight.” She clicked off, her voice drained.

Wynona was sitting in one of the wicker porch chairs, the moon rising over the cypress trees beyond the river. The night air smelled of orange blossoms and jasmine. She looked up at me. “You were either in there talking to yourself or you got a phone call.” She smiled.

“Vivian called. There’s no sign of Ben at his hotel or anywhere. She’s worried sick.”

“I hurt for her. On your drive home from the marina, you told me about the possible links between all of this, and now do you think that would include the mysterious disappearance of Ben Wilson?”

“Yes. And before I leave to hunt for Randy Barker, I’ll tell you why.”




FIFTY-TWO

The long hoot of a great-horned owl came from across the river. Wynona’s eyes seemed to focus on the unseen—the owl in the distance—as if it had sent her a personal message. She looked up at me. “I know you saw the video of Barker, but the thing that could only be seen in person was the look in his eyes. It’s a deadness that I’ve seen in the eyes of other psychopaths, and that’s something you never get used to seeing—a detachment to life itself, as if Randy Barker wasn’t behind those sinister eyes of his. His presence felt demonic.”

“Evil lives in the hooded gaze of its host. Its appearance is a cross between a zombie—no emotion—and an ominous moving shadow that’s hard to stomp. Darkness hates the light.”

“My grandfather, on my mother’s side, used to say it’s easy to find evil. All you need to do is seek it.”

“I never seek evil. It simply shows up. This time, it was at our doorstep, inside your shop. My plan tonight is not to face Barker immediately. I want to put the tracker on his truck to monitor where he goes. He might lead me to wherever the two Venezuelans, Juan Castillo and Carlos Romero, are staying.”

“They could be down in Miami.”

“If they are, I’ll find out.”

“And what will you do then?”

“Monitor them. Make sure that you and the kids are safe. Your Beretta is in our closet. I cleaned and oiled it last week. Not that you’ll need it.”

“Thank you. Rather than wait around someplace in Florida to face trial, Castillo and Romero could have gone to New York, Jersey, or only God knows where. They might have decided the legal heat here was too much and headed back to Venezuela.”

“Could be. Even if Barker doesn’t point me directly to them, indirectly, I want him to lead me to the people behind this. That’s where the possible links to all of this are hiding.”

“And you’re thinking that this could be connected to GMS and even the theft of Ben and Vivian’s boat?”

“Considering what’s been happening in Florida the last year or so—the smuggling of people and drugs into the state from the sea, GMS’s many boat confiscations, and the yacht thefts—a convertible Hatteras like Gypsy would make an excellent boat for pirates to profit from these illicit opportunities. And then there’s the link between GMS and the two thugs who tried to rob you at the mall. So, yes, I’m beginning to think there might be a wider connection here.”

“That seems like a pretty wide circle. But I understand how you’re starting to see some possible links. It’s worth looking into and pulling some threads. Connecting some dots might get others interested in investigating.”

“Two months ago, a similar yacht came near Key Largo at Cannon Beach and unloaded a human cargo of thirty people. But the pirates, like Mexican coyotes who deal in human trafficking, didn’t do their homework. They hit ground at a low tide near shore.”

“What happened?”

“Three hours later, the Coast Guard arrested the men on the Hatteras. But the human cargo had already entered Florida. That beach has a spur road that leads to Highway One and north into Miami.”

Wynona hugged her upper arms in the cool night air. One of her windchimes on the porch eave tinkled. The other three, hanging from different spots, were silent. “When you find Randy Barker, or, I should say, when you decide to confront him, as I know you will, what are you going to do?”

“The first thing is to give him a few reasons to leave you and the children alone. The second is to find out who sent him.”

“And if that information points to someone in the Bahamas or even down in Miami, will you work with the FBI or go it alone?”

“I’ll cross that bridge when I come to it.”

She stood and hugged me. “I know you’ve always been strategic and careful when going into dark places, but please remember, you have three people in this old river home who love you and need you to be there in the morning and the morning after that for a long time.”

“And that’s why I have to do what has to be done.” I kissed her, turned, and left the back porch, walking in the dark to my Jeep. As I started the engine, in the sweep of my headlights, I could see Max on the other side of the screen door watching me leave.




FIFTY-THREE

Under the dim light of a crescent moon, a 25-foot Sea Ray boat left Grand Bahama Island with a dead man aboard. There were three outboard motors on the transom; each engine could produce 350 horsepower. Miguel Garcia and Manny Baptiste were in the boat, Garcia behind the wheel. The body was at the bow, wrapped in a dark tarp, one corner flapping in the wind.

The men left from Schmidt’s Marina, heading north over Hawksbill Creek. The waterway would take them to the northwest section of Grand Bahama Island before emptying into the Atlantic Ocean. Their plan was to move quickly west of Crab Key until they got out into deep, open water. They knew the current in that area was strong and would take the body far out to sea, where it would be eaten by sharks within hours. Their method was proven more than once.

This would be the third body they dropped into the sea in the last two years.

The Sea Ray zipped through the mouth of Hawksbill Creek into the Atlantic under an inky night sky with stars like ice crystals in the moonlight. The big outboard motors were now full throttle and throwing a large wake behind the Sea Ray as the boat got on plane, quickly reaching a speed of fifty miles per hour. At that pace, they had a thirty-minute run into some of the deepest water in the world.

Baptiste turned his back to the onslaught of wind, using a silver Zippo to light one of the marijuana cigarettes he’d rolled before they left the dock. It was his second joint, having smoked the first before they pulled away from the marina. He inhaled the smoke and looked out at the night sky. “Wanna hit?” he asked Garcia.

“No. You should quit smokin’ weed. That shit slows you down.”

“That’s the point. Sometimes you just want the world to slow and not turn so quickly.”

“I hate doing this when there’s a moon out. Makes it risky business.”

“We don’t have much of a choice. We were forced to make this deposit at sea tonight. We didn’t time it. The old man did when he stuck his head in the wrong gator’s mouth. Dario and Leo play for keeps. They’re runnin’ the biz here in the islands like a damn Fortune 400 company. Always got an eye on cash flow, expenses, the competition, and parasites.”

“You think the dude under the tarp was a parasite?”

“Not no more. The old fool’s dead. And out here, nobody will find so much as his pinkie finger after the sharks and crabs are done filling their bellies.”

Garcia pushed the throttle down even further, the engines screaming like a band of banshees in the night.

***

Fifteen minutes later, Garcia looked at the depth finder. “It’s off the charts out here. Probably a mile deep, maybe more. Let’s get him overboard. I don’t like boating around the sea with the dead.” He stopped the motor. The only sound was coming from the chop of the water against the boat’s hull. “I’ll get the head area, and you can pick up by the feet.”

Baptiste looked at the blue tarp. “I can’t remember which is which. Doesn’t matter. I’ll get the far end, and you can get the other.”

Garcia looked around the interior of the Sea Ray. He found the anchor and its rope coiled in one compartment. He looked up at Baptiste. “Where’s the concrete block and chain we’re supposed to use to weigh down the body?”

“I thought you were getting it.”

“Me! I told you to do it! That was your job. You smoke that weed and it dumbs you down even more than you are.”

“Cut the shit! We can drop him here. The sharks will have him gone before daylight.”

“But we don’t know that.”

“Nobody ever finds a body floatin’ in the ocean. Trust me. I got more experience than you.” He started to pull the plastic tarp off the body, unfurling it like a carpet roll. “Now we know which ends are the head and feet. I’ll grab his shoulders. You get his feet and lift.”

Garcia said, “On the count of three. One … two … three.”

They tossed Ben Wilson’s body over the side of the boat. It stayed on the surface for a moment before vanishing into the dark water.

“Look at that,” gestured Baptiste with one hand toward the left or port side of the boat. “It’s a shootin’ star.”

“Don’t point at it!”

“Why?”

“Because the star will reveal this place. Also, it’s bad luck when you see a shooting star in the left section of the sky. It’s a fallen star. My people—the Colombian Indians—knew that five hundred years ago.”

“Yeah, and those idiots sacrificed virgin girls to the gods. What a waste.” He stood and tossed the blood-stained tarp into the water. “Let’s get outta here.”




FIFTY-FOUR

In any neighborhood, a psychopath could be living next door. But if Randy Barker was living in a house off the residential street I was driving down, it was a sure thing that he, a psychopath, was residing next door to someone. I thought about that as I found the street that Dave located as the last known residence of Barker. It was in North Daytona, about ten miles inland from the world’s most famous beach.

The neighborhood had the look of hard-working, middle-class people. In driveways were Honda Civics, Fords, Chevys, Minivans, and used SUVs to haul kids and groceries. There were pickup trucks parked next to ranch-style homes. Under a floodlight, I spotted a swing set in one backyard. Luckily, I knew the home wasn’t next door to the one I wanted to find. I drove half a block farther, and my unseen navigator spoke in a monotone, “Your destination is on the left.”

And it was.

The house was mostly brick with black shutters. A single porch light was on, moths circling it. The home was probably built thirty years ago. Even in the dark, I could tell the yard was weedy with a couple of patches of dirt. There was no Silverado truck parked in the driveway. Nothing was there. The garage, which faced the street, looked small. I wasn’t sure if it was large enough to fit a heavy-duty pickup truck inside. I drove slowly by the house, turning left at the next street, parking in front of a vacant lot, and heading straight back for the home that I had just seen.

There were no lights on at the rear of the house. I ran up to one of the windows and listened for any signs of life, such as a TV, music, conversation, or running water. There was nothing. I walked around the house to the side opposite the garage. No lights and no indication of people. The house spoke with its silence; no one was home. I stayed in the backyard, avoiding a possible doorbell camera, and came up to the garage.

There were no windows at the upper section of the garage door. In the moonlight, I could see an oil shine on the driveway where someone had parked. There was a second sheen, and through the center of it was a tire mark. It was the size of a tire you’d find on a heavy-duty pickup, wide, off-road tread. I took a picture with my phone, turned, and headed back to the Jeep.

My next stop would be at a dive bar where I was on the hunt for a predator.

***

Foxy’s was a strip joint masquerading as an upscale nightclub. I drove onto the parking lot that was almost filled with cars and pickup trucks—lots of trucks. The club was a low-slung, one-story cinderblock building that looked like, in another life, it had been a restaurant out of the 1960s. Today, the Foxy’s sign was in crimson neon. Illuminated signs in painted black windows were for Coors, Miller Lite, and other beers.

A cloud slipped in front of the moon, hiding its lopsided grin. I drove slowly through the lot. Near the entrance were eight motorcycles. All Harleys. A few bikers stood in small groups, sipping beer from open cans. Some were smoking pot. Both double doors were wide open, like an entrance to a dark bat cave, and a pulse of lights was popping between silhouettes of people, who were mostly men.

I lowered my Jeep’s windows and could hear the throb of music to the Def Leppard song, Animal. I stopped for a moment, watching the action at the doors. A bouncer wearing a tight black T-shirt and jeans stood next to the door collecting a cover charge from customers. I could tell the man wasn’t Randy Barker. Maybe he wasn’t working tonight. He may have quit, been fired, or sent on a job to intimidate another person like Wynona or anyone who was a pebble in the shoe of whoever was paying Barker.

I drove around to the back of the club. I assumed it was the employee parking lot. At the rear door, which was opened and painted red, just inside stood two women, both with shawls over whatever they had or didn’t have on underneath. The women were smoking cigarettes and talking. One held a red Solo cup in her hand and was sipping from it. More than a dozen cars were in the lot. And in the middle of the pack was a shiny red Chevy Silverado pickup truck.

I drove around behind it, opposite to where the women stood at the back of the building. I got out of my Jeep, looked at the tag, and squatted next to the left side of the truck bed. In less than five seconds, I had the GPS tracker turned on and securely placed near the wheel well.

As I got back in my Jeep, I drove around the parked cars. One of the women tossed her cigarette butt toward the parking lot. A man stepped outside from the open door. I recognized him. He had the same steroid enhanced build of a gym rat. Same strut as he walked by the women, saying something to one of them who just stared at him and shook her head. And under the overhead lights, I could see the same arrogant face.

Randy Barker was leaving the strip club. And he was walking toward his truck, carrying a small paper bag in one hand.




FIFTY-FIVE

I drove away from Foxy’s, trailing a man that I wanted to kill. It wasn’t a natural feeling. I have a great reverence for the sanctity of life. But fused in my DNA, I carry a preservation gene that has been honed through generations of my ancestors. It was sharpened by the experiences I went through in war—wars never fought by the men who caused them—and extended only to those sent into battlefields. My time as a homicide detective reinforced my aversion to the depth and perpetration of evil.

And now, two hundred feet in front of my Jeep, I followed an evil man. With a GPS tracker, it was easier. In the days when I worked as a detective, we had to visually trail a suspect’s car as we followed them. And because of that, we risked being spotted.

I glanced down at my phone in its holder, watching the moving blue dot that was Randy Barker’s pickup truck. I eased back into the traffic on Ocean Boulevard in the heart of Daytona Beach, allowing Barker to be more than a block in front of me.

From the direction he was driving, I could tell Barker wasn’t going to the house I’d located. Maybe he no longer lived there. It didn’t matter. Wherever he was heading, I would eventually be there to greet him. Two blocks later, he turned to the right, heading toward the oceanfront condos that lined the Atlantic like a great wall. The dot moved into what appeared to be a parking lot.

I accelerated, heading in the direction. Thirty seconds later, the dot stopped. Now, I had to catch up with him. I knew he was parking. Was he meeting someone in the lot or was he going into a condo? I reached the entrance to the parking lot, assuming that from this point forward, I’d be on someone’s security camera. But so would Randy Barker. Life is about taking risks, knowing how to adapt, and when to push through a barrier.

I pulled my Jeep into the lot and drove by a dozen late model cars—BMWs, a Jaguar, two Mercedes, an Audi, and others. That told me the cost of condos in this building was probably more than a guy like Barker could afford. Then why was he here? He wasn’t doing a side gig as an UberEats driver. However, he did have a small paper bag in his hand when he left the strip club.

So, what if he was delivering something else?

I drove by his red pickup truck as he was backing up to park in one of the spaces. I pulled my Jeep into a spot about a hundred feet away. I got out and slipped the Glock under my belt at the small of my back. I could feel my SIG in the ankle holster. I didn’t know if I’d need both pistols tonight. But if I did, I wouldn’t have to return to my Jeep to get one. On foot, I circled back and to the rear of Barker’s truck, standing out of his line of sight, even if he looked in his rearview mirror.

The truck’s interior light turned on. I could see Barker with his phone to an ear, talking and nodding. I wondered if the person on the line was inside one of the condos and Barker was telling him or her that he’d just arrived. He got out of his truck, locked it, and headed toward the back of the building. I followed him.

I could see that he carried the paper bag in his left hand. I didn’t know if his right hand was reserved for a pistol that I assumed he was carrying. He walked around tall royal palms that were swaying in the night breeze, the trees illuminated with soft lights at the base of their trunks.

The concrete path led toward the rear of the building, which was fifteen stories high. The grounds were filled with lush tropical landscaping. The walkway led to a locked gate. It was made from decorative wrought iron. From about thirty feet, I could see Barker using one finger to punch in a code.

Almost all the security panels have the same numerical layout, just like a cell phone. From the position of the numbers he tapped, I could tell it was 9122. There was a click, and the gate was unlocked. He walked through, never looking behind him. I punched in the same four numbers, waited for the electric click, and entered.

The corridor led to a sparkling blue pool with underwater lights. The courtyard was Mediterranean-inspired, with vintage terracotta tile fountains. In one terraced area, next to a few benches, sheets of water flowed over glass into small pools uplit and filled with orange and white Koi fish. The path bordered pygmy palms and bird of paradise plants. Red flowers bloomed with the fragrance of cloves and cinnamon. I could just hear the breakers rolling on the beach.

Who was Barker meeting?

Was it the guy calling the shots or someone working for him?

I entered the large courtyard, keeping in the shadows. I could see people sitting around outdoor tables, sipping cocktails, the umbrellas down and secured. Two people were at each table. Candles flickered in amber vases, and the orange flames from the tiki torches were cavorting in the sea breeze. Soft jazz came from speakers tucked behind the verdant foliage.

Barker walked to the table furthest away from where I stood. One man sat at the table with his back turned to me. They talked for half a minute, where the man remained sitting. Barker sat and put the paper bag on the table. The man reached for it, looked inside, and pulled something out. I walked over to a decorative seawall, flush with red bougainvillea, which was also part of the large lanai. Beyond the seawall was the dark Atlantic Ocean, where I could see the lights of a freighter on the horizon.

I was standing near a tall canary palm, the tree between me and where Barker was sitting about fifty feet away. From one of the rear entrances to the condo building came another man who walked up and sat at the table. In the soft light, I saw their faces. And I recognized them.

Barker was meeting the two men I’d knocked out in the mall parking lot, Juan Castillo and Carlos Romero. And from where I stood, it wasn’t hard to see a white powdery substance in a plastic baggie filled with cocaine.

One part of the puzzle was just solved. Randy Barker has a business arrangement or relationship with Castillo and Romero. And they were connected to Alan Hart of the law firm, a firm that represents Global Marine Solutions.




FIFTY-SIX

Normally, I don’t turn my back on prey. But the three men at the table didn’t know they were prey. Not yet. But they would. I stood at the condo seawall, looking out into the inky Atlantic. The freighter was barely visible in the southeastern part of the horizon. I knew that 200 miles farther in the same direction was Grand Bahama Island. And somewhere on the island, Ben Wilson was searching for his beloved Gypsy. I hoped he’d called Vivian with an update.

I looked over my shoulder. The three men were in a discussion. For all I knew, they could have been asking Randy Barker to get them into the strip club without paying a cover charge. But I knew Juan Castillo and Carlos Romero didn’t own a condo unit in this building. Whoever did own it was giving them housing as their case moved through the criminal court.

I stepped out of earshot from anyone sitting at the tables nursing cocktails and absorbed in conversation. I called Dave. He answered and said, “Congratulations. You seem to have successfully placed the tracker onto Barker’s vehicle. I’ve been following it on my laptop. It’s a nice diversion as I read a book about the evolution of technology and misplaced hero worship of some inventors.”

“But not everyone who comes up with an idea can push it through to development. That sounds like a conversation for a time when I’m not in the company of psychopaths.”

“We’re always within proximity of psychopaths. Although you, Sean, have a knack for spotting them no matter how well they try to camouflage their deviancy.”

“If you’d like another diversion, I have one for you.”

“I hope it’s a challenge that will require some creative ingenuity.”

I told Dave where I was and what I’d found, adding, “Could you do a property search of the Seascape condo to see if any of the owners are connected to Castillo and Romero? Someone put them up here, and whoever that is has the resources to own an oceanfront condo. If you don’t find a familiar name among the people associated with the law firm or GMS, maybe the title will be in the name of the company or one of its shell companies.”

“How many units are in the condo?”

I turned and looked at the building, scanning the balconies and some of the lights in the windows overlooking the sea. “Based on a quick eyeballing of the condo, I’d guess around seventy or eighty units.”

“That shouldn’t take too long. I can check the property tax rolls. If I don’t see anything, I’ll do a keyword title search. It could be that something will come to the dark surface. Speaking of the dark, Barker emerged from that strip club and snaked his way across town to the condo. It’ll be interesting to see where he goes after that. Will you be following him?”

“I’m going to wait and see. If he drives to the address you found on Camellia Street, I won’t go there. It’ll simply confirm that’s where he’s staying. Barker is getting up from the table and leaving Castillo and Romero with a small bag of cocaine. I’m going to walk back to my Jeep and follow him. If he goes someplace other than his house, I’ll go there, too. If not, I’ll use the GPS tracker to monitor his movement for a couple of days and then visit him when he least expects an intrusion.”

“Sounds good. I’ll take a break from the book I’m reading and see what, if anything, I can find about the owner of a unit at the Seascape condo. Talk later.” Dave clicked off.

I got back in my Jeep and started the engine. Barker had already left the lot. I was in no hurry. I’d follow him across Florida, if need be, but I didn’t think he was going very far. I stayed about a quarter mile behind his truck. He was getting closer to the neighborhood I’d recently left. I pulled over to the side of the road and watched the blue dot. It stopped at the home on Camellia Street. The blue spot was stationary and glowing, as if it had a pulse.

Good night, Randy Barker. I’ll watch you from a distance before I come in close and hard.




FIFTY-SEVEN

It was just after two a.m. when I pulled up at the gated entrance to my home. I turned off the Jeep’s headlights, lowered all the windows, and watched the property for a moment, listening to the night sounds. The old cabin, with its remodeled additions, sat eighty yards from the road. The outdoor lights were on as always at night, and it looked like a haven, a jewel down by the river. A place where my family slept. I pressed the gate code and entered, stopping after fifty feet and watching as the gate closed.

As I drove slowly down the gravel and crushed shell driveway, I knew Max would be sleeping at the foot of the bed near Wynona. When I parked under the old oak near the rear of our home, I also knew that Max would lift her head from the blanket and listen for me to enter the house. I got out and stood just behind the oak. Frogs and crickets competed in a chorus of night sounds. Under the moonlight, I saw two racoons waddling down the yard toward the river.

As I opened the locked backdoor, Max was standing there, tail wagging. I whispered, “Good morning, kiddo. Did you wake Wynona to put you off the bed, or did you stay out here waiting for me?” I disarmed the alarm, picked Max up, and stepped out onto the screened porch with her. I held her for a minute as she watched the grounds and shadows around the trees, her nostrils quivering, a whip-poor-will calling out in the night.

I rubbed Max behind her ears. “Bet your nose is telling you that a couple of racoons were just here. They were probably munching on some oranges that were at the base of the trees. That’s fine. We have plenty to share with the neighbors. What do you say we go to bed?”

She seemed to nod. I checked my phone to see if Randy Barker had left his home. The pulsing blue dot was stationary in the driveway. I entered the bedroom. Wynona was on the left side of the bed, the blanket over her shoulder, soft moonlight squeezing through curtains at one window. I could hear her steady breathing.

I set Max under her small cover at the foot of the bed. After I undressed, brushed my teeth, and lay down, I knew that sleep wouldn’t come soon. I replayed the events of the night and my conversation with Dave. The morning, with its new light, might bring new information. Maybe Ben had spoken with Vivian, and possibly we’d know who owned a unit in the Seascape condominium building.

After half an hour, my thoughts became vague as drowsiness encircled me. On the edge of unconsciousness, I saw Ben Wilson’s face, with darkness all around it. I wanted to open my eyes. But my subconscious wouldn’t allow it because, in its world, there were no thresholds, rules, buffers, or shields, and definitely, no lines of delineation between good and evil. The dreamscape could be docile one moment and then rise like a winged gargoyle the next.

I never knew when the ghosts would return. Sometimes, they were gone for weeks, even a few months at a time. But then they’d reappear in an arena where I was powerless to fight, and that was in my unconscious mind. I was there.

It was dark and cold. The sun wouldn’t rise for another half hour. I was escaping from one of the adobe mud houses the Taliban had held me prisoner in for two weeks, running from their camp and starting down the mountains. I knew that the Afghan warriors would soon follow. I fled with a Russian-made Makarov pistol, six rounds in the gun. I hadn’t shaved in two weeks and resembled the warriors who’d held me captive. I wore a black pakol hat and a filthy tunic.

I looked at the morning sun in the east and plotted a course that would take me southeast. My Delta Force basecamp was more than a hundred miles away. After running for at least four miles, I spotted a barren cliff that might give me an advantage.

To make my plan work, I had to create a trail of deception. I ran down a rocky path that was used more by wild animals. I allowed the kicked-up spoor to mark my trail, the telltale signs of human movement, but not so obvious that my trackers may think it was a trap.

I ran for another mile, leaving a path that a sharp-eyed hunter could follow. I turned back in the direction the enemy was coming and walked far off the trail I’d left, staying in extreme rocky areas that rose into steep cliffs. Climbing the rocks, I found very few hand and toe holes to ease the upward trek. My heart hammered as I scaled the first seventy feet, approximately the halfway mark to the top.

Each time I reached out and grabbed a small crevice or rock protrusion, I didn’t know if it would hold my weight. Every move produced a slide of pebbles and dirt down the mountain. I wiped my damp palms on the tunic, stopping to listen. I heard men coming; one of the trackers was speaking Farsi as they came closer. I crawled like a lizard, hand-and-foot, grabbing tight with my fingers and bracing the toe of my boots on the rock fissures.

I pulled myself up to the summit and stood behind three fir trees, watching. In less than a minute, the warriors were in sight. Six men, all carrying sidearms and rifles. They didn’t follow in single file but rather six abreast, each man about five feet apart. One of the men in the center, the apparent leader, with a long dark beard, except for the strings of whiskers that looked like they were painted white, pointed to the ground and spoke in quick, angry bursts.

As the men formed a semicircle, looking at the tracks, I laid flat on my stomach, using the outcropping of rock to steady the pistol. The goal was to kill as many as possible before they trained their M16 rifles on me. I wanted to cut the head off the snake by taking out the leader first. I looked at the leaves on a nearby ash tree, calibrating the direction and speed of the wind.

Six bullets. Six killers. Six seconds.

I sighted in, adjusting the trajectory to hit the leader in the center of his back—at the spinal cord. I took a breath, held it, and pressed the trigger, firing. Before the man fell, I fired three more rounds, killing four warriors in four seconds. The other two turned in my direction. A burst from their automatic rifles shattered the rocks in front of me. I immediately rolled onto my back while picking up a rock and staying behind the cover. I threw the rock toward the opposite side of the men. The second I heard it hit, I peered over the ledge, shooting the fifth man.

The sixth man ran toward the cover of cedar trees. I took off the pakol hat and found a stick, putting it beneath the hat and slowly raising the cap above the cover of the ledge. A barrage of fire followed, one round going through the hat, knocking it to the ground. Seconds later, I moved stealth-like along the ridgeline, using the rocky ledge as cover.

When I got to about two hundred feet behind where the final man was standing, I peered over the outcropping of stone. The lone man darted from the cedar trees toward the base of the hill. From his body movement, I knew the man thought he had killed me.

I descended in an area that was not nearly as steep as the original climb. At the base, I watched the man light a cigarette to steady his frayed nerves. I used the cover of large boulders to make my approach. In less than half a minute, I was within thirty feet from the enemy, the warrior’s back to me.

“Drop your rifle!”

The man froze, not sure what to do. He knew the American was right behind him. He dropped the M16 and raised his hands. I came closer. “I know you understand some English. Don’t turn around. Keep your hands up.” I patted him down, grabbed the man by his left shoulder, and turned him around, staring at his face. He wasn’t a man. He was a teenager. Probably no older than sixteen. “What’s your name?”

“Fayaz.”

“Do you want to die like those men who hunted me?”

“No.”

“Then turn around and go back to your village. When you get there, tell the others that if they come for me again, I will return and kill every man. Fayaz, do you understand?”

“Yes.”

“Then go. And remember this, I did you a favor. You return it to someone else.”

The boy nodded and ran hard north. I picked up the discarded M16, walked over to the bodies, and removed the magazines from each rifle, carrying the clips with me. I looked at the sun, calculated the direction, and headed through a valley—the route to freedom.

***

I awoke to the morning sunlight streaming through the bedroom curtains. My T-shirt was damp from the night sweats, and my mouth was dry. But I was no longer in the Tora Bora Mountains. I was home. But I didn’t know how long I’d be here. Something told me that Ben wasn’t going to be coming home immediately unless someone went to find and bring him back.

That someone, I knew, was going to be me.

“Are you okay?” asked Wynona as she sat up in bed. She placed the palm of her hand on my T-shirt and looked at me with her compassionate brown eyes. “Night sweats. That usually means nightmares.”

“These weren’t so bad. I managed to get out alive at the end of the dream. Unfortunately, I can’t say that for all the men in my squad. They were good men and deserved to live and come home. But they didn’t.”

“Everything you did over there in that hell hole, you did for your men. You’d take a bullet for them, and you did. Because of you, many did come home.”

I said nothing, standing and looking out our bedroom window as a hummingbird darted in and out of yellow trumpet flowers. “Let’s have coffee before the kids wake up. I want to tell you what I found out about Randy Barker.”

“Even the mention of his name makes my adrenaline rise.”




FIFTY-EIGHT

Tony Young and his wife Kim knew that sometimes the ocean could create optical illusions. It happened when light and water mixed in the vast canvas that was the sea. But today wouldn’t be one of those times. As veteran sailors, they had sailed from their home in Fort Lauderdale throughout much of the Caribbean, usually with other couples because there was greater safety with two, three, or more sailboats.

The beauty and yet vulnerability—the double-edge sword of sailing—was its slow speed, grace on the water, and exposure. Pirates in fast powerboats could easily overtake sailboats. And it was happening more now than in the previous five years combined, since the Youngs started sailing on longer trips. Tony, in his mid-fifties with a salt and pepper scruff, manned the helm as his wife fixed a fruit and cheese platter in the galley of their boat. Their sailboat, Dreamweaver, was a 55-foot Discovery.

Kim came up from the hatch, a tray of snacks in her hand. She put the tray on a fold-out table in the cockpit. Her blonde hair was pulled into a ponytail, and her tanned skin showed off a healthy amount of time spent outdoors. Her blue eyes, which had creases at their corners, matched the color of the sea. “Where are we now?” she asked.

“Northwest of Grand Bahama. Figured we’d sail the loop. We’re looking at about a hundred miles from east to west. So, by the time we do the full circle and get back to Freeport, we’ll have sailed almost two hundred miles.”

“Should be a lot of fun. I’d like to sail up toward Little Abaco and anchor in some of those beautiful out islands like Big Cave Cay.”

“We can do anything we want. After working for hard years, we’ve earned this hiatus from the boundaries of life back in the States. I swear that sailing adds years to your life.”

“I’m going on thirty-nine out here.” She flashed a wide smile.

“You look marvelous.”

“Tony, what’s that?” Kim was standing and pointing to the southeast.

“I don’t know. Whatever it is, gulls are circling above it.”

“And they’re circling it like vultures do over land when something’s dead.”

Tony stood behind the wheel. His eyes narrowed. He took off his sunglasses for a better look. “Whatever it is, I think it’s about eighty yards away. Could be a dead porpoise or a shark that’s floating on the surface.”

“What if it’s not? What if it’s something else?”

“You mean a human body?”

Kim folded her arms, staring. “Yes, that’s exactly what I mean.”

“I doubt it. Not out here. We’re not near a beach.”

“Why not? We can just see parts of Grand Bahama Island to the south of us. Maybe someone fell off a cruise ship. I think we should check it out. If it’s a floating fish, at least we’ll know, and I won’t think about it tonight at dinner in a secluded cove.”

“All right. We’ll need to lower the sails. The wind’s coming from the wrong direction. We’ll motor over to whatever it is. By the time we get there, it could be gone, though. Where are the binoculars?”

“Below at the navigation station. Do you want me to get them for you?”

“No. It won’t take us long to get over there once we’re on power.”

They dropped the sails, and Tony cranked the single diesel engine, piloting the sailboat toward something in the water. They said nothing as they began to close the distance between their sailboat and whatever it was that had the interest of the gulls.

After another minute, Kim looked back at her husband. “I’m seeing colors that don’t look like any fish. More like clothes.”

“Yeah, me too.”

As they came closer, Kim held one hand to her mouth. “It’s a body! Oh, dear God. It’s a man with gray hair, and he’s floating face down. What do we do?”

“We’ll call it in to the Royal Bahamas Police Force. Although we’re in international waters, we’re not far off Grand Bahama Island. This should be something they need to investigate.”

“What if the body sinks, or God forbid, it’s eaten by something before the police can get a boat out here?”

“I won’t let that happen.”

“What can we do?”

“We have plenty of rope on Dreamweaver. I’ll get up close to the body, slip a noose around the legs, and we’ll keep it afloat until they can get here and recover it the proper way.”

Tony eased back on the throttle, putting the engine in neutral. He opened an aft-cockpit compartment, and among the chains and anchors, pulled out a perfectly coiled rope. In less than a minute, he had a slipknot and a noose at the end of the rope. He stood on the port side of the sailboat, lowering the rope into the water. Gulls fussed and circled overhead, one landing atop the boat’s mast.

Kim bit her lower lip, her face distraught. “He looks like he could be someone’s grandfather. I hope the poor man didn’t fall from a cruise ship and have a heart attack.”

“He didn’t fall from some ship.”

“How do you know?”

“Because, from where I’m standing, I can see what looks like a bullet hole in the back of his shirt. I believe this man was shot and dumped out here. The killer didn’t take the time to weigh the body down. It filled with gasses and floated back up to the surface. I have the rope secure on one leg. I’ll tie the body off and call the police.”

Kim stared at the dead man on the surface, his arms and legs spread, the body bobbing in the gentle swells of the water. “We don’t know who that poor man is, but I’m sure someone is missing him very much.”




FIFTY-NINE

The next day, my phone vibrated for a moment with a display I wanted to see. I stood at the end of my dock next to Max. She watched a manatee come to the surface and turned back to me as if she’d seen a river monster. Two barks from Max, and the manatee was on its way, vanishing in the dark water. I was thinking about my next moves when the blue dot, Randy Barker’s pickup truck, left his house.

I watched the GPS movement as Barker appeared to be driving toward Ocean Boulevard and the heart of Daytona Beach. Maybe he was going to the strip club to work a day shift. I kept an eye on my phone screen as the digital dot moved past the most direct road to Foxy’s. I wondered if Barker was meeting Castillo and Romero.

An osprey dropped straight down from the deep blue sky into the center of the river, snatching a small bass by its back and flying up to the top of a tall bald cypress tree. The bird of prey ripped into the bass and ate. The circle of life played out every hour on the river.

Before Wynona left this morning with the kids, I told her what I’d seen with Barker and his rendezvous with Castillo and Romero. Like me, Wynona wanted to know who was giving Barker his marching orders. “Let’s hope you’ll find out today,” she’d said as she walked from the house with Angela and Connor.

I was watching the GPS movement when Dave Collins called. He said, “I trust you’ve been monitoring the travel of Randy Barker, right?”

“I have. I’m at the end of my river dock with Max. Wynona took the kids to school and day care before heading to her store. Looks like Barker stopped somewhere other than Foxy’s.”

“Indeed. On my large screen, it’s easy to see that Mr. Barker has pulled into the parking lot of a Waffle House. I will assume that is where he shall enjoy a fine meal. What we don’t know is whether he’s going to meet someone there. Perhaps someone like Castillo and Romero or whomever is paying Barker to intimidate Wynona.”

“I can drive there and find out. Did you learn anything more about the Seascape condo and a possible owner tied to all of this?”

“Ah, yes. The condo connection. I managed to peel some of the onion layers off, but not to its core. That will require more work as additional data comes forth. Regardless, there is a unit on the top floor, a penthouse condo. It sold last year for one-point-two million. And the cash buyer was Alan Hart, the investigator for Lowenstein, Akers, and Wexler, the firm representing Castillo and Romero.”

“Why am I not surprised? Maybe the juggernaut, the linchpin in the condo connection, as you call it, could be one of the under-the-table links between Global Marine Solutions, the law firm, and the investigator—a money-laundering deal.”

“That could be some of the additional data that I mentioned. Right now, we don’t know what, where, or which direction it may come from. But we’re following a few trails. Any suggestions?”

“The con man, Eduardo Diaz, did he know Alan Hart? Were they on the same team and working for the same person or company? Obviously, we won’t learn that from Diaz since he made the bad decision to pull his gun on the police. So, we need to search elsewhere.” My phone buzzed. I looked aa the screen. Vivian Wilson was calling. “Dave, I have an incoming call from Vivian. I need to take it. I’ll get right back with you.”

“Let’s hope for good news.” He clicked off.

I answered. “Hi, Vivian. Did you hear from Ben?”

There was a moment of silence. “They killed him. My precious Ben is dead.” She was sobbing. After almost half a minute, she caught her breath. “The Bahamas police recovered his body at sea. I’m so devastated.”

I could feel her pain through the phone. “Vivian, I am so deeply sorry. Please tell me all you know, and be sure to not leave out anything that they’ve told you. It could be helpful to finding out what happened.”

“Okay.” She took a moment to compose herself and then began telling me what she could. After a minute, she added, “He was shot, Sean. Somebody shot my dear sweet Benjamin in the back and left him in the ocean for the sharks.” She wept, her voice cracking.

“Was there any sign of your boat, Gypsy?

“No, at least the police didn’t mention it. I was too distraught to even ask. They are going to hold his body because I was told the authorities need to do an autopsy even though they know he was shot. What will I do without Ben? We were going to celebrate our forty-fifth wedding anniversary in a week. Our daughter, Tricia, is flying home. I don’t know where to turn or what to do.”

I closed my eyes, trying to pull pieces of the puzzle together. “Vivian, you had told me Ben met a man with the first name Cedric. And he was the one who recommended the drone operator, someone called Miguel. You couldn’t remember if Ben had mentioned the last name of either man. Did you remember later if he did?”

“No, but I do remember that Ben said he ran into Cedric at the Reefer Bar and Grille. Ben was excited to meet and work with the drone pilot Miguel. Why or what are you thinking?”

“That I’ll go over to the islands and do what I can. When I come back, I’ll bring Ben’s body home with me.”

“Thank you, Sean. I need to lie down.” I could hear her crying as she clicked off.

I searched my phone for a contact. He was an old friend who lived in the Islands. Not on Grand Bahama Island. Nassau was his home and where he ran his business. He was more than an old friend. Dustin served in Delta Force with me. He was one of the best soldiers I’ve ever known. And, as a sniper, he rarely missed his target.

After the Army, Dustin fulfilled a lifelong dream and became a seaplane pilot in the Bahamas. At least ninety percent of his work is taking tourists up for sightseeing flights, usually around Andros Island. Dustin had an eagle eye. And that was something I was going to need.

I found his name in my contact list and made the call. I was about to click off when he answered. “Island Charters.”

“Dustin, it’s Sean O’Brien. How are you?”

“Hey, Sean. I didn’t look at my caller ID. I’m good, thanks. Even though we’ve been out of uniform a long time, I still think I ought to address you as Major O’Brien.”

“The formal days of our time in Delta Force are gone. But the friendship never will be.”

“That’s a fact. I miss the guys who never made it back. I try to see the others whenever our schedules permit. What’s going on?”

“I’m coming to the islands, specifically Grand Bahama. I need a favor.”

“No problem. What is it?”

I briefed Dustin and told him what I was facing. “I won’t be able to fly with guns. What do you have over there?”

“Probably anything you’d need. A dozen sidearms, Glocks mostly. Four shotguns and seven automatic rifles. I sold a lot of my inventory. But what I have should cover whatever you might need.”

“Thanks, Dustin.” After we discussed more logistics, we set a schedule. I clicked off and called Nick Cronus. “Are you at sea fishing?

“Hey, Sean. No. I’m at the marina. I’m hangin’ out with a fine woman at the Tiki. She moved to Florida after a bad divorce back in Philly. I’m comforting her. What’s happening?”

“You mentioned a guy you know, the one who used to repo cars and then got into the boat repo business.”

“Yeah, Skipper. What about him?”

“I want to meet Skipper.”




SIXTY

Back in the house, I was about to make a call that wasn’t going to be easy. Wynona is very attached to Ben and Vivian. News of Ben’s death—his murder—would be a major blow to her. Before I could tap Wynona’s number, my phone vibrated. I looked at the screen. The blue dot was moving. I watched as it left from the location, Waffle House, and headed north. I didn’t know if Randy Barker was driving to his bouncer job at the club or somewhere else.

Because of Ben’s murder, my immediate schedule would dramatically change. I had planned to take a wait-and-watch approach with Barker to see if he might lead me to others in his circle of crime. But that tactic is like finding the first sign of prostate cancer. Do you wait and watch for any progression, or do you remove it?

In Barker’s case, I no longer had time to wait. I needed to help Vivian. I had to do something to find justice for Ben’s murder in the islands, a place where the rule of law can get misplaced like a secret file full of bribes. If I was lucky, Barker might tell me something that could shine a light deep into this dark place.

The blue dot appeared to be heading in the direction of Foxy’s. I called Wynona. She answered with a vibrant joy in her voice. “Hello, handsome. Are you calling to take me to lunch?”

“I wish. But not today. I ….”

“Sean, what’s wrong?”

This part of life, one that I’d experienced too many times, is something I wish would never have to happen. Telling someone you love that somebody they love has died is painful. And when the death is caused by murder, as a messenger, you were carrying the fragile weight of a person’s emotions on your shoulders. “I got a call from Vivian. She’d been notified by the Bahamas police that Ben is dead. I’m so sorry to have to share the bad news.”

Wynona was silent for a few seconds. “Dear God. That’s horrible. I’m sickened. What happened? Did someone kill Ben?”

“Yes. Apparently from a bullet to his back. I don’t know all the details, but I need to go to Grand Bahama to do whatever I can to help Vivian and her daughter, Tricia.”

“Absolutely. Do what you must do.”

I gave Wynona as much information as I had. “I’m going to rendezvous with my old Delta Force pal, Dustin Sharpe. He still owns a flight service, mostly doing aerial sightseeing for tourists. However, he occasionally does charter flights between the islands or even back to Florida. He owns two seaplanes. Dustin’s going to meet me in Freeport.”

“Good. I hope you two can spot Gypsy from the air.”

“Hopefully. The thieves might already have the boat painted, hidden it inside a covered marina where it’s being stripped, or it might be gone.”

“Unfortunately, you have very few leads to go on. And in the Bahamas, you’re without U.S. police backup. If you get into a tight spot, there’s no calling the cavalry.”

“That’s okay. Dustin will have my back.”

“What about … never mind. It’s not important now.”

“Were you starting to ask me about Randy Barker?”

“Yes, but as his name implies, I think he’s more bark than bite. He tried to frighten me from testifying. That won’t happen for a while. So, I think Barker will crawl back into the filthy toilet he came from. I doubt he’ll show up in my store anytime soon.”

“You could be right. But I can’t take that chance, not when I’m in the Bahamas and you’re here alone with the kids.”

“Need I remind you that I was ranked number one with a sidearm in my FBI training class at the gun range? I can stop Barker. But I’d hate doing it in front of our children.”

“You won’t have to. Apart from that, I have another reason to chat with Barker. He’s not a one-off psycho who saw your story on the news and decided to visit your store. Someone hired him. I’m beginning to believe that whoever it is, this person is part of the boat theft ring. This unknown subject may be running the ring along with other marine businesses. Some legitimate. Others, not so much. I need to book a flight to the Bahamas. I’ll leave tomorrow. But before I go, I want to meet with someone Nick knows. His name’s Skipper, and I’m told he’s one of the best in the repo world, and that includes boats.”

“What if you don’t find the boat?”

“What if we do? I want to be ready. Is your gun in your purse?”

“Yes. And there’s the one under the cash register counter. Will we see you for dinner?”

“I don’t know. When I make an unscheduled stop, I never know how long it’ll be.”

“I want to see you before you fly to the islands. I hope Vivian got to hug Ben before he went there.”




SIXTY-ONE

I didn’t know if I would need a repo man’s unique skillset. But I did know that I wanted to meet Skipper and hear what he had to say about how to repossess a large yacht like Gypsy from a foreign country. What are the tips and challenges? The inherent risks? And what is the best way to do it without getting caught or killed?

I had a feeling that, in the islands, it wouldn’t matter if I could show the yacht’s title from Vivian, arrive with a letter giving me the authority to retrieve Gypsy, and bring her back to the States. What mattered was how the maritime laws are interpreted by a judge in the Bahamian courts and how those courts might be working with companies, such as Global Marine Solutions.

I sat with Dave and Nick at a corner table in the Tiki Bar, where I had gone over my plans with them. About a dozen customers were there, including a few people sitting on stools at the bar. Both Dave and Nick were devastated by the news of Ben’s murder.

Dave sipped black coffee and said, “My heart aches for Vivian and her daughter. You mentioned that Viv was going to call Detective Dan Grant to tell him what happened. You’d like to think that he could do something to investigate the murder along with the Bahamas police. Unfortunately, he has no jurisdiction over there. The island cops would mark their territory. And if the Atlantic Ocean was indeed where the murder took place, police can’t put up the yellow crime scene tape around the spot where the couple on the sailboat found Ben’s body.”

Nick shook his head. “The long arm of the law here in Florida doesn’t reach to the islands, especially places like the Dominican Republic, Haiti, Jamaica, Trinidad, and others.”

I nodded and looked across the table at Dave. “I’m not sure that Ben was killed at sea. We know his body was found there, but he may have been murdered somewhere on the island, and later the killer or killers took his body out to sea under the cover of darkness. If these people were real pros, why didn’t they use something to weigh down the body? I looked at the nautical charts and located the area where Ben was found floating. It has a depth of more than a mile.”

Dave shrugged. “Who knows why criminals do what they do? The common link with most of them, especially those who are commissioned to carry out a crime, such as murder, is that they aren’t critical thinkers, hence a floating body off the north coast of Grand Bahama Island.”

Nick said, “Skipper just texted me. He’s almost here. Got caught in traffic that’s heading to the Daytona Speedway. Do you want him to go over there with you, Sean?”

“I don’t know. I want to talk with Skipper. Maybe he can give me a few pointers on how to repo a boat and get it back to the States without causing an international incident in the event of a shootout as we’re leaving the Bahamas.”

“I know he’s had some damn close calls. Skipper always says it’s his goal to get in and out without shots fired. He’s like a cat. The guy’s got nine lives, but I think he’s used up about eight of ‘em.” Nick sipped from an icy bottle of Corona, a sheen on his face under the whirl of paddle fans hanging from the rustic thatched ceiling.

Dave said, “I look forward to meeting Skipper. Like you, Sean, he sounds like a guy who has some Indiana Jones in his DNA. He might make an asset if bullets start flying.”

“I need someone like Skipper to keep the bullets from flying.”

“I like your strategy to fly over the island to see if you can spot Gypsy. But that Hatteras could easily have been relocated to any one of hundreds of islands and ports in the Bahamas. To find her from the air, it would take a squadron of planes to fan out and look. You mentioned Dustin Sharpe. Wasn’t Dustin the pilot who helped you find Dragonfly south of Andros Island?”

“That’s him. He’s the best of the best. He’s doing me a big favor to adjust his schedule with a couple of pilots who work part-time for him. Dustin is flying in to meet me a day after I arrive. That will give me a little time to track people.”

“Ben wanted to bring in a drone operator who apparently sold him out.”

“And that guy is one of the first that I’ll track.” I could hear the unique sound of a Harley just outside the Tiki Bar window. Someone revved the motor once before shutting it off. “The drone owner has the first name of Miguel. Based on what Ben shared with Vivian, I know one of the first places I’ll start.”

“Where is that?” asked Dave.

“The Reefer Bar.”

Nick stood and grinned. “Look what the wind blew in here. Howdy, Skipper.”

A man in a black T-shirt, blue jeans, and motorcycle boots gave Nick a hug, both men slapping each other’s backs. “It’s been too long, Nick.”

“I agree. Skipper, I wanna introduce you to a couple of my good friends.”

“I didn’t know you had any good friends.” He grinned. Skipper was broad and thick. His frizzy brown hair looked like it was combed by the wind. His dark whiskers could scratch glass. He smiled easy, and his deep-set eyes were roguish, as if he were about to share a joke.

Nick made the introductions, and Skipper sat at our table and said, “It’s good to be around boating people and the water. I work some construction between my repo jobs, and right now, I feel like I got sawdust in my lungs.” His voice sounded like he’d inhaled cigar smoke for years and used a bourbon gargle to wash the taste from his mouth. He eyed me. “Nick filled me in on what’s happened. I’m sorry to hear about the death of your friend. What more can you tell me?”

I told him what I knew and some of what I suspected, adding, “I think this boat theft ring could be connected to a much bigger player than just a few men who steal and resell boats.”

“How so?”

“The incidents of smuggling people by boat from all over the world to Florida’s shores are higher than they’ve ever been. Many are coming from the Bahamas and the Caribbean. Economies don’t rise and fall like the tide. They’re driven by man, based on the laws of supply and demand, competition, and self-interest. I believe there’s a lot of self-interest driving this because there are more people trying to find captains with boats to get them here. There’s a possibility that Gypsy will be used by human smugglers.”

“I saw on TV the news about all those U.S. bound illegal immigrants who drowned when the boat they were in capsized in the Atlantic near the Gulf Stream. If you don’t know what you’re doing, a nighttime crossing from the Bahamas to Florida can be dangerous.”

“I think bigger players are involved. Are you familiar with Global Marine Solutions?”

Skipper leaned back in his chair, his eyebrows arching. He grinned and shook his head. “I think this is where I ought to order a beer.” He signaled for the waitress and said, “I’ll have what my buddy, Nick, is having.” She took the order and left for the bar.

Skipper eyed me. “Yes, I’m more than familiar with GMS. They’re a big outfit, and as far as I’m concerned, they’re crooked. I’ll have a beer and tell you why.”
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A blonde server in a Tiki Bar T-shirt and frayed jean shorts brought a bottle of Corona to the table, setting it in front of Skipper as the Wurlitzer jukebox in the corner began playing a Credence Clearwater Rival song, Run Through the Jungle. He took a long pull from the beer, set it down on a cork coaster, and picked an ice crystal from one side of the bottle.

Skipper looked up at me. His playful eyes had lost their charm. “You’re talking about some deep shit, Sean, when you bring up GMS.”

“How deep?”

“Let’s put it this way: maritime law isn’t practiced the same from country to country. In some seaports, places I’ve managed to get in and out of, there is no maritime law. You play everything by ear. Before I give you the goods on GMS, I ought to tell you what I do as a boat repo man, because it’ll give you a perspective into what they do.”

Dave said, “I assumed there are parallels between a repo man who takes cars and trucks. The inherent risks should be similar.”

Nick chuckled. “You said parallels, but in what Skipper does, the peril issue is greater than what the landbound repo guys face.”

Skipper nodded. “I’ve done both. Trust me here. Snatching a car with a tow truck is nothing compared to maritime stuff. And that’s because of what I mentioned. Most of these ports are lawless places. In the U.S., a repo man has laws and sheriffs’ deputies to protect him. Not so in ports around the South China Sea, Gulf of Guinea, Trinidad, and a shitload of other areas, from Shanghai to Cartagena. There are some ports I won’t go to anymore. I don’t care how much I’m paid. One of ‘em is Mexico.”

“Tell them why,” said Nick.

“I went in there to bring back an eighty-foot yacht. It was stolen from the Port of Tampa and taken into Puerta Maya. Me and a buddy, one who speaks great Spanish, managed to get in there, snatch the yacht, and head back to Florida. What we didn’t know is that a Mexican drug cartel was behind the theft, and they put out bounties on our heads. I had to lie low for a few months.”

“Who hires you?” I asked.

“Usually, it’s banks, insurance companies, or the shipowners. Guys like me are the last resort for them if they want to get their ship or yacht back.”

“What’s your tactical strategy when you find a stolen boat at a foreign port?” asked Dave.

“It varies. We’ve had to bribe port nightwatchmen and others with everything from money to booze and even prostitutes. Once we’re on board the vessel and get it started, it’s a race to the twelve-mile line, where the high seas begin and their jurisdiction ends. And that brings me back to GMS.”

“I never heard you mention them,” said Nick.

“That’s because they’re like a lot of companies that operate in a gray area. But for them, because of what I mentioned in some of these lawless ports, the gray area turns to black and white. I’m talking about buccaneers in business suits, as in GMS. I’ve heard they are players in some of the port schemes. Sometimes, these are a sort of catch-and-release kind of vessel hijacking while the ship’s docked in port. A shipyard can make additional unwarranted repairs just to run the bill way the hell up. If the shipowner or an insurer is unwilling to pay unexpected fees, that’s where GMS is behind the scenes helping to seize the vessel. In other ruses, these crooks will buy off crews, paying them to walk away from a ship and leave the keys behind. It doesn’t take long for unjustified fees to pile up, and the ship is held like a hostage.”

“What a scam,” said Nick.

“It is at that. Sometimes a shipowner will default on his loan but is conspiring with the shipyard, which is charging the bank very high dockage fees. When American-owned boats are stolen and taken to what we call unfriendly foreign ports, the people running those marinas are often susceptible to bribes. GMS operates in that kind of world.”

Nick made a low whistle. “There ought to be laws that all these seaports have to follow.”

“GMS employs attorneys who specialize in international and maritime law. They’re a slick bunch. I’m not so much of a repo man in the traditional sense. I’m more like an extractor.”

Dave said, “Could GMS have moved into the human trafficking and smuggling business done with boats?”

“Absolutely. But they’re smart enough to keep some kind of firewall between them and the captains and crew who make the midnight runs from the islands to Florida. Do y’all think Ben Wilson’s boat was stolen to be used by smugglers?”

Dave and Nick looked at me. “That’s a good possibility. I hope to find out very soon. I’m flying to Freeport tomorrow. If I find Gypsy, would you be willing to use your extraction skills to get her out of there? The boat could be someplace on Grand Bahama, Nassau, or any of the hundreds of islands.”

“Only about thirty are inhabited with humans. That ought to narrow your search down some. From what I hear, most of the human trafficking is coming out of Freeport and Nassau, with the smugglers stopping at Bimini before heading into Florida. Always at night and with no moon. Sure, I can help you. I need a day or two to change my work and life schedule. What does this job pay?”

“The insurance company is offering a thirty-grand reward for Gypsy’s recovery. If she’s found, five grand will go to a seaplane pilot I’m working with and five grand to captain the yacht home. The rest can go to you.”

“Count me in. How about you? Aren’t you gonna take a cut?”

“No. A close friend of mine was murdered. My payment will be to seek justice for his death when I find who killed him.”

Skipper looked across the table at Nick, who said, “That’s sort of how Sean works. He charges finder’s fees for some jobs, like hunting for missing people or lost things. Other times when it’s personal, like this case, he goes pro bono.”

“That’s cool. Kind of like the attorneys who work for the Innocence Project, getting falsely convicted people out of prison.”

I said nothing.

Dave leaned forward, his thick forearms on the table. “I think, in Sean’s case, there’s much less paperwork and red tape.”

I felt my phone vibrate. I glanced down at the screen. The blue dot was moving. And soon, I would be following it again.

***

Two hours later, I walked with Dave back to Gibraltar. He paused halfway down L dock and looked at me, his eyes curious and caring. “Are you sure you want to deal with Randy Barker tonight before leaving for Freeport tomorrow?”

“I have no choice. Wynona doesn’t think he’ll return, at least not soon. I can’t give him that opportunity. Also, I want to hear what, if anything, he knows about the theft of Gypsy or Ben’s murder. Barker is the messenger, warning Wynona not to testify against two men who are represented by the law firm and at least one of its attorneys, Victor Feldman, who does work for GMS. Were Castillo and Romero smuggled into America on a boat controlled by GMS? If so, I want to know. And I want to know who made the decision to kill Ben.”
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Tracking a man, unlike hunting an animal, was a different feeling. The world’s most dangerous living thing walked upright and on two legs. I’ve often heard that, in the art of war, to know your enemy, you must become your enemy. I believe you must know yourself first—what you can do. And what you will do. The sun was setting beyond the cabbage palms and live oaks when I started to hunt for Randy Barker.

When I was younger, I thought evil spread like an infectious disease. Now, after living through combat in war and after investigating homicide cases, I believe evil is a seed spliced into the human gene pool. It’s in our bloodline, and these genes can ride mankind into the ground like heavy weights on pack mules. There is no lesser of two evils in any bad situation. One just may be more latent before it strikes.

I mulled over the multiple personalities of evil as I drove my Jeep to an address where the blue dot had stopped. I used my phone to do a quick check online. Randy Barker had stopped at a dive bar called The Oasis. Even if I didn’t have the GPS tracker under his pickup truck, he wouldn’t be hard to find.

Like most people, Barker moved in patterns, traveling from all-you-can-eat restaurants to happy hour dive bars to Foxy’s to home and back again. Rinse and repeat. It was his norm—his social circle. I was about to enter that circle and rock Barker’s world and his limited worldview.

The Oasis was a single-story building that looked as if it had gone through a lot of rebirths or afterbirths. Under the exterior lights, it was squatty like a pumpkin, painted in colors that caught the eye—peach and lime green. The awning over the entrance was highlighted in alternating shades of the same colors. The block and wood structure could have been uprooted from a hurricane that passed through Key West and deposited it in Daytona Beach.

There were more than a dozen cars and trucks in The Oasis’ parking lot. Among them was Randy Baker’s pickup. I parked within fifty feet of it. My SIG was in its holster at my left ankle under my jeans. I’d leave my Glock in the Jeep. If I needed it, that would be because my appearance inside The Oasis had elevated into battle on multiple fronts with several people.

My next move would depend on what scenario I found with Barker’s truck. If it was locked, I’d enter the bar to see who, if anyone, he was meeting and go from there. If his truck wasn’t locked, maybe it was because Barker thought he was among close friends at The Oasis, or he was simply forgetful. Then, I would enact my initial strategy.

There wasn’t really a Plan B, just different approaches to the same goal. Whatever I did would funnel down to doing what Skipper does with boats. He extracts them from hostile people. I needed to extract information from a man who walked into my wife’s store, displaying a gun under his coat, while uttering a death threat to her. That was a very bad move.

I got out of the Jeep and walked up to the driver’s side door on Barker’s truck. He’d left it unlocked. Another bad move. But a good one for me. Maybe he felt the truck was safe bathed in the floodlights and the splash of colors from the beer signs across the front windshield like neon rain. I thought about combinations, some good, some bad. Forgetfulness and stupidity are a combo that consistently fails to produce good outcomes. When you add an inflated ego to that, you have a predictable downward spiral. As Wynona alluded, barkers always give themselves away. In dealing with Barker, I believed this emerging negative pattern would play out to produce a safety net for my family while giving me the information I was seeking.

I returned to my Jeep and got the small audio mic that Dave had given me. I walked back to Barker’s truck, watching for people who might be looking at me. There were two women and two men entering The Oasis with their backs turned to me. Blaring country music and a woman’s loud cackle escaped from inside the bar as soon as they opened the door.

After opening the truck door, I used the mic’s magnetic side to secure it to the back of the rearview mirror. Then I closed the door and walked through The Oasis’ front entrance. I was met with the music of Cody Jinks singing Hippies and Cowboys. I could smell sour beer, weed, sweat, fried chicken, and testosterone. The joint was like a thousand honky-tonks of its kind. There was a long bar at one end, and more than two dozen tables were spread throughout, most with at least two people sitting and sipping three-dollar beers or well drinks.

A lanky man wearing baggy jeans, a wrinkled, untucked shirt, and a baseball cap on backwards, danced with a pear-shaped woman in tight jeans and flip-flops. The music was mixed with laughter and loud talking. I walked around the tables, scanning the men for the one face I was looking for.

As I headed toward the bar, I maneuvered between two tables, four women at each. There was a lot of pushed-up cleavage, red lipstick, painted fingernails, and perfume mixing with pheromones. “I got the next dance with him,” said a forty-something blonde in a low-cut, black shirt with matching jeans and lots of sparkling bling. She smiled at me, her face shiny, a flake of cherry lipstick on one front tooth.

The bar made an L-shape. I counted eleven people perched like barflies on the stools. Seven men and four women. Randy Barker was sitting toward the far end. I took a seat at the crook of the L-shape. That way I could keep my eye on him without having to turn my head. It was a straight-on vantage point, but far enough away to keep Barker from detecting that I was watching him. He sat by himself. That didn’t surprise me. What did, though, was his size. Even sitting on a barstool, I could tell he was at least as tall as me—six-two, maybe taller.

A man in a cowboy hat, western shirt, and a cigarette wedged behind one ear walked up and sat on a vacant stool near to Barker. They nodded as the man took off his Stetson, setting it on the bar top next to him. I watched the subtle exchange of a cocaine packet being slid under the hat and money being returned under a bar napkin. About twenty seconds lapsed before Barker took the napkin and put it into his pocket.

Two women in their early twenties worked as bartenders, both in fast motion, mixing drinks and pouring draft beers into discolored plastic mugs. One of the bartenders, her chestnut brown hair pulled back, approached me. “Hi, I don’t think I’ve seen you in here before.”

“That’s because I haven’t been in here. I like the atmosphere. It’s a no-nonsense kind of place where real people know how to have fun.”

“You got that right. We get our share of tourists, but we got a lot of regulars. What can I get you to drink?”

“Stella in a bottle.”

“Coming right up.” She sang along with Kenny Rogers singing Lucille. “Every time that song is played, the drink orders go up. Watch and see. Sad songs make some folks wanna drink and others wanna fight. Weird, huh?” She left to get the beer I’d ordered.

After fifteen minutes of watching Barker, I saw him walk to a nearby table, chatting up three women. He came back to his barstool alone. Then he answered his phone, sticking a thick finger in the opposite ear to block out some of the noise as the band Alabama came on the bar’s sound system singing Song of the South.

Barker’s call lasted less than a minute. I had no idea who was on the other line, but I could tell that whoever it was, the conversation caused a physical change in Barker. When the call ended, he rolled his wide shoulders and neck like he was trying to work out a muscle cramp. He ran his tongue inside his left cheek, rubbed his palms together, and knocked back a dark whiskey in his glass.

I got the bartender’s attention. She came over to me and asked, “Ready for another Stella?”

“No, I’ll pay you. I’d like to send a drink to a fella I know could use it.”

“Sure. Who’s that?”

“Randy over there at the far end of the bar.”

She made a quick glance. “Okay. He’s drinking Jack on the rocks.”

“Pour him a double and tell him it’s from Eduardo.”

“Sounds good.”

As she went to fill the order, I left money on the bar and exited. Outside The Oasis, I got in my Jeep and waited. I didn’t think I’d have to wait long for Barker to leave. After less than five minutes, he walked out of the bar, heading straight for his truck. He jerked the door open and started to make a call. The voice-activated, hidden bug worked like a charm.

Through my phone, I could hear him. “Miguel, it’s me. We got a problem.” There was a few-second pause before he said in a louder voice, “No, I said we got a problem. Not just me. Some dude bought a drink at a bar I was in tonight and told the bartender to say the drink was sent over to me from Eduardo. This asshole has got to be talking about Eduardo Diaz.”

There was a ten-second pause. I could hear him breathing into his phone. “Yeah, well, dead men don’t buy and send drinks. I don’t know what the guy looks like or who he really is. The bartender said he was a big dude, someone she’d never seen before. He’s trying to screw with my mind. I’m betting it’s the man who’s married to the woman in the antique shop, Wynona O’Brien.”

I closed my eyes and listened to every voice inflection Barker made as he said, “That bitch told me this: ‘Don’t forget my husband. He was the one who knocked out your friends. And now he’ll be coming for you.’ I think he is coming for me. And if I’m right, he could be tryin’ to find you, too.” Another short pause. “Yeah, O’Brien. I’m gonna find him before he finds me. I want some more cash, Miguel. Call it a bonus for this shit. Another grand wired into my account.”

Barker clicked off, cranked his truck, and squealed his tires as he flew out of the parking lot onto the highway. After he mentioned the name Miguel, I remembered what Vivian Wilson told me. ‘Ben was excited to meet and work with the drone pilot Miguel.’

I started my Jeep, thinking about a quote from Captain Jack Sparrow. ‘Not all treasure is silver and gold, mate.’ I watched the blue dot as I drove away from The Oasis, following Barker. I was in no hurry. If he was going somewhere else before he went to his house, all the better.

Because whenever he did go home, I would be there to greet him.
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Barker didn’t go very far. Less than five miles away from The Oasis, he pulled into another parking lot, and the truck came to a stop. I found the address online to see where he’d retreated after getting spooked back at the place that was no oasis in the true sense of the word. He was now at a pool hall and beer joint called Pockets. Maybe he’d go in there and shoot a few games of eight ball and knock back more Jack Daniels before heading home.

I went straight to his house. The front porch light was on, and the moths were flying in and out of the yellow hue. The rest of the house was dark. There wasn’t another truck or car in his driveway. I drove down his street and circled the block, looking for my egress and exit points. There were ranch-style houses on the road behind Barker’s home.

At the end of a cul-de-sac, there was a playing field for sports like baseball or soccer. I parked my Jeep beyond the edge of a streetlight, got out, and put my Glock under my belt. I reached in the center console and removed the small leather pouch with my lockpicking tools along with a flat-head screwdriver.

Walking back to Barker’s house, I stayed in the shadows, glancing at my phone. The dot was stationary, dimming from bright to soft, like the pulse of a blue firefly.

The backyard of his house was unkept, with weeds sprouting like lettuce in the dirt. I entered an open patio area leading to the backdoor. There were a few chairs and a barbecue grill; the smell of used charcoal and burnt grease was in the night air. The back entrance was a sliding glass door.

I used a tactical flashlight I carried to shine inside the base of the door, looking in the track. There wasn’t a piece of wood set in place to stop the opening of the door. I slid on a pair of gloves and squatted. Inserting the flat end of the screwdriver under the door as a lever, I pushed up while simultaneously using my left hand to lift the door at the handle and pulling it open. In less than five seconds, I stepped into the dark confines of Randy Baker’s house.

There was no sign of a dog. Good. I didn’t turn on any lights, using only my flashlight as I searched the house. The furniture was second-hand and worn, and the odor of cigars seeped from the frayed carpet. I walked into the kitchen. Dirty dishes were left in the sink. A one-inch roach found what looked like peanut butter on a spoon. The roach appeared to be well fed.

On the kitchen counter was a stack of mail. I shuffled through it. Bills mostly. Gym membership. Mastercard. One invoice was from GM Financial. Barker owed money on his Silverado truck. That told me, as freelance muscle, he either wasn’t paid well, took infrequent jobs, or he blew his money as fast as he made it. I assumed all three were true, since it appeared he also dabbled in a few cocaine sales.

I looked through the rest of the house, the flashlight in one hand and my Glock in the other. Although the house had an empty look and feel, that’s not always the case. None of the beds were made in the three bedrooms. The largest was where I assumed that Barker slept. I looked around on the dresser and in drawers, nightstands, and the closet. I found a loaded pump-action 12-gauge shotgun behind a raincoat in the closet. There was a 9mm Walther in one nightstand. I removed the ammunition.

I couldn’t find a passport, used airline tickets, or receipts from hotels in the Bahamas or anywhere for that matter. I had a feeling that Randy Barker was simply hired muscle, maybe there to assist guys like Eduardo Diaz and whoever Miguel was. Was he a local, or was he in the islands? Tonight, I’d find out.

After checking the rest of the house, including the garage, I walked into the front entry area. It appeared to be a living room that abutted to an adjacent dining room. There was a tall lamp to the left, maybe ten feet from the front door. I unscrewed the lightbulb under the lamp shade, stepped across the room, and sat in one of the chairs that would give me a direct look at the front door when it opened.

And I waited. I wouldn’t have to wait very long. The blue dot was once again moving across my phone screen. Barker was in his truck, driving. He was coming in the direction of his house.

There would be a surprise for him when he opened the door.
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In the dark, I thought about the light—my family. Wynona would be putting Angela and Connor to bed right about now. And here I was alone, waiting for a predator. This one, though, was unique. Randy Barker made the decision to drop the gauntlet by threatening my wife and children. That put Barker in a special category. I call it the one percenter club, a place with few opportunities for an unscathed exit.

At this point, I had no desire or intent to kill him. But if he was foolish and pushed the envelope, I wouldn’t hesitate to do whatever was needed or justified at that exact moment. If he was carrying a pistol and chose to pull on me, it would be the last time his hand would ever touch the grip of a gun.

My goal was twofold. One was to convince him that a death threat against my family was equal to a self-inflicted suicide, and the second was to find out who hired him. Who was Miguel? And was Miguel connected in any way to GMS, the Miami law firm, or someone they represented?

Headlights raked across the sheer drapes covering the front windows. Barker pulled his truck into the driveway, the diesel rumbling as he idled in the drive for a few seconds. He shut off the truck’s motor. I heard the driver’s side door shut and the beep sounding as he locked the truck. His heavy boots drummed along the concrete pathway leading to the front door. There was the jingle of keys as he worked two locks, one for the door and the other for the deadbolt. The locks on the front door didn’t square with the flimsy one on the sliding glass door at the rear entrance.

The door opened wide. Barker was a silhouette in the doorway with the yellow porch light behind him. He looked the size of a gorilla. His right hand came immediately over to the wall switch, trying to turn on the lamp. I could hear him slapping the wall.

“What the shit!” he mumbled, stepping in and closing the door.

“Have a seat,” I said.

He froze in the entryway. I hit him with the beam from my tactile flashlight. It was like an oncoming train in his face. He was motionless for half a second before reaching under his shirt for his gun.

“Hands up! You want to die? There’s a Glock pointed at your belly. A gut shot is a slow and painful way to die. You can trust me on that. Or else you can pull on me. Decision is yours. If you make the wrong one, it’ll be your last bad decision on earth.”

He glared at me. “Who the hell are you?”

“I think you know.”

“O’Brien.”

“Bingo. You catch on fast.” I stood and walked toward him. I stopped and used one hand to screw in the lightbulb. The lamp was now on. But I kept my flashlight in his blinking face. “Use your left hand to take the gun from your belt. Then drop the piece on the floor and walk to the middle of the room.”

“I’m gonna kick your ….”

“Shut up!” He looked at me through the boozy eyes of a drunk man. In this state, I knew that his reflexes, including his hand-eye coordination, were slowed by at least twenty percent. That would give me the time and leverage I needed. I came closer, shoving the end of the muzzle between his eyes. I could smell the weed and whiskey coming from his sweaty pores. His eyes crossed as I snatched his gun from his belt, tossing the pistol behind me.

He pulled back with his big right fist. Before he could swing, I hit him with a hard left hook to his mouth. My knuckles crushed his lips, knocking teeth loose. He stepped back, dazed, blood pouring from his mouth onto the tile floor. I put my Glock under my belt.

Barker watched me, confused for a second. Then he flashed a bloody grin, spitting two teeth to the floor. They rolled like dice over the tile. He squared in a boxer’s stance, knees slightly bent, meaty fists up like clubs. He snorted. “You’re a dead man.” He swung.

I sidestepped his right fist. “Barker, that first blow to your mouth was for my wife, Wynona. This one is for my daughter.” I hit him hard in the gut. The strike almost knocked the air from his lungs. He wheezed, his eyes crossing again. He charged me. I ducked as he slammed into a table, knocking it over.

When he stood and turned around, I was there. “And this one is for my son.” I hit him square in the nose. The blow smashed skin and cartilage, blood spurting with every beat of his heart. His eyes were dazed, trying hard to focus me. He dropped back, picking up a baseball bat in one corner. He held it like a major league player, wanting to use my head as the ball. He charged, swinging the bat with a guttural yell.

I sidestepped, slamming my right elbow into his forehead above his left eye. A flap of ripped skin fell over his eyebrow. I grabbed the bat. He held on, applying strong pressure like we were arm wrestling. I looked at his bloody face. It was then that I saw the smug face he showed on the camera in Wynona’s store. I pushed him back and up against the wall, the bat under his chin, pressed to his neck. And I pushed. The veins in his forehead bulged, his throat muscles taut. He looked at me, his eyes wide, unbelieving.

I stared at him, pushing the hard wood into his larynx. “Who’s Miguel?”

There was recognition in his eyes.

“Tell me!” I eased up the pressure on his neck.

He coughed and spat blood. “You’re crazy!”

“I’m just getting started. Who is Miguel, and where is he?”

“I don’t know.” He managed to hit me in the center of my chest with a hard blow.

I pushed the bat into his neck. “You were talking to him on the phone in your truck.”

His mind seemed incapable of comprehending, his eyes bulging. “Last chance, Barker, or I will use this bat to shatter your skull. The roaches in here will feed on your small brain.”

More pressure. He nodded and coughed. I eased back. “What’s his last name?”

“He’s some dude in the Bahamas. I met him in the States last year.”

“Where is he in the Bahamas?”

“Usually between Nassau and Freeport.”

“Did he hire you?”

“Yeah.”

“So, you and Eduardo Diaz were working for the same man, right?”

“Yeah, ‘til they shot Diaz.”

“Who does Miguel work for?”

“I don’t know. Some syndicate.”

“Who’s at the head of this syndicate?”

“I heard him mention one name—Benson.”

“Is that a first or last name?”

“I got no idea. But I know they’re gonna cut your balls off and stick ‘em in your mouth.”

I drew the bat back and brought it down hard against his right forearm, shattering the bone. As he bent, grimacing in pain, I jerked the phone out of his pocket and stepped back. “You’re going to need an ambulance.”

“Huh?”

“Because you’re not going to be able to drive to the ER.” I slammed the bat into his right knee, destroying the kneecap and upper tibia.

He fell over on his side in pain, cursing me and screaming.

“Shhh, you don’t want to alarm your neighbors. I’ll call 911. What’s your passcode?”

“9524! You asshole!”

When the emergency dispatcher answered, I put the phone up to Barker’s ear. “Help! I need an ambulance. It’s 53718 Camellia Drive. A crazy motherfu—”

I clicked off the call and slapped him hard. “Watch that mouth of yours.” I dropped the bat and pulled out my Glock, pushing the muzzle hard under his bloody chin. “Before I leave, you and I are going to come to a mutually beneficial understanding.”

“Huh?”

“Tonight, you saw my good side. A simple warning. If you ever make a move against my family, it will be the last dumb action you take on earth. I found you once. I will find you again. Next time, I won’t be so gentle. In Afghanistan, I found three Taliban warriors skinning an American soldier alive. You know how I saw them?”

He stared at me, snot and blood dripping from his smashed nose.

“I watched them through the scope of my rifle, one hundred yards away on a rocky cliff. It was right before I shot each of them. There will be nowhere you can go if you ever cross the line. Do you understand me?”

“Yes!”

“Consider yourself lucky.” I stood to leave. “You don’t want me coming back. By the way, you’re on video with your threats against my wife and family. And I have photographs of you delivering cocaine to your friends. Remember that if you’re thinking of involving the police.”

I exited through the back sliding glass door, leaving as Randy Barker cursed and then started moaning. Tomorrow I was heading to the islands.

I would find Miguel.
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It was approaching midnight when I got home. Wynona met me on our back porch, sitting in one of the wicker chairs, Max on her lap. “Hi, ladies.” I locked the screen door and walked over to my wife. She looked up at me, her expression relieved and curious. Moonbeams were coming through the oak limbs in whispers of light, as if there was a soft grace to their source. I couldn’t help but think how beautiful she was.

“Are you okay, Sean?”

“Yes. Things are a little clearer now. Randy Barker won’t be coming around. In his condition, travel would be difficult.”

She took a deep breath, looked toward the river, then back at me, her eyes searching my face. “Is he dead?”

“He’s alive. I don’t like violence, but I don’t shy away from it either when what I have is worth defending. And you and the kids are. I tried to reason with Barker, but early in our chat, I had to resort to self-defense. He tried to pull on me.”

Wynona reached out and took my right hand. She noticed the blood spots on my shirt and said nothing. I sat in a wicker chair next to her and looked out at our wide and long backyard. Fireflies danced in the night, oblivious to the trauma of humans, the torchbearers of good or evil. I told Wynona what happened, including the information I now had about the Bahamas connection and the mysterious Miguel. “I’m going there tomorrow. Vivian and her daughter can’t even have Ben’s body released until after an autopsy as the Bahamas police investigate. Although the body was found in international waters, it was near the Bahamas, where the police were following up on the missing person’s report that Vivian had filed.”

“Do you think they’ll look into a possible connection of GMS in this horrible mix?”

“I doubt it.” I told her what Skipper had said. “I’m sure there are a lot of good cops on the Bahamas police force. But I know that boat theft and human trafficking, going in and out of the Bahamas, are at an all-time high. It’s obvious that some officers in their law enforcement are compromised. Ben’s death deserves better, and his family needs closure and justice.”

“I hope you can bring it to them. It won’t be easy. You could be up against a Goliath.”

“Before I joined the Army, I remembered reading a quote from Benjamin Franklin that made me think. He said justice will not be served until those who are unaffected are as outraged as those who are. All my life, I’ve believed that. What I do, trying to right wrongs in my little corner of the world, I do because I feel it’s an obligation as a human being.”

“I understand that. It’s a duty, Sean. But it’s not a debt. You owe no one anything. I’m grateful for you, the man you are. That is and always will be more than enough for me.”

“Thank you.”

“It’s good to hear that your friend from Delta Force, Dustin Sharpe, will meet you over there. You told me how valuable he was in helping you find Dragonfly when that sailboat was hijacked. Let’s hope that you two can continue your good luck streak. Don’t worry, the kids and I will be fine.”

I watched the moonlight reflecting like gold over the river, and the bats darting through the pastel night sky, using sound pitches to snatch morsels from the air. The frogs crooning at the water’s edge kept the peaceful rhythm in sync, sort of like drummers, holding their bands to the beat. “I need to take a shower and pack. I’ll be gone before the kids wake up in the morning.”

***

Ten minutes later, I had the shower running. I took my shirt off and looked at the fist-sized bruise in the center of my chest, close to my heart. I undressed, stepped into the shower, and stood there, the water pouring over my head and running down my face. I thought about what had happened and what I still needed to do. It was hard to make battle plans when the enemy wasn’t as defined as I wanted them to be.

I heard the shower door open. Wynona stepped in to join me. She stood naked under the water, using both of her hands to lift one of mine. She washed the blood from my knuckles and then softly held the palm of my hand against her face. I leaned down and kissed her, our bodies becoming one in the steam and pulse of hot water.
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Ben’s body was found not too far from where my plane was about to land. I looked out the window of the 727 jet as it circled Grand Bahama Island and spotted the international airport. It was located on the northwest side of the island. I had been there a few times, but not recently. According to the information I had, Ben’s body was discovered floating in the Atlantic about twenty-five miles offshore, slightly north of the main runway.

I sat alone at the window seat, glancing at the notes I’d filed on my phone. Most of the information came from what Vivian had told me. I’d asked her to get a crime scene report, which was sent digitally to her by the Royal Bahamas Police Force. I’d read it and then, before I boarded the plane, placed a call to the investigating officer assigned to the case. I was calling as a concerned friend of the family.

His name was Julian Rolle, a ten-year veteran with the force. He’d been pleasant and professional, but not forthcoming with answers to my questions. “We have no suspects at this time,” he said in an accent that was a mix of British and Creole. “There were no witnesses, and because the body was found at sea, we have very little forensic evidence.”

“Do you think he was killed on the island and thrown overboard at sea?”

“We don’t know that.”

“What do you know?”

“That it is a homicide. And I will tell you, it’s rare to find a fully intact body floating at sea. Either they’re weighted down, or they don’t last very long in the ocean.”

“Ben was on the island hunting for his boat, a Hatteras called Gypsy. Have you found it?”

“No, but we’ll continue our search for the vessel and follow any leads that come to us.”

It was that last part of the conversation that bothered me the most. Not the limited information that he shared or even the clipped answers to my questions. It was the implied complacency—he would follow any leads that ‘come to us.’

In a murder investigation, you must hit the streets. Knock on doors. Talk to potential witnesses. Generate and follow leads. A good detective couldn’t hope they’d come to him or her. Passivity doesn’t work in fighting crime.

I had packed a carry-on bag with what I’d need for a few days, including Randy Barker’s phone. I’d scrolled through the calls—both incoming and outgoing. I knew the time he’d made the call to Miguel. I now had that phone number. I cross-referenced it to Barker’s contact list. The number wasn’t listed as Miguel but instead under the name Flamingo. That was the national bird of the Bahamas.

After the plane landed, I cleared Bahamas Customs in the airport. Just behind me, and arriving from another plane, were at least a dozen young men who appeared to be Chinese. They were between the ages of twenty and thirty. I paused next to a pygmy palm tree, listening as they walked by me. I could detect a Beijing dialect—Mandarin Chinese.

All had small carry-on bags or backpacks. None were walking toward the baggage claim area of the airport. I had no idea what they were saying, but I did have an idea where they were going—Florida. Was Grand Bahama Island a stopping point for the next leg of their journey? If so, how would they get from here to American soil, and who would be hired to take them?

I rented a car, the only Jeep the agency had, and started my hunt. Dustin Sharpe was arriving in his seaplane tomorrow. That would give me a full day to do some groundwork, and that always began with legwork. As I pulled away from the rental car agency at the airport, I used my phone’s GPS to head toward the first stop. And that was going to be the Reefer Bar & Grille.

I parked in a lot that was shared by Lankford Marine and the Reefer Bar & Grille. There were less than a dozen cars in the lot, which was bordered with tall canary palms. Why did Ben choose to come here? Did he get a tip from someone or was the marina or bar just one of many places he was collecting information or searching?

I locked the Jeep and headed in the direction of the marina. Over the roof of the one-story buildings and through the alcoves of blooming bougainvillea, I could see the masts of many sailboats. If the reason that Ben had come to this part of the island was because he thought Gypsy was tied up at this marina, I wanted to have a look around the place. I didn’t expect to find his boat moored in plain sight, but it could be hauled out and tucked away in a boatyard getting a repaint job and the changing of its ID serial numbers.

I carried two phones in my pockets—mine and Barker’s. I walked down the main dock, past the marina office and a business called Bahamas’ Boat-Works. The island breeze was warm and smelled of salt and blooming jacaranda, the purple flowers hanging like decorations on two trees. The morning sun shimmered off the clear water in a sea of boats. I put on dark glasses and could see a fish—a sheepshead—two feet beneath the surface and next to a post loaded with barnacles.

I strolled down the ancillary docks like I was liveaboard, ignoring a sign that stated: Private - Boat Owners Only. If Gypsy were here, I would be representing the owner should someone ask. I walked more than a hundred yards, looking at the vast assortment of yachts and sailboats. Some of the superyachts were more than 150 feet and came from seaports, such as Portofino and Saint Tropez. Gypsy could be moored on the other side of one of these behemoths.

Crew members were cleaning and doing routine maintenance while the yacht owners and guests were lounging on spacious aft decks. I couldn’t see any sign of Gypsy or even a comparable Hatteras. I moved on, walking the length of two football fields, over three separate docks and hundreds of boats. I could smell marine paint and resin.

I followed the scent past a moored double-decker sightseeing boat to the source of the odor. It was a boatyard with a three-story building capable of storing a lot of boats. Some yachts and sailboats were on jack stands and in various stages of repainting and refitting. I heard the blasts of a pressure washer against the hull of a yacht.

I walked down a shorter dock and came to three steps that led over a seawall that abutted the harbor. I stepped across the other side and continued to do what I was there to do—hunt for Gypsy, the men who stole her, and those who killed Ben. If I was lucky, I’d find them all in the same hornets’ nest.

“Can I help you?” I saw the man approaching from my periphery on the left side. His black skin glistened in the hot sun. He wore paint-spattered jeans and a T-shirt with the words Tradewinds Marina. Below the name of the business was the design of a tall-masted schooner.

“Maybe you can help me.”

“How’s that, big mon?”

“I’m looking to possibly buy a boat. Not too new or fancy. Something that I can easily take from here to the rest of the islands and over to Florida when I want to go.”

“There are a lot of boats that can do that. I just work here. You can check in with the office. It’s right around that Bertram on blocks.”

“That’s sort of what I’m looking for—a boat like that—a convertible or sport fishing yacht. Do you have a Hatteras that size?”

I watched his eyes closely, looking for any indication of deceit, like a casual glance away, a grin for no reason, or using one hand to scratch a non-existent itch on his face. They’re all physical tells—signs of someone who is about to lie. He did none of that.

“Yeah, mon, there are Hatteras boats here. Don’t think we have one that size getting work done in the yard. But like I say, just check in at the office. Sorry, but I gotta go back to my job. He turned and walked across the boatyard toward a half-painted catamaran sailboat.

I started toward the area of the building where the office was located, but changed my path after I was beyond where the worker could see me. Large double doors to the boat storage area were open. I ducked in, removing my sunglasses to adjust to the indoor light. There were rows of boats, most under thirty feet, stored side-by-side and on massive racks that went up to a third level. I did see two Hatteras yachts, but they were not near the length of Gypsy.

I stepped back outside. I could enter the office and ask whoever was there if he or she had seen a boat with the name Gypsy, or head from here to the Reefer Bar and turn over more rocks. One of the two phones in my pocket vibrated. It wasn’t mine. I pulled out Randy Barker’s phone and saw one word flash up. Flamingo.
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I had a few seconds to make a decision that could have a long-term effect. If I answered the call, I could imitate Randy Barker’s voice initially to get some information. If I didn’t answer, I might use the phone to a better advantage in the next forty-eight hours. I looked at the screen, staring at the word Flamingo, knowing the man on the line was probably Miguel. And he could have had a role in Ben’s murder.

I decided not to answer, thinking that the caller might leave a voicemail message. Even if he didn’t, the next time I used Barker’s phone, it would be when and where it would give me the upper hand. I had a gut feeling that the time was close, and it would be somewhere here on Grand Bahama Island. I turned around and started back across the marina toward the Reefer Bar, checking the voicemail app. The caller didn’t leave a message.

As I came closer, I approached Lankford Marine, one building before the Reefer Bar. Had Ben stopped here, gone inside, and asked if anyone had seen Gypsy? I entered the marina office. There were two people working, both at desks beyond the front counter. One was a woman, and the other was a man wearing a Lankford Marine-billed hat.

On one wall was a very large nautical map of Grand Bahama Island. The island’s marinas were marked and labeled. Even from where I stood, it was easy to see the main port on the map where the cruise ships and cargo freighters docked. To my left was a bulletin board filled with pictures of boats for sale. Something caught my eye.

I walked over to the board and stared at a flyer for Gypsy. It was homemade; Ben and Vivian had used Photoshop to create the design. It reminded me of the posters people made to help find their missing pets or even children. I was on the trail. Ben had come through here, talked with someone, and explained his predicament. Where would the path lead from this point?

“Welcome to Lankford Marine?”

I turned to see the man in the billed cap now standing behind the counter. I approached him. “Thanks. You have a fine-looking marina. Full service. Everything a boat owner might want.”

“Yes, sir. We try hard to make this a home away from home. Or for some of the liveaboards, it is their home. I’m Larry Potter, the manager here. The marina store is always well stocked, and the showers never run out of hot water.”

I smiled. “What more could a boater ask for?”

“Exactly. Can I help you with something?”

I gestured toward the bulletin board. “That flyer next to the photos of boats for sale—has anyone found the Hatteras, Gypsy?”

“Don’t know. I haven’t seen her at this marina. But we have hundreds of boats and yachts in here from all over the world.”

“Who put the filer on your board?”

“An older fella. Real nice. We normally don’t post missing boat posters, but this gentleman … well, he looked sad. What the heck, I thought, so I allowed him to put it over there.”

I said nothing.

Larry cleared his throat. “He said his boat had been stolen from Florida, and he thought it was headed to Grand Bahama. I hope he found it.”

“After he was here, do you know where he went?”

“Are you related to him?”

“I’m a close friend. Did he go to more marinas after putting his flyer on your board?”

The man shrugged. “Don’t know. I told him to check across the parking lot at the Reefer Bar and Grille. Damon over there keeps a keen eye on things. He hears stuff in the bar that you wouldn’t ordinarily hear. If you go there, tell ‘em Larry sent you.”

“Thanks.” I took one of Larry’s cards and started to leave.

“Let’s hope your friend can find his boat. But with so many islands here, it’d be like trying to find a needle in a haystack.”

“To find the needle, sometimes you have to burn down the haystack.”

“That’s an interesting perspective. Where is your friend? Can’t recall his name off the top of my head.”

“His name is Ben. He’s dead. Someone killed him.”

“I’m so sorry.”

To enter the Reefer Bar, I had to walk around tables in the outdoor courtyard, positioned under the tall canary palm trees. Less than a dozen people, tourists who looked like they had just gotten off a cruise ship, sat sipping cocktails and listening to a four-piece band playing steel drums and singing The Tide is High.

Inside the bar, the temperature was ten degrees cooler. The air, stirred by ceiling paddle fans, smelled of rum. I did a quick scan of the room. There were a couple dozen tables with less than twenty customers around them. Seven people, all men, sat at the bar. The walls were covered in fish netting and chunks of painted coral.

I spotted a familiar poster. It was one of the Gypsy flyers pinned to the wall near the bar’s cash register. I knew Ben had spent time here, and now I knew that he’d left one of his flyers. In a weird way, I felt as if Ben had left mileposts for me. He’d left the flyers to help find Gypsy. And now I was using them to locate Gypsy and Ben’s killer.

I took a seat at the far end of the bar. From there, I could watch the interaction of the customers, all of whom looked like men who made a living on or around the water. Marine mechanics, welders, painters, and crew members.

The bartender walked up to me. He had dark skin and a wide smile with perfect white teeth. “Welcome to the Reefer. What can I get for you?”

“A Carib if you carry it.”

“We do. It’s a great lager beer from Trinidad and Tobago.”

“Are you Damon?”

Another wide smile. “No, I’m Johnny. I’m a native son born from a Bahama mama.”

“I take it that Damon is not native.” I smiled.

“Nah. He’s an import from New Orleans. He’s what we call a Conchy Joe. That means a good guy who isn’t from the islands.” Johnny’s accent was Bahamian creole.

“Is Damon here today?”

“He’s out back talking to one of our food vendors. He’ll pop in ‘fore long, mon. I’ll get your beer.”

One of the men sitting at the bar motioned for the bartender’s attention. Johnny walked over to him and said, “Gimme a second, Cedric.”

I studied the man called Cedric. Among the other men at the bar, he stood out. Not because of his clothes, facial features, or mannerisms. It was his eyes. There was no light, even under the neon glow of the bar. His eyes were like two knotholes, side-by-side in a tree. Dark and shallow. I could tell evil lived back in their dark recesses—something a hungry woodpecker would never find. To me, it was obvious. Dead eyes. Maybe it began the time he made a conscious effort to blow out that light in his soul. He may sip from a glass, but he fed on evil.

Johnny brought the beer to me and returned to Cedric. “What can I pour for you?”

“I’m gonna switch from rum to tequila.”

“You wanna ward off evil spirits?” Johnny grinned.

“Bring ‘em on, brother. I’m not afraid of ghosts or evil spirits. I say boo, and they go away. They’re scared of me.”

Johnny poured three fingers worth of tequila over ice and set the glass in front of Cedric. I recalled Vivian sharing with me some of the details Ben told her during their last phone calls.

Right now, one stood out. It was a rather unusual name—um, something like Fredrick—but it didn’t begin with the letter F.

Was it Cedric?

Yes.

I was going to have a conversation with Cedric.
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I thought about moving over to the vacant barstool to Cedric’s right. The scene could be just a couple guys at a bar swapping stories. But I knew Cedric wouldn’t be forthcoming unless he had a motivated reason. I would need to give him that incentive. I might put some money on the bar top and see if I could buy the information, or I could give him a reason to leave the bar, go outside, and call his pal, Miguel.

A man who I assumed was Damon approached me. He walked with the stride of a bullfighter entering the ring. Angular and lean. Olive skin with a trimmed black goatee. I decided to go with the second option. I could use a conversation with Damon to get the job done. I was within earshot of where Cedric sat.

“Hi, I’m Damon. Johnny said that you wanted to see me. Are you looking to order some food and want suggestions?” He spoke with a Creole accent, but it wasn’t from the islands. It was right out of Louisiana.

“I might get some food later. Maybe a late lunch or an early dinner.”

“We serve full dinners up to nine o’clock. After that, it’s appetizers ‘til midnight.”

“Sounds good.”

“Are you from the States?”

“Florida.” Out of my peripheral view, I watched Cedric. He picked up on the word, Florida.

“Welcome to the Bahamas. I love Miami. That’s a rockin’ city today.”

“I’m from further north, the Daytona Beach area.” I could tell Cedric was cocking his head, leaning into the conversation.

“The only time I was in Daytona was to watch a NASCAR race. Never even made it to the beach.”

“Look at where you are today. You live on an island with beautiful beaches.”

“Can’t complain.”

“I detect a Cajun and Creole accent. Are you from New Orleans?”

“Baton Rouge. But I lived and worked in the Big Easy for years.”

“Do you have gumbo on the menu?”

“We do. I highly recommend it.”

I gestured to the flyer on the wall. “I noticed that small poster when I came in here. Is the yacht, Gypsy, still missing in action?”

“I guess so. I’ve pointed that flyer out to a few of the locals. Nobody’s seen the boat. The fella who hung that up there on the wall, the owner, was convinced that his stolen Hatteras is here on Grand Bahama. Matter of fact, he was from Florida, too. Do you know him?”

“The fella you referred to, Ben Wilson, is dead. He was murdered.” I watched Damon’s eyes, while monitoring Cedric’s body language. Damon shook his head and took a deep breath. Cedric shifted his weight on the barstool and knocked back his tequila.

“What happened?” asked Damon. “I’m sorry to hear that. Are you his son?”

“No. Family friend. Ben’s body was dumped at sea. He had been shot in the back.”

“That’s horrible. I heard that the police recovered a body at sea, but I didn’t know its identity.”

“Ben’s body was found northwest of the island. About twenty-five miles directly north of the airport in deep water.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. He was a very nice guy. You said directly north of the airport, about twenty-five miles out, right?” His dark eyebrows rose in two arches.

“Yes, why?”

“When I’m not in here, you can usually find me fishing. That area you mentioned doesn’t have near the current that you’d get on the west end of the island, even the east end for that matter. A body floating in the place you said wouldn’t drift far until the sharks took it.”

I said nothing, thinking about his comment.

Damon crossed his arms and sighed. “I was hoping his boat would turn up, and all he had to do was call the cops, arrest the thieves, and take his Hatteras back to Florida.”

“Some of that will happen.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’ll find Ben’s boat. I’ve tracked it here. I’ll hunt for the men who stole it, and I’ll find who killed him. The police can certainly arrest the criminals. And I’ll take the boat back to Ben’s family in Florida.”

“I wish you luck. There are thousands of boats in and around this island and over to Great Abaco. From east Grand Bahama to Abaco is only a forty-five-minute ferry ride. And that island is even larger than this one. Lots of places to hide stolen boats.”

“I think Gypsy is here.”

“It’s going to be hard to track her down. Trust me on that.”

“Finding lost things is what I do. Trust me on that.”

The music from the band outside changed to I Shot the Sheriff.

Damon folded his arms. “What’s your name?”

“Sean O’Brien.”

“Listen, Sean. Like the older gentleman, you seem to be a very nice guy. There’s a lot of crazy shit goin’ on between here, Nassau, Andros, and other places. Boats and captains are in high demand because of today’s world—smuggling. Piracy is rampant. I heard a crew member in here Friday saying Florida’s beaches, late at night, are almost wide-open human drop-sites.”

I could see Cedric getting off his barstool. He set his empty glass down and walked toward the bar’s rear door. I stood and put some money down. “Thanks, Damon. I might be back for that gumbo.”

“You won’t regret it. Good stuff. Hope you can help the fella’s family.”

I stayed behind, following Cedric. Before he opened the rear door, I saw him pull out his phone. When he exited, I slowly opened the door, listening, making sure he was not just on the other side. He wasn’t. He was walking fast toward an alcove or a breezeway between the buildings. I thought I could get close enough to hear what he was going to say and still stay out of sight.
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As I trailed Cedric, I thought of an old proverb I heard years ago that went something like this—eavesdroppers hear no good of themselves. He had just turned a corner and was standing inside an alleyway between the restaurant and the marina. I stood behind a high trellis of blooming bougainvillea, listening as he made a phone call.

“Miguel, it’s me. Yeah, I know. But it’s important. There’s some prick in the Reefer lookin’ for that guy, Ben Wilson.” The call was on speaker.

“Who was he talking to?”

“The manager. The guy said his name is Sean O’Brien. He’s a big dude. I heard him say the owner of that Hatteras is dead. O’Brien said he’s looking for the yacht, the people who stole it, and whoever killed the old man.”

“I’m not worried. Nobody knows nothing. Where’s O’Brien now?”

“I think he’s still in the bar. I’m outside in the rear parking lot.”

“Go back in there. Keep an eye on him. When he leaves, tail the guy. Let me know where he goes and where he’s staying on the island.”

“He knew the body was found at sea northwest of the airport. About twenty-five miles out in the water. He told the manager that he’s hunting for the men responsible, and he wasn’t going to leave until he found them and that boat.”

“The Hatteras will be outta here soon. There won’t be anything for O’Brien to find. No evidence—nothing. That yacht will have already sailed. Call me when he’s on the move.”

“I’ll watch him like a hawk and find out where he’s staying. I’ll follow closely and see who he’s talking to on the island. I know just about everybody. The good, bad, and the nasty.”

“Don’t lose this guy.” He clicked off.

Cedric lowered the phone and put it in his pocket. After wiping perspiration from his upper lip, he turned around and looked up into my face. “I hear you’re not afraid of ghosts. Boo.”

He made a dry swallow and tried to take a step backwards. “Get the hell away from me!”

“But you just told Miguel that you’re going to follow me. See where I’m staying and who I meet with as I get closer to your pal and the boat he stole.”

“I had nothin’ to do with that.”

“You have a choice here today, Cedric. Life usually gives us time to make choices when there is a lot at stake. You can either tell me where I can find Miguel and his friends, or we can play the game of mortal combat right here in this alley. Where’s Miguel?”

“I got no idea. He moves around. Spends most of his time on boats. Here one day, gone tomorrow. He’s probably in Nassau.”

“But since I heard you say you’re going to follow me and report back to him, that makes me believe he’s right here on this island. Once again, where is Miguel?”

“I don’t know.”

“Where’s the boat, Gypsy?”

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

I took slow steps toward him. “Yes, you do. It’s decision time. An old man, a close friend of mine, had his boat stolen, and his life taken. Where’s Miguel? This is the last time I ask you.”

He took another step back. A black and white cat sauntered through the alleyway. I saw Cedric lower his right hand and reach into his back pocket. He pulled out a knife with a six-inch serrated blade. I smiled. “Bad decision.”

“Kiss my brown ass!” He came at me, his head and shoulders swaying in the attack stance, the knife gripped in his right hand. He took another step, thrusting the knife within inches of my chest. I ducked, quickly stepping away.

He grinned. His wild eyes were excited for blood. “I’m gonna cut you like I’d open up a big grouper.” He charged, jabbing the blade toward my stomach. I grabbed his wrist with my right hand and twisted his arm behind his back. I shoved his hand above his shoulder blade, bones snapping and tendons ripping.

He screamed, dropping his knife. I released his broken and useless arm. It hung like limp pasta. He swung at me with his left fist. I ducked and countered in a boxing stance. I didn’t want to hit him in the jaw and knock him out. I needed information. That was hard to get from an unconscious man. I backhanded him on the side of his head. The blow stunned him, but he was still standing. Good.

“Where’s Miguel?” I saw his eyes shift from my face to something behind me. I heard two car doors open and quickly shut. Cedric turned and ran down the alley, holding his right arm and vanishing around a corner. I watched two police officers come closer. Their hands were on the grips of their holstered pistols.

“Officers, it’s good to see you. There are no guns here. The only weapon is that man’s knife. It’s on the ground.”

Both men were young. Mid to late twenties. Dark skin. Suspicious, baffled faces. “What happened here?” asked the taller officer. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine, thanks. I think the gentlemen picked the wrong guy to mug. He didn’t get my wallet. I’m glad you fellas showed up.”

The other officer, a man with a soft belly and double chin, looked from the knife on the ground up to me. “There are no close-circuit cameras in this alley. Only in the parking lot. Are you American?”

“Yes. Florida resident. I think you have better beaches over here.”

“We need to see some ID.”

I took my driver’s license from my wallet. The shorter officer looked at it and jotted my name down on a small notepad he carried, nodding when he was done. “Do you know who the assailant is?”

“Since I’m not from here, everyone I meet is new. But I heard the bartender in the Reefer call him Cedric. I don’t have a last name.”

“What happened?” asked the taller officer.

“I’d left the Reefer, heading to my car, and this guy, Cedric, came at me with his knife. “I’d suspect that he’ll soon be in a local ER.”

“Why is that?”

“Because, in defending myself, I dislocated his shoulder and broke his right wrist. That’s going to require medical attention.”

Both officers stared up at me, not sure how to respond. The shorter one cleared his throat. “We’ll speak with the bartender to see if we can get a full ID. If we need to talk with you again, are you staying in Freeport or are you on a cruise ship?”

“I’m staying on the island. Haven’t checked into a hotel yet. I just got off a plane and thought I’d look around first. I’ll give my card to you. It’s amazing how the crime rate across the world has risen. You gentlemen have a tough job.”

They both nodded at the same time, closing their notebooks. The taller officer put on a single latex glove to pick up the knife. “Be safe. Sorry that this happened to you in our country.”

“Thanks, it could have been worse.”

As they turned to leave, I thought about something Damon said that piqued my curiosity. The area you mentioned doesn’t have near the current that you’d get on the west end of the island, even the east end, for that matter. A body floating in the place you said wouldn’t drift far until the sharks took it.

I remembered the large nautical map on the wall of Lankford Marine. It might turn into my treasure map if I could find where the X may possibly mark the spot. I started walking back to the marina for a closer look.




SEVENTY-ONE

Dario Cardona and Leo Benson were always following the instructions that came from Miami, specifically from the ninth floor of an opulent high-rise building owned and managed by Global Marine Solutions. Deeper south in the Caribbean, GMS ran an office out of Trinidad and Tobago, near Venezuela. On the west side, they had a physical presence in Cozumel.

In Freeport, Cardona called his and Benson’s small office the crow’s nest. It was tucked away on the third floor of a private marina near Bell Channel Bay. There was no secretary or landline phone. The workplace had bay windows overlooking the channel and the blue waters of the ocean. There was a wrought iron balcony where Cardona and Benson could sit, smoke cigars, and plan the logistics of a criminal operation with deep roots.

Inside their office were two desks on opposite sides of the large room. Next to Benson’s desk was a metal table with a dozen burner phones displayed on it. The men only used laptop computers and often took the machines away at the close of the business day. All their internet communications were routed through the dark web and on a dozen encrypted servers.

Benson was finishing a phone call. “Sounds good. We’ll make it happen.”

He stood from behind his desk and stretched and popped the knuckles on his left hand. He walked across the office toward where Cardona sat with his laptop open, pecking at the keyboard. “Was that Stuart?”

Benson nodded. “We got to put together another run. We have eight Chinese, five Haitians, and five Venezuelans. We’ll have one boat leaving from Freeport and one leaving from Nassau. Both boats will meet at our usual place on Bimini around 10 p.m. From there, they’ll all go in one vessel to a new spot in Florida.”

“Where is this one?”

“They’ll disembarked on North Key Largo at a place called Mosquito Creek Bridge. Two vans will be waiting to take them to a Miami warehouse, then on to whichever hell they wind up in. As far as we’re concerned, once they’re off our boats, I don’t give a shit where they go. We get paid before they board any of our boats, so it’s no longer our problem. Good riddance—c’est la vie.”

“Do you think that Hatteras will be ready for the run into Florida?”

“I’ll call Otto. Schmidt’s Marina used to be quicker in the turnarounds for us. Now, they’re taking twice as long.”

“Otto says it’s hard to find skilled labor. Nobody wants to work anymore. Call Baptiste and Garcia. Let’s put our plans in motion. There’s a lot of money riding on this next run.”

A burner phone on Cardona’s desk buzzed. He looked at the screen. “Speaking of Miguel, he’s calling.” Cardona answered. “What’s up, Garcia?”

“Cedric almost had his head taken off.”

“Whoa! Hold on, okay? I’m putting you on speaker. Leo is standing here. All right. What the hell happened? Where are you?”

“I’m headed to Schmidt’s. Cedric is in the ER with a dislocated and fractured shoulder and a broken wrist. Remember what Eduardo Diaz said about the man who owned a boat next to the old guy’s Hatteras? Guy’s name is O’Brien. He’s here, on the island. Cedric had just left the Reefer and was heading back to Schmidt’s to meet me. That’s when he was attacked in the back parking lot.”

Cardona and Benson exchanged glances. “Wait a damn second,” said Benson, folding his arms. “Let’s take a step or two back—all the way back to Juan Castillo and Carlos Romero trying to steal the woman’s car in that mall parking lot. Her name’s O’Brien. Her husband, who is most likely the same guy—the pain in our asses—is here in Freeport? That’s one screwed up situation.” He looked at Cardona. “I had a gut feeling that we never should have sent that fixer to scare her from testifying.”

Cardona shook his head. “That order came from Miami. It’s one thing to transport people like those gangbangers into Florida, but it’s a whole different matter to babysit them when they screw up. And now we got this guy, O’Brien, in our backyard hunting us.”

Benson asked, “What the hell is the deal with the muscle we hired, Randy Barker?”

Miguel blew out a breath into the phone. “I don’t know. He’s not returning my calls.

Benson rubbed his temples. “Why would O’Brien jump somebody like Cedric?”

“I got no idea. Cedric told me he was just shooting the shit at the Reefer. He heard some dude a few stools down from him talking to the manager, Damon, about that Hatteras, Gypsy. He said this guy, O’Brien, was asking Damon about who the old man had talked to when he put the flyer of his boat up in the bar. Cedric overheard O’Brien say he was coming for the men who stole the yacht and killed the owner. That’s when Cedric got up, went out of the bar’s back door, and called to alert me. He said O’Brien must have followed him. Cedric said this guy came up on him without making a sound, like a ghost.”

“What did O’Brien ask Cedric?”

“He said that O’Brien must have overheard him talking to me, because when he got off the phone, O’Brien was behind him and asking where to find me. Cedric told him nothing.”

“That’s what he’s telling you, Garcia. We don’t know for sure.”

“Cedric’s a stand-up guy. We’ve worked with him for two years. He doesn’t lie.”

Benson shook his round head. “Everybody lies. Some just make an art out of it.”

“We need to take this guy out. The old man told Diaz that O’Brien was some kind of special tracker in the military. Remember, he was supposed to have found a hijacked sailboat out of Andros. Now he’s here, and he has my freakin’ name.”

Cardona slammed the palm of his hand down on the table. “Enough! You’re acting like this guy’s gonna wipe the floor with us all. He’s not. We’ll find him before he finds us.”

Benson looked out the big windows at the bay. He shifted his gaze to the phone. “Your go to guy, Randy Barker, was supposed to have stopped this tracker man in his tracks by pressure and threats. Looks like that backfired. Where the hell is Barker?”

“Don’t know. Like I said, he’s not answering my calls.”

Dario Cardona said, “O’Brien wouldn’t be here if headquarters hadn’t asked us to intervene in that case involving those Venezuelans—Castillo and Romero. They’re two men I wish had never set foot on our boats. For some reason, Stuart wanted us to get involved.”

Benson’s grin looked like an angry wolf curling its lips, revealing canine teeth. “They must represent money or the potential of big money. That’s Stuart’s prime motivation. Miguel, go to the Reefer Bar and ask around. See if anyone knows where to find O’Brien. Check with the area hotels and Airbnb rentals. Get Baptiste to help you. You know what to do when you find O’Brien. Make sure there are no witnesses or security cameras. When you’re done, do your midnight disposal at sea. Remember to weigh down the body this time. I need to call Stuart.”




SEVENTY-TWO

I had an aerial view of the entire Bahamas, and I was only a few feet from the map. It was five-by-seven feet in length and took up a large swath of one wall in Lankford Marina. I studied the area of the Atlantic north and northwest of the island’s airport. I looked at the backwater exit and entrance points.

I was searching for channels or creeks big enough to accommodate the draft of most boats capable of high speeds. That meant boats with outboard motors and a lot of horsepower. Something that could make a fast run from the island going out to a deep place at sea to dump Ben’s body. I wondered how many other bodies were out there.

“You’re back,” said the dockmaster, Larry. “Did you find what you were looking for over at the Reefer?”

“In this business, it’s usually hit or miss until the right pitch is thrown. Then you must swing for the fences.”

“I gotcha. Do you like our map?”

“I do. I’ve always enjoyed maps. It sort of helps to put the world in perspective. Do you mind if I snap a picture?”

“No, go ahead. I think most boaters are fascinated with maps and navigation. Of course, GPS has made it a lot simpler. Imagine those pirates that were out there three hundred years ago. Many sailed over across the Atlantic with nothing to guide them but the stars, the sun, and a whole lot of courage. I think that’s what the world is missing today.”

“Pirates? They’re still out there. Boats just got faster. Same motivation.” I smiled.

“I was talking about courage. Like the kind my dad had in his heart as an American soldier in the Korean War. That sort of grit is in short supply today.”

I said nothing, listening and studying the map.

“Can I help you find something? I used to be a commercial fisherman before I busted my knee and had to find a job on land. I know this island and those channels well.”

“I was looking at the passages large enough to give a shallow-draft boat access at high or low tide in this area.” I pointed.

That’s Hawksbill Creek in the Queen’s Cove area. That would accommodate most vessels with drafts not over five feet. I wouldn’t try to bring a sailboat with a deep keel in there, even at high tide. A little to the west, you’ll find what we call ‘no name creeks.’ These are great places to fish, just northeast of Grant Town. If you’re good and really know that water, most boats with a three-foot draft can get in and out of there.”

“What marinas would be in the area?”

“A bunch. That’s all close to the port where the cargo and cruise ships come and go. You’ll find a lot of boatyards and marinas. To name a few, Hendricks, Johnsons, and Schmidt’s Marina. Also, you find some mom-and-pop or smaller boatyards that haul out vessels under sixty feet.”

“Thanks. If you have a spare room, like an extra office, I’d like to rent it.”

“I do have one. How long will you want to lease it?”

“For about sixty minutes.”

***

I spent the next five hours searching marinas, looking at hundreds of boats. Many were moored at long docks. I carried one of Ben’s flyers with me, unfolding and refolding it each time I stopped and spoke with a boat owner or someone working in one of the half a dozen boatyards. I’d crisscrossed around five marinas—Johnsons, Hendricks, Harbor Island, Pratt, and Westwind.

Although I’d seen a few Hatteras yachts, none were the size, condition, or model of Gypsy. The sun was setting, the western sky filling with long streaks of fiery crimson and golden clouds. I’d try one more marina before finding a place to stay for the night. The next on my list, toward the north, was Schmidt’s.

When I pulled my rental Jeep up to the long drive leading to the building, I was surprised to see a closed gate. It was a steel bar across the entrance. There was a small control panel with a keypad. I scanned the immediate area for a security camera. I didn’t see one. I backed the Jeep up and drove off the road, going around sea grape bushes and scrub pines. After fifty feet, I was on the gravel and crushed shell road leading down to the marina.

In the parking lot, there were two cars: a black Mercedes and a blue BMW convertible. I wondered if they belonged to boatowners or whoever owned the marina. I got out of the Jeep and studied the large cinderblock building. One section was two stories. The adjacent part was higher, three stories, and probably used for boat storage. There was a six-foot-high, hurricane chain-link fence between the buildings.

A sign bolted to the left side of the building indicated the offices were around the other side. A large red arrow pointed to the left. A paved walkway was just beyond a closed wrought iron entrance gate. In the fading light, I tried opening the gate. It was locked.

I heard a noise behind me—the sound of a door closing. Two men came from the back door, one walking to the BMW and the other approaching me. I could tell he weighed north of 200 pounds, the build of a former jock who hadn’t been in the gym for a couple of years. He had a shiny bald head and a wide chest with ham-sized forearms. His sleeves were rolled to his elbows.

“We’re closed.”

Friendly fellow. His accent was straight out of Germany; the dialect had the unique sound spoken by Germans in Munich. I smiled. “Okay. When do you open?”

“Seven o’clock.” He studied my face, as if he were trying to place me. Then he glanced at the Jeep. “Do you have a boat you want to dock here?”

“I might. I just haven’t found it yet. I’m looking for a boat, though. It just has to be the right one.”

“I understand. They are major investments nowadays.”

“Are you Mr. Schmidt, the owner here?”

“I am.”

I took a step closer so I could have a better look at his eyes. “My ideal boat would be a sixty-foot Hatteras convertible. Do you have one here?” He didn’t blink. No sign, no visible recognition. He either didn’t have Gypsy or a boat like her here, or he was a good poker player.

“Those yachts are unique. We don’t see very many here. Good luck in your search.”

“See you tomorrow, Otto,” said the man standing by the BMW, looking at his phone screen.

“Okay, Dario.” Schmidt turned back to me. “We’ll follow you on the way out.” Seconds later, two pit bull dogs appeared on the other side of the chain-link fence, the dogs pacing and uttering low growls.

I got in the Jeep and drove toward the closed gate. When I came within twenty feet of it, the bar lifted, and I drove through. Half a mile later, the Mercedes turned off and headed north. The BMW was still behind me, not close, but back there. I drove another mile and took a right, taking a road that led toward the port. The guy in the BMW did the same thing.

Was he following me, or was it just a coincidence? I made a quick turn to the left and slowed on the northbound highway. I looked in my rearview mirror. The BMW driver had slowed. He was on his phone, looking in the direction I’d turned.

Because I didn’t put a lot of stock in coincidences, I made a U-turn in the center of the road and started following the man with the first name of Dario.




SEVENTY-THREE

The art of tracking a human is different from that of trailing an animal. Having already crossed the ground behind them, animals such as wolves and bears are more concerned with what’s ahead rather than what might be following them. Humans often look back, searching for possible danger on a street in any city around the world. And when you’re tracking someone in a vehicle, the rearview mirrors make looking back much easier.

I considered that while pursuing the blue convertible BMW from a distance as the man behind the wheel, Dario, drove around Freeport. I could see that he was on his phone, making gestures as he stopped for a traffic light. In his left hand was a lit stogie, the smoke drifting up as he waited for the light to change.

When the light turned green, he tossed the cigar on the street and drove, glancing in his rearview mirror. There was one car between his BMW and my Jeep. It was just enough of a buffer for me to keep the tail without having to drop back and follow from a greater distance. After another mile, he turned right into the parking lot of a beachfront restaurant and bar. I passed the place, circled the block, and came back.

I pulled into the lot and parked in the first open spot I saw. The restaurant appeared to be more of a posh patio bar. There were lots of tables outside under sea-green umbrellas adjacent to the leafy palm trees. I estimated that at least fifty people were seated at the tables. More than a dozen flaming tiki torches were staked near the patio, and low-wattage, vintage clear lights had been snaked in from an adjacent terrace.

I came closer, staying behind barriers, like the tall canary palms, as I surveyed the scene. Most of the customers were sipping cocktails under the warm nightlights and eating some form of conch fritters in salads or sandwiches. Over the outdoor speakers, a Caribbean-style band sang the Bob Marley song Three Little Birds.

I spotted Dario. He’d taken a seat in a far corner of the patio and sat at a table with another man. Both had swarthy complexions and a week’s worth of scruff on their faces. The unknown man wore a hoop earring in one ear. Light from a glowing tiki torch reflected off his gold earring like a single hot spark.

I came closer, pulled out my phone, and used the zoom lens to snap a picture of the two men. I could email the photo to my FBI friend, Sara Ward, and ask her to run the images through the Bureau’s facial recognition database. However, I didn’t think she’d find anything on them. And they probably weren’t part of the Venezuelan gang, Tren de Aragua.

But they were cut from the same cloth. I remembered something Sara had said to me the last time we spoke. These are a new breed of criminals. They don’t think the rules, or the law, apply to them. Be careful. Watching the two men talking and observing their body language, I knew they were criminals and not a new breed. They were just the latest embodiment of a long line of evil, albeit modern pirates, but with taproots that went back to the Garden of Eden.

Although I didn’t know the identity of the man on the opposite side of the table from Dario, I had a feeling that he wasn’t too many degrees separated from Cedric, who tried to kill me behind the Reefer Bar. Was he Miguel? If so, did Miguel work for Dario? And did they do the bidding for Global Marine Solutions?

There might be a quick way to find out, or at least to determine the identity of the person sitting at the table with Dario. I reached into my back pocket and pulled out the phone of the man I’d sent to the hospital, Randy Barker. Under his contact file, I found the number for Flamingo.

I made the call and watched the two men for a reaction.




SEVENTY-FOUR

I knew the man called Dario wouldn’t be Flamingo on the contact list. But would the guy sitting across from him pick up his phone and answer? If he did, Flamingo would now become Miguel right before my eyes. I held Randy’s Barker’s phone to my ear and heard the first ring. There was a three-second delay and then a physical reaction from the unknown man. He reached for his phone and stared at the screen.

Bingo.

If he answered, I had a quick decision to make. Do I say something? If so, do I pretend to be Randy Barker or speak in my own voice? I wanted two things: information and to intimidate my enemy. He said something to Dario and answered. “My man, Barker. What’s up, Dog?”

I decided to impersonate Barker for as long as I could. “Miguel, did you call me?”

“Yeah, where have you been?”

Now I had a name and a face. “Shit’s hitting the fan. I had to lie low for a few days. What’s up?”

“What’s up? You ask me that when I’ve been tryin’ to find your ass. If you wanna be on my payroll, you’d better return my calls.”

“Gotcha—sorry. Wasn’t trying to avoid you. You got more work for me?”

“Damn right. You’re our go-to guy in that part of Florida. O’Brien is in the Bahamas pissing in our territory, so you need to push harder against his family. Apparently, he didn’t get the message the first time.”

I had what I needed. I stopped the Barker act. “If you do that, it’ll be the last thing on earth you’ll do.” I could see Miguel looking around like mosquitoes were circling his head.

“Who the shit is this?”

“Who do you think it is? The name’s O’Brien, and I’m about to become your worst nightmare.”

He shot up from his chair. “You asshole! Where are you?”

“I’m always close by you, Miguel. Ask Cedric. He’ll tell you how close I can get.”

“You’re a dead man.”

“Take a deep breath and slowly let it out, Miguel, because you’re going to need it to think straight when I make you this offer.” I moved a little farther away, keeping them in sight.

“What’d you do to Barker?”

“Call Halifax Hospital in Daytona and ask him. On second thought, his jaw might be wired shut. Listen to me. Here’s the deal. Give me all the names of the players on the island—the people you work for and where to find them. I want to know who ordered the murder of Ben Wilson. You give me the names, and I’ll work with federal prosecutors to cut you some slack.”

“Screw you, O’Brien.”

I saw Dario rise from his chair. “That’s not a smart answer, Miguel. Did the guy standing in front of you, Dario, give the order?”

Miguel looked like a naked man searching for his clothes. He stared out from the tropical patio, his head whipping between the gaps in the palms and red hibiscus bushes. He clicked off, said something to Dario, and they both hustled from the restaurant. I moved quickly to the side parking area where I’d seen the BMW. I stood next to a curbside food truck, scanned the menu on the outside, and watched Dario’s car.

Ten seconds later, both men, Miguel and Dario, were jumping into the BMW. I jogged back to the Jeep in the semi-dark. From the reflection in the side mirror of a parked SUV, I could tell that they’d spotted me. I saw Miguel lean out of the BMW’s front passenger side. I knew he now had a pistol in his right hand. I jumped into the Jeep and started it.

A bullet blew through the front windshield. The round missed my head by two feet. I had no gun. Only a two-thousand-pound Jeep as a weapon if I could catch them. But the Jeep’s windshield now had a hole near the center with spider web cracks extending in every direction.

The BMW’s tires squealed as the men flew from the parking lot. I knocked shards of glass off my hair, lap, and shirt. Two tourists wobbled out of a passageway, phones in their hands, shooting video. I had to drive around them. The damaged window and half-drunk tourists were just the edge that the criminals in the BMW needed. Before I could get out of the parking lot, they had vanished.

I could randomly drive in the direction I thought they may have headed, but, unlike wolves, these predators would be looking back. And they were armed. My element of surprise was gone. That was okay. It was worth it to get the information I needed and plant the seed of fear in some psychopaths who thought they were fearless. That would create movement, and with that, they would be exposed. All I had to do was hit them hard in their Achilles heel when they least expected it.




SEVENTY-FIVE

An hour later, I used a fake ID to check into a large hotel at Lighthouse Pointe, where I felt I could blend in among the crowd. It was the exact opposite of the kind of island hotel that I would have chosen if Wynona was with me. But the smaller, more intimate hotels offered less cover and more exposure. Not a good mix if some of the worst criminals in the Bahamas are searching for you. And I knew they would be. Sometimes you have to poke the bear.

I settled into my hotel room on the fifth floor. I looked around for a minute with the lights on, then turned them off and stepped out onto the balcony overlooking the ocean. The soft breeze was warm and carried the smell of the sea. A full moon was hanging over the edge of the world, like a nightlight for this small part of the universe. In its light, I could see the small silhouette of a freighter far out at sea.

I went back inside the room, pulled the curtain over the window, and striped down to my boxer shorts. As I hung my pants up, I removed my wallet and sat down on the edge of the bed. I pulled out a recent picture of Wynona, Angela, and Connor. I’d taken it on our dock in the warm light of an evening sunset. Although I had some photos of my family on my phone, I still preferred to look at the picture I carried in my wallet when I was away from them.

I looked at Wynona’s wide smile, her high cheek bones, and the curvature of her neck. I stared at the sense of wonderment in Angela’s eyes. They were full of life, with an innocence that hadn’t been crushed, despite what she had endured. Then I looked at Connor. In his eyes, I saw Wynona and a glimpse of what I knew he’d inherit—all of what is good about her. I hoped that would be the case for me as well—the best of what I could offer my son.

But I knew there was something inside my chest that thrust me into the path of evil. There were two wolves that roamed in my heart. One felt like the genetic roots to the breed of wolf that nurtured Remus and Romulus, and the other was not nurturing. It was aggressive, cunning, and as savage as it needed to be when confronted with killers, liars, thieves, and whatever else crawled from the gates of hell. My fear is that one day I could become the thing I wanted to destroy.

Maybe my redemption would come from what I tried to do for others. I remembered something Ben had said to me that stuck. Vivian and I never had a son. If we’d been so lucky, I would have felt blessed if he had turned out like you. Is it too late to adopt you?

I smiled, put the picture of my family back in my wallet, and thought about tomorrow morning. My old friend Dustin Sharpe was flying in early. We’d take his seaplane up and surveil the island from east to west, looking for Gypsy. And now that I’d seen Miguel’s pal, Dario, leave Schmidt’s Marina, that would be one of the first places we’d look.




SEVENTY-SIX

Grand Bahama Island is a little less than a hundred miles from east to west. One road goes most of the distance from Old Bahama Bay at the west end to McClean’s Town Ferry Terminal on the east side. We would use that road as an aerial marker point and fly on the southside of the island, where all the marinas and boatyards are located. If we didn’t find Gypsy, we’d circle the island and fly the northside with its hidden coves.

Before sunrise, I’d driven the Jeep west on Grand Bahama Highway toward the place Dustin Sharpe called Pelican Lake. As I pulled off the highway, the sun was cresting over the black mangroves and thick sea grape trees to the east. The water was flat, reflecting the pink and orange clouds. I parked at the mile marker he picked, got out of the Jeep, and locked it.

Dustin had told me on the phone that there was a narrow dock near the mile marker, and it ran at least one hundred feet into Pelican Lake. It was mostly used by people who wanted to fish from it. No boats were moored at the dock. I found it by spotting a worn path through the sea grapes and skinny Caribbean pines.

I stepped onto the dock. The weathered boards appeared secure, and the support posts were solid. I spotted a dozen pink flamingos in the shallows, their feathers blending into the colors of the rosy sunrise off the surface.

But there were no Pelicans. Maybe colonies of flamingos had taken over Pelican Lake. There was something in the sky, and it wasn’t a pelican. From out of the northeast, I heard it before I saw the plane. And then, popping out of the clouds like some celestial stork, was a seaplane with its pontoon landing gear. I walked to the end of the dock, watching Dustin come closer. He made a half circle and began his descent.

The flamingos paused for a moment, like pink statues in knee-deep water as the seaplane skimmed across the surface, the two pontoons creating V-shaped wakes. I could see Dustin’s face. He was wearing dark aviator sunglasses as he made a perfect landing three hundred feet from the end of the pier. He taxied closer, bringing the seaplane up to the dock like he was operating a boat.

He shut off the single engine and opened the pilot’s door. “Catch,” he said, tossing a rope to me.

I tied it down on one of the two rusted boat cleats. He stepped from the left pontoon onto the dock. “Sean, how the hell are you? Gimme a Delta Force hug.”

I rarely use the term jack of all trades, but in Dustin’s case, it’s accurate. At just under six feet, he had the lean body of an NFL quarterback. He moved and thought quickly. His angular face was tanned, and his hazel eyes carried a light of amusement and daring. It made him fearless in dealing with the Taliban during our time together in Delta Force.

“Thanks for coming, Dustin. I like the place you picked to land the plane and meet. Haven’t seen a pelican, but it’s remote and perfect for what we need to do.”

“Absolutely. Because I live here in the islands, I can fly in and out of them without having to deal with immigration. And since I have a seaplane, I can just about pick any landing field where there’s water.”

“Did you bring weapons?”

“Is my plane floating on water? Hell yeah, I brought firepower. You think we’re gonna need it?”

“Yes.”

“You’re too subtle, Sean. I have two ASKR long rifles, a 12-gauge Remington with plenty of buckshot, and four sidearms—Glock 45s to be exact.”

“That should cover most circumstances.”

“What other circumstances do you have in mind?” He grinned.

“We could be facing a dozen men or more. And right now, there are only two of us.”

“But you don’t know where the Hatteras Gypsy is being stowed.”

“No, but I have an idea.” I told Dustin everything that had happened since I arrived on the island. “Could Gypsy be somewhere around Schmidt’s Marina? I think that’s a possibility. It’s not a typical marina, at least not from what I saw at the front of the building, the side that’s away from the water. At closing time, a couple of pit bulls are released into the boatyard.”

“This is the Bahamas. The crime rate’s rising. You could only see the front of the building when you went there? Let’s get this bird in the air and have a look from a few hundred feet over the marina.”

When we climbed into the seaplane, Dustin pointed to the arsenal of guns and ammo secured in the rear area. He started the engine, and we pulled away from the dock. In less than a minute, we were rising out of Pelican Lake. We both wore headsets with mics clipped to them. Dustin keyed his mic and said, “We’re only a couple of miles from the west end. A yacht club is there. A few boatyards are between the west end and Schmidt’s Marina, which is closer to the port. It would make sense to surveil this area first. We can see if they’ve moved the Hatteras somewhere here before we fly over toward Schmidt’s and then cover the rest of the island.”

“Let’s do it. Here’s something to look for—Ben Wilson, an ex-Marine, had the letters SF painted on the rooftop of his Hatteras. It was in the center of a blue circle.”

“I assume it stands for Semper Fi.”

“Yes.”

“The thieves have probably painted over it by now.”

“Possibly. But because the roof is high, you’d never see the letters from anywhere on the ground. You’d only see it from an elevated height. I’m hoping they’ve missed it thus far.”

Dustin grinned. “That’s a damn great target. Maybe we’ll get lucky.” He pushed the throttle, the little plane gaining altitude and heading due west. We covered the distance quickly. The visual below was a combination of white beaches, emerald-green water, condos, and multimillion-dollar homes.

Dustin pointed to a large marina below us. “That’s Old Bahama Bay Yacht Club. They’re gonna get their panties in a wad, but I’ll do a flyover at a low height. I’ll look from the port side. You check it out from the starboard. Since this is an amphibious plane, I can use nautical terms.” He laughed, dropping altitude a couple hundred feet.

I spotted what looked like at least two hundred boats from my side of the seaplane. Lots of superyachts that were sparkling white and nestled among other million-dollar yachts. It will be easy to spot a sixty-foot Hatteras. A boat like that would be one of the smaller vessels in the harbor. I keyed my mic. “From my side of the plane, I can only see one Hatteras. But the boat’s at least eighty feet, and it’s a convertible.”

“Same scene over here. I see a couple of large sport fishing boats. Neither one is a Hatteras. From here, let’s turn around and start toward the east. We’ll hug the coastline and fly over a couple more marinas before we get close to the port. From there, Schmidt’s is going to be very close.”




SEVENTY-SEVEN

Dustin was a risk-taker, but flying directly over an international port at a low altitude was a risk he didn’t want to take. He flew the seaplane half a mile south of Freeport Container Port and said, “The Bahamians don’t have an air force, but they have a lot of Royal Police boats. I don’t want to land back at Pelican Lake and be greeted by one of them. Especially since we got a cache of weapons and ammo aboard this plane.”

I nodded. “Understood. Even though Grand Bahama is a relatively small island from an aerial perspective, spotting a boat like Gypsy isn’t easy.”

Dustin flew southeast from the massive container port, lowering the plane’s altitude, flying low and slow over some marinas and boatyards. He pointed. “There’s a Hatteras convertible, and from here, it looks about the size of Gypsy. I don’t see the SF letters on her roof. I’ll get closer for a better look, but the letters could have been painted over.”

He did half a circle and flew about three hundred feet over the marina. I looked at the Hatteras. Even if it had a fresh paint job, I could tell it wasn’t Gypsy. The cockpit area was a little larger. “That’s not her. It’s close, but no cigar.”

“That might change when we fly over Schmidt’s. I’m headed there now.”

In about three minutes, we were getting close to another marina. Although I hadn’t seen the front bayside of Schmidt’s, I recognized the building and parking lot. It was one of the larger marinas that we’d seen. There were at least 150 boats of all sizes, lengths, and models moored across seven docks.

Dustin opened his mic. “That’s Hawksbill Creek. From here, it looks like a river. But when you get half a mile north, it narrows. The creek snakes its way to the north shore and spills out into the sea.”

“Ben’s body was recovered in deep water at sea northwest of the airport. And the access to that area from the island is easy using a shallow-draft speedboat to navigate the creek and going out into the ocean. Schmidt’s would be the closest marina in that route to the sea.”

“We’ll fly over Schmidt’s a couple of times, pass over two other boatyards southeast of it, and then head east. I see plenty of boats out of the water, with some in various states of reconditioning in the yard. But I don’t see a Hatteras. They have some big damn yachts in there.”

I said nothing as I studied the boats, yachts, and people. I counted seven men working on sailboats and powerboats in the boatyard. Two others, men wearing untucked shirts, stood on opposite sides of the marina. I assumed they were the visible sentries and that their group worked for Otto Schmidt, the marina’s owner. However, they also could be working for Dario Cardona. I didn’t see Schmidt, Dario, or Miguel in the yard.

As Dustin flew over some large yachts, each more than 120 feet, something caught my eye. It was a Hatteras. “Dusty, take a look at that.” I pointed to where the boat was moored.

He lifted his sunglasses for a moment. “That’s a Hatteras, and she’s a convertible. Looks to be about the right size, but I don’t see an SF painted on the top of her enclosure. We’ll keep looking and maybe circle back if we don’t find a better match.”

“Wait. From a distance, it looks like the white paint on the boat’s roof is a slight bit lighter than the rest of the color on the Hatteras.”

Dustin grinned. “That’s often the case in the islands because the sun’s so damn hot. It takes a toll on a boat’s roof, making the top of the boat fade a little whiter.”

“Let’s take a second look.”

“No sweat. Just keep in mind, we can buzz a place like that once in a seaplane, and nobody is gonna think anything of it. If we head back and fly over it a second or third time, they’ll get suspicious.”

“I need to see something on that boat. Where’s your binoculars?”

Dustin reached in a console and handed me a pair of binoculars. “Here you go. I’ll turn and do another approach.”

I said nothing, using two hands to hold the binoculars to my eyes. Dustin throttled back and slowed his plane. As we flew by the Hatteras again, he said, “I can see her name on the back transom. Wanderlust. It’s not Gypsy.”

“Hold steady. I’m trying to get a closer look.”

“At the transom?”

“No, something else.” I held the binoculars against the plane’s windshield to steady the motion. I spotted the sun’s reflection from an object. And there it was. A plaque about the size of a small plate. I could see the image of a gypsy moth.

“Sean, there’ a guy just outside the doorway of the marina office with his own binoculars, and he’s got ‘em trained on us. Also, the two guys posted down there on sentry duty are looking up at us and walking over toward the guy with the binocs. We’re on their radar.”




SEVENTY-EIGHT

Dustin flew the seaplane not too high above the tallest sailboat mast. He looked over at me as he banked the plane toward the east side of Schmidt’s Marina. “Did you see something?”

“That boat is Gypsy.”

“What? How can you tell?”

“Because there’s a brass plaque mounted just above the doorway leading into the salon.”

“How’d you see that?”

“I was looking for it. The owners, Ben and Vivian, bought a plaque, which looks like a small plate, at an antique shop in London. On the plaque is an engraved moth with the word gypsy. The thieves hadn’t removed the antique yet. I saw the reflection of the sun against it.”

“I guess a sniper never loses his touch. Now that we know where Gypsy is, what’s next?”

“Let’s land the plane where you picked me up. We’ll offload the weapons onto my rental Jeep and plan our approach to recovering Gypsy.

***

Miguel Garcia stood in the boatyard near the office. He lowered the binoculars from his eyes. Garcia turned and stepped back into the office. He walked up a flight of stairs to a conference room where Dario Cardona, Leo Benson, and Otto Schmidt were sitting at table. Three laptop computers were open. Bottles of water sat within their reach. Garcia set his binoculars down. “I think, somehow, we were followed. And it’s from the freakin’ air.”

“What are you talking about?” asked Benson, cocking his head like he heard a bad joke.

“The guy that Dario told you about, O’Brien, I think he was in a seaplane flying low over Hawksbill Creek and the marina.”

Benson exchanged glances with Cardona and said, “You tried to take him out in the Jeep he was sitting in. You missed! Then you said you had eight men canvass every hotel in Freeport, and nobody had seen or heard of this guy. What is he, a ghost? Now you tell me he’s flying in a damn plane looking for that Hatteras?”

Cardona eyed Garcia. “Miguel, you said you think O’Brien was in that seaplane. Are you seeing things, or was he on that plane?”

“He wasn’t the pilot. I’m pretty sure he was the one looking out of the window as the pilot circled the marina and part of the creek. He sure as hell looked like O’Brien. After they flew over the marina a second time, the plane headed west.”

“Have some of your best men drive west. If they see the same seaplane in the air, I want them to shoot it out of the sky. If they can find it on water somewhere and there are no witnesses, take out O’Brien and the pilot.”

***

Dustin circled Pelican Lake as we approached for a water landing. I could see a flock of flamingos near the dock where we’d soon be heading. I wanted to call Dave Collins, but the noise inside the plane was too loud for a phone conversation. I needed to put a plan in motion, and I had very little time to do it before the thieves relocated Gypsy and vanished.

Dustin made a perfect landing and taxied over to the dock. We used two ropes to secure the plane. I called Dave. “We found Gypsy.”

“Great! Where is she?”

“At Schmidt’s Marina, not too far from the port, off Hawksbill Creek.” I gave Dave an update and added, “What we’re looking at is a cartel operating in the Bahamas, and that marina appears to be their covert headquarters in Grand Bahama. Most likely, they’re running out of Nassau and maybe Bimini since it’s the closest island to U.S. soil.”

“What’s your best approach from this point?”

“I’m laser-focused on accomplishing three things for Vivian Wilson. First, find the person who killed Ben. Second, learn who ordered it. And third, recover Gypsy and get her back to Florida. Can you send me a detailed satellite photo of Schmidt’s Marina and the adjacent waterways and access points?”

“Absolutely. What else?”

“Let Skipper see the images. Since he’s an expert at recovering stolen boats—a repo man—we want his input. Let’s get Nick and Skipper on a plane today, if possible, and flown over to Grand Bahama. If there isn’t a flight available, Nassau would work. Dustin, our seaplane pilot, could pick them up in Nassau and fly everyone up to Freeport.”

“I assume you’re requesting Nick because he fished for a year around Grand Bahama and Great Abaco. He knows the waters, and he’s a superb captain behind the wheel.”

“All of the above.”

“I’m standing in Gibraltar’s cockpit, and I can see Nick pulling St. Michael up to its boat’s slip. I’ll walk over and talk with him. Skipper gave us his contact information. I’ll send him the aerial satellite images. Are you going to speak with him before he flies out?”

“Yes.”

“You told me the three things that you want for Vivian. I understand your tactical approach to recovering Gypsy. That, of course, will be quite dangerous. I know why you want to find the person who fired a bullet into Ben, but I’m not sure I know how you’re proposing to locate or hunt down the man who ordered it.”

“When I find the guy who did it, I’ll ask him. And if he points back to Miami and GMS, that’ll be my next stop when I return to Florida.”

“I’ll orchestrate things from his end. If the defecation hits the fan, the Caribbean cartel or the Bahamas police will make an example out of you. And if they’re working together, let’s hope you can cross the twelve-mile line into international waters before they know you’re gone.”




SEVENTY-NINE

As Dustin and I off-loaded the guns and ammo, we heard a car slowing down just beyond the mangroves and sea grapes. Seconds later, there was the sound of car doors closing. Two doors. Probably two people. Dustin looked at me and said, “We have unexpected company.”

“Let’s go greet them.” We slapped ammo magazines into the Glock 45s and walked down the dock to the area where I’d parked the Jeep. Peering through the foliage, we spotted two men slowly approaching the Jeep from the rear. They were stocky, their brown arms knotted with muscle. And both carried a pistol in their hands.

I motioned to Dustin and whispered. “I’ll take the guy on the left. You can focus on his partner. We’ll give them a chance to drop their guns.”

He made a wry smile. “Just like old times, eh, Major O’Brien?”

“Yeah, old times.”

We took a few steps closer as one of the men tried to open the Jeep’s driver-side door. Then he leaned down to peer into the window. I shouted. “Drop your guns!”

They both whirled around, raising their pistols. It was a look Dustin and I had seen too often in the Middle East. Adrenaline and blindly following someone’s orders make a bad combo. A split second before they could pull the triggers, we fired. My round struck the man on the left in the center of his chest. He was dead before he could hit the ground. Dustin’s bullet hit the other man in the stomach. Before collapsing, he managed to pull the trigger, the bullet grazing the tip of Dustin’s ear.

We ran up to the fallen man, snatching the pistol from his hand. He lay in the fetal position, holding his gut, blood oozing between his fingers. I leaned down near his face. “We’ll get an ambulance for you. Who sent you?”

He stared at me. It was the long-distance look of a man who knew he was about to die. I noticed a small gold cross on a chain around his neck. “You have this moment to get right with whomever you believe in—if you believe in God. Who sent you?”

He coughed. Blood was seeping from the right side of his mouth. “Miguel Garcia.”

“Who does he work for?”

“Dario and Leo.”

“What’s Leo’s last name?”

The man stared at something far over my left shoulder. He made a slight smile, taking his final breath. I stood and could almost hear the adrenaline rushing through my veins.

Dustin said, “We gave them a chance. They made the ultimate decision.”

“When your final decision is the worst that you ever make, what’s next?”

“I don’t know. I do know we got to get the hell out of here before a motorist comes by and goes into cardiac arrest from seeing this.”

“Let’s put the bodies in their SUV and send it into the lake. By the time someone finds them, we’ll be long gone.”

***

It was almost sunset when we picked up Nick and Skipper from the airport. They met us in the parking lot, away from surveillance cameras. Both carried a small overnight bag. When they climbed into the Jeep’s backseat, I made the introductions and added, “We’re glad you two could make it. We need to execute this mission before Gypsy is repositioned somewhere.”

Nick’s eyebrows arched, looking at the bullet hole in the splintered windshield. “Too bad this Jeep didn’t come with bulletproof glass. I told you that one day you’d be needin’ me to help you on a case. I just thought it’d be a little closer to home. No worries. I know Grand Bahama and these waters.”

“That’s going to be key,” said Dustin.

“Just glad we’re not trying to snatch a sailboat. We’d never make it to international waters. Speakin’ of blow boats, Sean told me how you and your seaplane found Dragonfly.”

“We got lucky on that one. This challenge we’re facing now is completely different.”

Skipper said, “I reviewed the satellite images and tried to get a good handle on Schmidt’s Marina, the surrounding businesses, and most importantly, our escape route. I have some ideas on how to pull this thing off. Sean, is pulling off a fast repo on the Hatteras all we need to do or does something else come into play?”

“That’s part of it. One third, to be exact. I have a small conference room we can use to strategize our approach and getaway. We’ll pick up some food and water, head there, and break it all down.”

***

Miguel Garcia and Manny Baptiste walked around the boats that were out of the water and in Schmidt’s Marina boatyard. More than two dozen yachts and sailboats were in various states of repair or repainting. Garcia looked at his wristwatch. “Where the hell are Lukas and Aiden? They should have called back by now.”

Baptiste glanced over at the Hatteras with the new name, Wanderlust. “Give ‘em a call.”

Garcia nodded and pulled his phone from a back pocket to make the call. After a few rings, it went to voicemail. He did the same thing with the other number; it too went to voicemail. He looked over at Baptiste. “Something’s wrong. Neither one of them is answering.”

“That’s weird.”

“O’Brien is only one man.”

“Could be he teamed up with the pilot of that seaplane.”

“But Lukas and Aiden are two of our best. It’d be hard to get the jump on them. And if they found that seaplane in the sky or on the water, with one of their long rifles, it’d be like shooting ducks in a barrel.” Garcia’s phone buzzed with a text. He looked at the screen. “It’s Leo. We gotta go up there and tell them that we have no damn idea where Lukas and Aiden are right now. How do you think that’s gonna play?”

“Do you believe O’Brien may have spotted that Hatteras from the air?”

“I doubt it. There are so many boats around here. Even if he did, it’s been repainted and renamed. Also, the boat’s leaving here tomorrow morning.”

They walked back into the marina and climbed the flight of steps to the office. Leo and Dario were finishing a conference call with GMS in Miami. Leo said, “We’re repositioning the Hatteras to Nassau for our chain run. How many passengers are we taking from Freeport to Nassau and then on for that pickup in Bimini?”

The man on the phone said, “We expect eight Chinese out of Freeport. At least that’s how many have paid. Three Haitians and five Venezuelans in Nassau. Negotiations are underway for the passenger pickup in Bimini. I think it’s a family of four. Now that we have the right kind of boats, large and fast like the Hatteras, we’ll be stepping up the runs to Florida. We want to do at least three a week. What’s the situation with this guy, O’Brien? Have you stopped him?”

“Hold on a second, Stuart. Garcia and Baptiste just arrived.” He eyed both men as they came through the open door. “You heard the man. What’s the situation with O’Brien? Did Lukas and Aiden find him and take care of the problem?”

Garcia cleared his throat and looked at the speaker phone in the center of the table. “Lukas and Aiden haven’t checked in, and they aren’t returning our calls.”

Leo Benson grunted. “And what the shit do you two think that means?”

“I’ll tell you what it means,” said Stuart Dawson on the speakerphone. “The Freeport division of our global operation is weak. Do you know what I do with weak people?”

No one spoke.

“I replace them. Like an arm infected with gangrene, I cut it off. Part of this company has the word solutions in it. You create a solution to this problem, and you do it now. Is that understood?”

Dario said, “Absolutely. We’ll find and take care of the problem immediately.”




EIGHTY

Usually, a backroom strategy meeting deals with some type of clandestine corporate move. This one, in a backroom at Lankford Marine, was an approach where life and death were in the balance. As Dustin, Nick, Skipper and I sat at a four-by-six-foot foldout table with hard plastic chairs around it, I thought about a sinister gathering probably happening somewhere on Grand Bahama. That one would be focusing on killing me and anyone I was working with.

Since dead men don’t talk, the two assassins who drew on me and Dustin would not be reporting back to their superiors. Alarm bells were probably going off across the island and any other parts of the Bahamas where the cartel operated. An invader—the threat I represented—was an immediate and dangerous risk to their high-stakes human smuggling and boat theft operation.

Skipper looked at a map on the wall of Grand Bahama Island and said, “When I repo a boat or a car, one of the first things I consider is an exit strategy. With a car, I can hook it to a tow truck, and off I go from someone’s driveway at two in the morning. Boats, though, especially yachts like Gypsy, the only getaway is by water.”

Nick nodded. “My goal would be to get Gypsy into international waters the quickest way.”

Dustin gestured toward the map. “That would be by taking her from Schmidt’s and heading south for a couple of miles until we hit the bay near the port’s harbor. From there, the Atlantic is close.”

Skipper stood by the map, pointing out the area. “This is the fastest, but it’s a route that has harbor police, customs’ officials, and the Bahamas navy. These islands don’t have an army or an air force, but they own plenty of marine patrol boats. And a lot of them are in and around the port.”

“There’s always the exit to the north, taking Hawksbill Creek into the Atlantic.”

Nick said, “It’s almost three times longer to hit open water going north up the creek rather than down it. Gypsy can make it during a high tide easily. It’ll be a challenge at a low or ebbing tide. We won’t have to worry about that if we head south toward the port. But, like Skipper said, we might face the Bahamas police and marine patrol officers. What do you think, Sean?”

“I think that the last thing this cartel will do is call the police because we’re taking back a stolen yacht. I’m sure they’ve removed all vessel serial numbers and IDs. I have a copy of the boat’s title from Vivian. We could prove Gypsy was stolen. But it would be a messy process because we’re going to have to use force to take her back. When that happens, the Bahamas police won’t care who’s right or wrong until they can sort it all out.”

Dustin said, “And, just like the cartels down in ol’ Mexico, we don’t know who on the police force here might be on the take.”

Skipper laughed. “That’s the damn truth. Sean, when you and Dustin picked us up at the airport, you said the repo of Gypsy was one third of the mission. What are the other two thirds?”

“I must find out who murdered Ben Wilson. That’s one part. The other is learning who ordered the killing. To do that, we’re going to have to interface with and question people like Miguel and his boss, Dario. Another will be this guy Leo, a name that one of the two hitmen gave me before he caught the bus to hell.”

Skipper looked at the map of Grand Bahama Island and blew out a long breath. I can tell you the very best ways to repo Gypsy in the day or night. But I’m not used to doing an interrogation with marina or dock workers before I snatch a boat. I have bribed a security guard or two with money, booze, and hookers to look the other way. I’ve also done the same thing with other people at marinas—those who might get in my way of a repo. I’ll pay extra for a boat’s keys, but that’s not always possible. Nevertheless, I have been trained by the best in the business to hotwire just about any boat. It won’t be hard to do that with the Hatteras if we don’t find the key.”

“That’s good to know,” said Dustin. “Sean, how do you want to handle our approach?”

“That depends on the next phone call.”

“What do you mean?”

“Sometimes the FBI will deputize a U.S. citizen to do what bounty hunters do in circumstances involving the apprehension of fugitives, especially those overseas and running from murder charges. Ben Wilson was murdered in the Bahamas, but he was an American citizen. We can save the FBI time and money by doing a citizen’s arrest if we can find the guy who pulled the trigger. From there, we can grab the killer and extradite him to the States.”

Skipper’s eyes opened wider. “So, let me understand this. You want to kidnap the murderer, throw him in the boat we’re taking, weave through the Bahamas’ marine patrol, and aim for international waters? And that’s all following a takedown of a bunch of bad asses at Schmidt’s Marina, right?”

“Right.”

He grinned. “At this point, I’m not sure what I signed up for, but it’ll be one repo job story I can tell my grandkids one day—that’s if I live to tell it. What’s next?”

“A phone call to the FBI.”




EIGHTY-ONE

I wasn’t going to put FBI agent Sara Ward on speakerphone because of the sensitive nature of what I was about to ask her. I made the call and walked over to a window in the marina office with a view of the docks and harbor. She answered after a couple of rings. “Sean, I was hoping you’d call. Do you have anything new?”

I told her what happened during the last few days and added, “GMS out of Miami, is a dressed-up version of a Mexican cartel. Both steal boats and people, and each one is in the business of human trafficking and smuggling. And that ties into the connection with the two men who made the mistake of trying to rob and steal from Wynona.”

“I’m listening.”

“Due to the kind of revenue gangs like Tren de Aragua represent, GMS and its law firm, Lowenstein, Akers, and Wexler, are in the business of smuggling people into the country for a lot of money. I believe they’re getting kickbacks from the gang for legal muscle protection. It’s basically a vicious, full circle of evil. Build an armada fleet through boat theft, export and transport bad seeds from other countries, collect a hefty toll, and import them into the U.S. Then sit back and watch the corrupt spores take root on American soil, where they can turn around and offer legal services when these gangs commit crimes. Unfortunately, it’s never-ending—they are always committing crimes.”

“What you’re telling me is that GMS, directing its field soldiers in the Caribbean, is smuggling Venezuelans, Chinese, Syrians, Iranians, and others from the islands and the Bahamas into remote stretches of Florida’s beaches under the cover of darkness. There is no U.S. Customs, ICE, or border patrol anywhere because these are amphibious landings at unknown crossings. And there is no country, such as Mexico, that’s bordering ours from where they cross over into Florida. They simply jump off a boat at the shore and walk into America. No papers. No documentation. Nothing but infiltration. Sounds to me like they’re burning the criminal candle on both ends. What a lucrative business.”

“But they made three very bad mistakes. The first was trying to hijack Wynona’s car. The second was stealing Ben and Vivian Wilson’s boat, then murdering Ben and dumping his body at sea with their smug arrogance. I know the FBI can deputize U.S. citizens in certain circumstances. I’d suggest that this situation will qualify. Can you deputize me?”

Sara was quiet a second. “I’ve been here more than a decade, and I’ve never been asked that question or been involved in trying to have someone deputized to do FBI work outside of U.S. borders. This is a director-level decision. All I can do is ask, and we can go from there.”

“Time’s running out. I know the Bureau is a large bureaucracy, hence the word, but can you expedite this? The lives of others will depend on it.”

“I’ll do my very best. I’ll call or text you as soon as possible. Stay safe. You have a beautiful family, and your wife is a friend of mine.”

“Safe is a word that changes meaning in combat. Rather than stay safe, I want to simply stay alive.”

“We’ll talk soon.” She clicked off.

I walked back to the table where Dustin, Nick, and Skipper waited. They’d heard my side of the conversation with Sara.

“What’s the situation?” asked Nick.

“I normally never involve the FBI or any police agency in a case that I take because the cases I handle are often cold and lost in the shuffle. Clients come to me when they have nowhere else to go. But what we’re doing here and now, I think, will lead to the head of the snake in a high-rise office building on Miami Beach. It’ll be a challenge to walk in there, neutralize security, avoid cameras, and carry him outside. The FBI can be more effective with a warrant. We just need to provide them the powder for their guns.”

“Piece of cake,” said Dustin. “We’ve been in tougher spots.”

Nick shook his head. “I haven’t, but I’m ready to roll.” He eyed me. “What if the FBI says thanks but no thanks?”

“We do what we must do and let the chips fall where they will. I think our best approach might be to hit Schmidt’s from its most open and vulnerable side. That would be via the water. We can rent a boat here at Lankford Marine and head north toward Schmidt’s. I want to pull up to the area where they have Gypsy moored. If they haven’t moved her yet, the boat is in a slip sandwiched between two very large yachts. They did that to hide Gypsy as they hauled her out of the water for repainting and changing her identity.”

Skipper sat back down. “Are you sayin’ that we shove off from here in a boat and tie up next to where the Hatteras is docked? Then what?”

“When you want to take the island, you burn your boat. We won’t be returning it. This is under the cover of darkness. We’ll off-load some of the weapons onto Gypsy’s cockpit. From there, Skipper, you can do your thing. Go into full repo mode. Break into Gypsy if she’s locked. Hunt for keys in the wheelhouse. If you can’t find them, hotwire the ignition. Fuel is a big thing. I’m hoping the tanks are full since this cartel is readying the boat for a run.”

Dustin said, “The last thing we need is to stop for fuel if we’re being chased in boats by these crooks or the Bahamas police.”

Nick nodded. “My palms are sweaty, and we’re not even on Gypsy. What happens after Skipper starts his repo thing?”

“You stay with him. You’re our captain, and you’re piloting the getaway boat. Nobody can read the water like you do, Nick. We’ll be going balls to the wall when we leave, and our exit route will probably stray from the channel markers.”

“Gotcha. Where will you and Dustin be while Skipper and me are prepping the boat ride from hell?”

“We’ll be trying to penetrate the enemy by surprise, seeking answers to a couple of burning questions. And, quite literally, we might be taking prisoners. That could depend on what the FBI does or doesn’t do.”

Dustin grinned. “Sean, I know you. And I know you’d only be open to working with the feds as a last resort. If they say no, or even worse, become territorial, what’s your plan?”

“If they say no, we continue our mission. I have an idea how to draw the head of the snake out of its lair in Miami. We’re operating outside the U.S. The FBI can’t get territorial in another country. At that point, we’re bounty hunters working for Vivian and her insurance company to get Gypsy back to the states.”

Skipper looked at his SCUBA diver wristwatch. “You said we’re gonna rent a small boat from this marina and then head to Schmidt’s. When do you wanna shove off?”

“At 3 a.m. We’ll get you guys booked into a hotel. Get some sleep. You’ll need it. Dustin and I talked about him relocating his seaplane to a dock on the west side of Freeport Harbor, leading into the Atlantic. After we repo Gypsy and get into the harbor, we can drop Dustin off at his plane. He’ll fly an aerial recon surveillance for us as we head west toward Florida. If anyone is chasing us, Dustin will see it from the air.”

Nick nodded and leaned closer. “What are you gonna do now?”

“After I rent the boat, I’m going to the restaurant next door and buying four chickens.”




EIGHTY-TWO

The call I wanted came at an unexpected time. It was close to 10:30 p.m. when FBI Special Agent Sara Ward reached me in my hotel room. “Sean, I finally heard back from the deputy director of the Bureau. It’s not good.”

“What did he say?”

“He said we won’t deputize you on foreign soil.”

“And that’s coming after some of the crimes were committed on U.S. soil and an American was murdered in pursuit of his stolen property?”

“Yes. I’m sorry, but right now you’re on your own.”

I said nothing, thinking about my next steps as I stood by the window in my dark hotel room that overlooked the inky Atlantic Ocean.

“Sean, are you there?”

“I’m here. Thanks for trying.”

“One other thing.”

“What’s that?”

“The deputy director and the director, for that matter, relayed this to me: Stand down and let the Bahamas police handle the case.”

“How do you think that’s going when this Caribbean cartel has a lot of people on the take? How are police investigations working in Mexico under the influence of those cartels? Last year, a few close ex-Delta Force friends and I pulled one of our kidnapped brothers out of there. He was working for the DEA, and nobody did a damn thing to penetrate the cartel that held him hostage. Now he’s back in San Diego with his wife and kids.”

I heard Sara blow out a deep breath. “I’m on your side. That’s why I joined the Bureau—to make a positive difference. But my hands are tied. I wish I had better news.”

“No sweat. It’s amazing how well you can see the stars on a moonless night.”

“What do you mean?”

“Nothing. Just making an observation. Goodnight, Sara.” I clicked off and watched a container ship’s lights move off the horizon as the freighter came closer to the port. It was arriving from the west. That would be the same direction we’d be taking Gypsy if our mission was successful. If not, there would be casualties on both sides.

I felt a churning in my gut. It was the same feeling I used to get in Afghanistan, Syria, and Iraq when we were about to move into certain combat zones. No matter how well you’ve planned, there were always things you couldn’t foresee because some things aren’t issues until the moment they are. It was the unknown becoming the known, like stepping over a log and onto the back of a rattlesnake. No warning rattle—only a deadly and silent strike.

I sat down on the edge of the bed and called Wynona. “I was hoping you’d call tonight,” she said, the sound of cicadas in the background.

“Sorry to call so late. Are you on the back porch?”

“Yes, how’d you know?”

“I can hear the night chorus down by the river.”

“It’s a lovely night sky filled with bright stars that are reflecting from the river’s surface. What are you seeing right now in the Bahamas?”

“The ocean meeting with the cosmos at the horizon.”

“I’m sure it’s beautiful. The kids are asleep, and Max is on my lap. We all miss you, and don’t ever worry about calling late. What’s the status of your investigation?”

“It’s happening early tomorrow morning.” I gave Wynona a quick summary and added, “I’m counting on the element of surprise to give us the advantage we need. I want to keep Nick and Skipper aboard Gypsy, away from the marina office, in case it becomes intense.”

“That’s wise. I’m sorry Sara couldn’t persuade the FBI brass to deputize you. It was done when I was there. The Bureau does it sometimes, like in the circumstances you’re in right now. They just rarely talk about it because of the potential liability. I know you wouldn’t have reached out to them if you had a better choice.”

“When you and the kids were dragged into this, and after Ben was murdered, I had only one choice. And that was to drill down to the source. Now that I’ve found it, there’s no turning back. After I spoke with Sara, I had to adapt to my next option—not a plan B—but rather an alternative move.”

“I hope it’s as effective or even better to indict people within GMS. As I sit here on our back porch, looking at the night sky with little Max curled in my lap, I see the dog star—or Sirius. It’s the brightest in our galaxy. Can you see it, Sean, from where you are tonight?”

“Yes, I see it.”

“We’re looking at the same light, and it’s been traveling for nine years to greet us. We’re staring into the past. That star could already be gone from the heavens, and yet we still see and feel its light. I love you. Get some rest and bring your light home. Good night.” She clicked off.

I looked above the horizon and into the night sky at the Sirius star, thinking about what Wynona said. I laid down on the bed and set the alarm on my phone.

In the dark of the room, I could smell the scent of roasted chicken that I’d put in sealed, plastic bags.

Within four hours, my second option to approach Schmidt’s Marina would be unfolding.




EIGHTY-THREE

I always return things I rent or borrow. That wouldn’t be the case this early morning. When I rented the 20-foot Sea Ray from dockmaster Larry at Lankford Marina, I told him that I wouldn’t be taking the boat too far. “Just around the corner,” I’d said. “In case you have to go pick it up, let me give you a couple hundred dollars more, and you can keep the deposit.” He seemed happy with that.

It was 3:15 a.m., under the cover of night, when Dustin, Nick, Skipper, and I loaded the guns and ammo onto the Sea Ray. We put the rifles, a shotgun, and the Glocks under a tarp in the center of the boat’s hull floor. Nick glanced at the big Mercury outboard and said, “We got 400 horses to move us through these channels. They’ll get us there soon. No problem. It’s the leaving that’s gonna be interesting.”

Skipper said, “Just get me on the Hatteras. If I can’t find a key, I’ll have it ready to start when y’all get done with whatever it is you’re plannin’ on doin’ inside the marina.”

Dustin smiled. “We’ll do only what we have to accomplish—find what we need and get the hell out of there.”

“I’ve done a shitload of boat repos, but none of them like this. I’ve never intentionally poked a stick into a hornet’s nest. It’s always the opposite. Get in quietly and get out. I smell roasted jerk chicken in those bags. Is that gonna be our lunch?”

“That depends on how much the dogs eat.”

“What dogs?” asked Nick.

“There are two large pit bulls guarding Schmidt’s after closing. They’re inside the fenced enclosure. Sometimes, the best way to calm your enemy is to feed him. When we enter the locked gates, we’ll toss the chickens to the dogs. In theory, they’ll go in the opposite direction from us to eat. Since Dustin and I will have fed them, we might be perceived as providers and not as intruders. We have two more roasted chickens in case the dogs are fast eaters and slow learners.”

Dustin eyed me. “You cover the bases, Sean. What’s that bat for?”

“If the dogs are ungrateful eaters, we might have to subdue them. I never want to shoot any dogs. But I don’t want to lose a hand or a chunk of thigh.” I looked at Nick. “Start the engine. Let’s roll.”

The big Mercury outboard motor rumbled in the quiet of the marina. Most of the hundred or more boats moored to the docks were dark. I could see some lights burning on less than a dozen vessels. We eased away from the mooring and headed toward Hawksbill Creek and Schmidt’s Marina.

We move in silence as Nick kept the Sea Ray at a no-wake speed, maneuvering around the docks and boats. The early morning air felt heavy and laced with the smell of salt and decaying barnacles. Within a few minutes, we’d cleared Lankford Marina and were now entering Hawksbill Creek, heading north toward Schmidt’s.

I scanned the area, looking for any sign of the Bahamas police boats. I could hear no cars moving on Queen’s Highway, which was behind us. I could barely see the lights from the Grand Bahama Shipyard to the west over the mangroves. Nick slowly pushed the throttle down, and the Mercury hummed as the Sea Ray got on plane and zipped over the surface of Hawksbill Creek.

Dustin got my attention, pointing to a boat on the water in the starboard direction. He used a pair of binoculars to surveil it. The boat was larger than the one we were in, and it was moving south at eight knots or more. “It’s a trawler,” he said. “Probably a Jefferson. I see one guy in the pilothouse, and he’s not looking our way.”

“Good.”

Nick nodded and kicked the speed up a notch. I glanced up in the night sky and thought about what Wynona had said on the phone. That star could already be gone from the heavens, and yet we still see and feel its light. I love you. Get some rest and bring your light home.

Five minutes later, we could see the lights from Schmidt’s Marina as we rounded a slight curve in Hawksbill Creek, which was wide like a river. Nick lowered the speed to less than three knots as we circled around boats and docks. He looked over at me. “Where are we heading?”

I pointed. “Gypsy was moored between those two superyachts. I don’t think anyone is aboard either one. They’re both dark.”

He nodded and steered the Sea Ray between the big yachts. We could now see Gypsy tied to a smaller dock. Nick grinned. “There she is. Like an old friend. The crooks might have repainted her, but you can’t paint over Gypsy’s nautical soul.”

“Just get me aboard,” said Skipper, standing from his seat. He carried a small canvas duffle bag he called his tool kit. I never did a background check on Skipper, and at that moment, I wondered if he’d ever spent time in prison. Didn’t matter. If so, maybe he learned a lesson. Right now, his skills were vital to the success of our mission.

Nick pulled the Sea Ray to the opposite side of the dock from where Gypsy was moored. He cut the engine. The only sound was the water splashing against the hull. We secured the boat, removed the guns, and got out. I scanned the immediate area. There were yachts and sailboats of all sizes and models. I couldn’t see lights burning on or in any of them. I wondered how many of the vessels were stolen or hijacked.

I reached back in the Sea Ray and removed a medium-sized plastic bag. I had scooped some ice from a machine at the hotel and put it in the bag to keep the chickens cool. Dustin handed me one of the Glocks 45s and an extra magazine of ammo. We put the rifles and shotgun in Gypsy’s cockpit. Nick and Skipper climbed aboard. I glanced up at the entrance to the salon and could see that the brass plate with the gypsy moth was gone.

“I’ll have this Hatteras purring in less than fifteen minutes,” said Skipper.

I nodded. “Just get Gypsy started and check the fuel levels then shut her off until I call you or Nick. When that happens, have the dock lines untied and ready to pull out of here.”

“Will do.”

Nick looked at the weapons and ammo in the cockpit. “We’ll take the guns into the wheelhouse and be on high alert. If you and Dustin get in a jam inside that building, let us know, and we’ll come for you.”

I smiled. “Sounds like a plan.”

After Dustin and I slipped on gloves, I motioned for him to head down the dock with me toward the marina. We heard the bark of one dog and could see two of them pacing behind the wrought iron fence like wolves in a cage.




EIGHTY-FOUR

Something happened to the dogs, as if a switch was flipped. There was no barking, only deep guttural growling. They stood behind the iron gate, staring at us. They were thick with muscle and had wide chests and canine teeth, like white daggers in lip-curling snarls. I looked over at Dustin. “Why don’t you give them a peace offering while I pick the lock?”

“Maybe you should have ordered a few more chickens—the whole flock. These charming fellas look hungry.” He reached in one of the bags, ripped drumsticks off the chicken, and tossed them over the gate in different directions. The dogs stopped growling and chased after the food, their nostrils quivering and ears cocked.

I unzipped the leather case I carried with my lockpicking tools inside. It was a simple lock. I quickly opened it as the pit bulls were finishing their appetizers. I eyed Dustin. “I’ll take one chicken. You take the other. When we open the gate, you feed your dragon, and I’ll feed mine. If that doesn’t work, the bat under my belt will have to be used. I won’t kill them, but I will knock them out if I must.”

“Understood. Let’s hope we don’t have to make that decision.”

We opened the gate, holding the whole chickens like a trainer holds a fish at Sea World for a killer whale to rise from the surface and snatch it. I tossed my chicken fifty feet to the left in the boatyard. Dustin did the same thing with his cooked bird, throwing it far toward the right. Both dogs trotted off and sat down to eat. I pointed to the front door. “Let’s go.”

We approached the door, looking for security cameras. There was one at the corner of the building. At this point, I didn’t care whether we were on a camera owned by criminals. They weren’t going to call the police. They’d try to handle it themselves. Egos are always in the mix with crime. They go together like green eggs and ham.

The front door lock was simple to pick. I had it open in less than a half minute. The dogs were eating, growling, and chewing through chicken bones. We opened and quickly closed the door, keeping the marina office lights off. There was the pulse, the beeping of an alarm. We found the control panel in a storage closet. In less than forty-five seconds, we disconnected the battery and cut one of the wires connected to the main power. The beeping stopped.

Dustin looked at me, grinning. “That was close, and we’re not tossing horseshoes. In someone comes in, they’re going to smell the other two chickens I put next to the door. I hope they don’t eat our insurance policy.”

I smiled. “We’ll look around this place and go through the files and records. See what we can find that could be additional evidence, assuming all of this might see the light of day in somebody’s judicial system.”

“Let’s hope it’s Florida and not here. Money talks as justice, and due process walks.”

We used small but powerful tactical flashlights to search the three downstairs offices, opening desk drawers and popping locks on filing cabinets. In the back of one cabinet in the largest of the offices, I found a file labeled GMS. Bingo. I opened it and scanned the ledger, letting out a low whistle.

“What’d you find?” asked Dustin.

“I’m looking at receivables, pro forma invoices, and bills of lading, all dealing with imports, exports, vessel sales, and changes of registration. The freight or commodities records, I believe, are human beings smuggled like drugs or weapons from the Caribbean and Venezuela into the U.S. and Mexico.”

Dustin shook his head. “Like an octopus, this cartel has some tentacles.”

“The payments from GMS just for shipping and services rendered are totaling more than two million dollars in twelve months. The money was deposited in what amounts to three separate offshore banks with global offices and ties to cryptocurrency, the digital dollar, and moving money around the world at the speed of light.”

“Modern pirates give the words plunder and swashbuckling a whole new meaning.”

I took the files and a laptop computer from the desk. “Let’s have a look up those steps to the second floor.”

We climbed one flight of metal steps, unlocking and opening the door on the top floor. It led down a short hallway to a large office. There were two desks set up on opposite sides of the room. There were no file cabinets. No plants, pictures, or anything to give it a personal look. It functioned solely as a facility to conduct business—clandestine commerce.

“We’ll take those two laptops when we leave. I’d bet there will be some forensic evidence on them. I opened one of the desk drawers and found the brass plaque with the engraved gypsy moth. I took it out. “This came from Gypsy. The proof keeps mounting.”

“Yes, it does. I saw a box of heavyweight trash bags downstairs. I’ll get a couple of them to help us carry this stuff out.” As Dustin started to head downstairs, we heard the front door open. We had seconds before whoever was there went to check the alarm and would find the wires cut. We both pulled the Glocks from under our belts and crept quietly down to the first floor.




EIGHTY-FIVE

I slipped my boat shoes off and walked quietly toward the storage closet. Even from the rear, I recognized him as the man I’d spoken with at the front side of the building. It was Otto Schmidt, and he was cursing in German. Dustin walked up next to me. Schmidt turned around. I smiled. “Good morning, Otto.”

He jumped back like he’d touched a hot electrical wire. “It’s you! The one they call O’Brien. They also say you’re a dead man.”

“Been called worse.”

“How’d you two get in here? The dogs … they are trained to kill.”

Dustin chuckled. “They didn’t seem to have an appetite for us.”

“Why are you here? What do you want?”

I smiled. “Otto, don’t play nautical games. This is quite a business you’re running here. Allowing corrupt companies like GMS to set up shop. Move boats and yachts in and out. Possession of stolen property. And then there’s the case of human smuggling. Oh, what a booming business it’s become in the last few years. You and people like Leo and Dario are criminal entrepreneurs. As opportunists, you see easy access into the U.S., and you go for it.”

“I don’t know who you are talking about.”

“I think you do. I have some of your files. You really should store them in the cloud and behind encrypted servers. But I’m betting that you’re old-school. You like keeping ledgers and profit and loss sheets. But there is no loss in a cash-only business—the cash that GMS sends your way every week.”

“You two won’t make it off this island alive. You’ll be shark food.”

“Like you and some of your thugs tried to do to the man who owned that Hatteras at the end of your dock. You’re running what is basically a chop shop for boats. Getting paid to repaint and refit stolen yachts for smuggling and human trafficking. The FBI’s field office in Miami can and will be over here before you can read the first chapter in Mein Kampf.”

“What do you want?”

“Two small things. The first is you get on your phone and call Leo and Dario. Tell them that they need to come to the marina immediately. You have a concern about the Hatteras you call Wanderlust. The second thing is this: My colleague is going to record you in our little impromptu Q&A session.”

Schmidt looked at me like he was about to have a heart attack. His carotid artery pulsed on the left side of his neck. I continued. “Are you going to continue aligning with those two crooks, Otto? Because, if you are, I’m taking you aboard the stolen boat, Gypsy, that you helped prepare for illicit activities—human trafficking and the smuggling of drugs, guns, and whatever else. Once we hit U.S. soil, it’s all over for you. Do you understand me?”

“Yes, you piece of shit!”

“Watch your temper.” I glanced at Dustin. “Are you ready, Sam?”

He nodded, lifting his phone and turning on the video camera, still pointing his Glock at Otto, who was staring at me. “What is your name?”

“Otto Schmidt.”

“What is your association with Global Marine Solutions?”

“I have no association, at least not directly. I do some occasional work for Leo Benson and Dario Cardona, who are employees with GMS.”

“And what do Cardona and Benson do for GMS, and how are you involved?”

“They find boats, most often in the U.S., steal them, and make the run to Grand Bahama or New Providence. Once there, the vessels are repainted, renamed, and the title identification and paperwork are changed.”

“What are these stolen boats used for?”

“I don’t know. That’s not part of my business.”

I lifted my Glock, keeping the tip of the barrel just out of the camera frame. “You can do better than that, Otto. You do know what the boats are used for. Now is the time to tell us, or you’re going to talk in an FBI interrogation room.”

“Mostly, they smuggle people. But some runs will have drugs and weapons.”

“What people?”

“Anyone who can afford to pay. Chinese. Venezuelans. Syrians. Iranians. Haitians. Whatever.”

“And they also smuggle women and children, don’t they, Otto? These women and children are taken against their will. Right?” I shouted.

“Yes.”

“The boat your marina just repainted and renamed, the 60-foot Hatteras, was it stolen?”

“Yes.”

“What was the name of that yacht before your crew repainted and renamed it?”

“It was called Gypsy.”

“Who killed Gypsy’s owner, Ben Wilson?”

“I don’t know. I never saw the man.”

“Who gave the order?”

“I don’t know. Ask Leo or Dario. I don’t get into anything outside of reconditioning boats. I draw the line at the other stuff.”

I nodded at Dustin, and he stopped the video recording. “Okay, Otto, here is the second thing. Pick up your phone and call Leo or Dario. Tell one of them you need to see both at the marina now so you can show them something that’s happened to the Hatteras. Tell whoever you call first to reach out to the other because both need to see it—it’s urgent.”

Otto stared at me, his dark eyes impassive.

“Do it! If you even are considering saying something that would warn them, let me make one thing very clear to you. I will shoot you in your big gut. You’ll bleed a slow and painful death. And what will make it even more painful is the mental anguish of knowing that you’re dying. You won’t get the same sensation if I shoot you in the head.”

“You are crazy.”

“We can agree on that. The police will think that you walked into a burglary, and the perp shot you. We take the Hatteras and leave. Leo and Dario won’t give a rat’s ass about you. Call one of them and remind him to call the other one. Do it!”

He blew out a sour breath, picking up his phone. His hands were shaking as he tried to punch a number. He held the phone to his ear. “Leo, it’s me. I know it’s early. But there’s an issue with the Hatteras that ….” He paused and listened. “I don’t want to discuss it over the phone. You need to get Dario and come down here now.”

Schmidt rubbed one temple as he listened. “Good. I’ll be waiting.” He clicked off and eyed me. “They’re coming. When they arrive, it won’t just be the two of them. These guys travel with reinforcements, men who know how to kill and enjoy doing it. Like I said, you and your friend won’t make it off the island alive.”

My phone buzzed with a text. Skipper wrote: Got the Hatteras started. Fuel tanks are full. We’re on standby. Just give us the word.




EIGHTY-SIX

It was still dark when I saw headlights from at least two cars pull into Schmidt’s front parking lot. The troops got here in less than half an hour. Dustin peered out one of the windows. After a moment, he came to where I stood, Glock in my hand, Otto Schmidt sitting in a chair next to a desk.

“There are two in one car and five in the second one. The two in one car, a BMW, look about the same age. Both are wearing tropical shirts and shorts. The other five are young. Looks like they’re the muscle when needed. Those guys are all in untucked shirts and jeans. That probably means they’re carrying under those shirts. We got seven hostiles about to enter the building.”

“Stay here, Otto. I don’t have to stand next to you to put a bullet through your heart. It’d be smart to trust me on that.”

I turned on the office lights. Dustin and I stood in an alcove with a clear view of Otto, who sat in the chair, his face stoic and pinched, like he’d been slapped hard. The door leading to the front parking lot opened, and in walked seven men. I recognized Miguel and Dario. I assumed the other man in a yellow and blue island shirt was Leo. He looked at Schmidt. “It smells like chicken in here. Otto, what the hell’s going on? What’s the deal with the Hatteras?”

I nodded to Dustin before Schmidt could look our way and reveal where we stood. I shouted. “Hands up! If any one of you thinks about reaching for a gun, it’ll be your last move.”

All seven of them whirled around. “Hands up!” They complied as Dustin and I aimed the Glock 45s at them, stepping out from the alcove. I looked at the man who’d questioned Schmidt and said, “Here’s the deal with the Hatteras, Leo.” He puffed his chest, the fleshy pink face now strawberry red. “That Hatteras was stolen. You had your men steal her from a gentle elderly couple who called that boat, Gypsy, their second home. And when the owner came over here looking for Gypsy, you killed him.”

“I didn’t kill him.”

“Which one of your men did?”

I noticed the man standing next to Miguel shifted his upper body, fidgeting. He telegraphed that he was the killer, or at least he had something to do with it. I eyed him. “What’s your name?”

“Manny Baptiste.”

“Who told you to kill Ben Wilson?”

He inadvertently glanced at the man called Leo and said, “I didn’t kill anybody.”

The morning sunlight was peeking over the marina. Two car doors shut. I knew that Dustin heard it, too. We had unexpected strangers coming, and we didn’t know if it would be someone wanting to rent a boat or to take our heads off.

In the next ten seconds, we would know.

The door behind us flew open. Two men burst in with guns pulled. The taller of the two fired at me. The bullet blew through a wall to my right. Dustin got off a round, hitting the man in his throat. I shot the other man before he could pull the trigger. At that moment, we knew that three of the seven men in front of us were armed. They pulled on us, bullets flying, glass blowing out of the windows. One round grazed my right shoulder, searing through a quarter inch of flesh. In the hail of bullets, Dustin and I took out three of the shooters. Schmidt hid behind a desk. Two men—Baptiste and Miguel—bolted out the side door with Dario, firing their pistols as they ran away. Leo tried to follow.

I sprinted over to him, grabbing his shirt with my left hand and shoving the Glock’s muzzle under his soft chin. “You’re not going with your pals. You’re coming with us.”

“Huh?” He was trying to catch his breath. “What do you mean?”

I heard car doors slam and tires squealing as the men fled from the marina. I knew they’d be back, returning with more men and guns. Now was the time to exit. I looked at Leo. “Here’s the deal. I know you ordered Baptiste and Miguel to kill Ben Wilson.”

He didn’t try to deny it, his eyes burning with hate. Blood spatter from one of his dead associates was streaked across his tropical shirt and the left side of his round face. “Who gave you that kill order?”

Silence.

“Was it Stuart Dawson?”

There was a startled look in his wide eyes. He made a dry swallow but said nothing.

“It was him. You have a chance to save your fat ass. In exchange for your testimony against Dawson, you could see a reduction in prison time or maybe no time at all.”

“If I testify against him, I’m a dead man anyway. In prison or on the streets, doesn’t matter. They’ll find and kill me.”

“There’s always a possibility for you to go into the federal witness protection program. That’ll probably depend on what you’re willing to tell a U.S. prosecutor.”

“I won’t say a damn thing.”

“You could change your mind on the way to Florida.”

“I’m not going anywhere with you two.”

I backhanded him to the floor. “Yes, you are. Get up and walk down toward the Hatteras you helped to steal.”

Dustin said, “I’ll get the bag with the laptops and files.”

“Text Skipper. Tell him to fire up the Hatteras. We’re taking Gypsy home.”

I waited for Dustin. As we opened the door, the pit bulls arrived. When they saw us, they wagged their stub tails, butts twitching, looking for more chicken. I let the dogs in the office and closed the door. I pushed Benson between his shoulder blades. “Walk!”




EIGHTY-SEVEN

We boarded Gypsy to make the dangerous, one-hundred-forty-five-mile ocean passage. And in the true tradition of pirates 300 years ago, we took a prisoner. In my mind, Leo Benson was going to be a key player in taking down the man that he reported to—Stuart Dawson. I had a hundred plus miles to make Benson see my point of view. It wouldn’t be easy. True justice rarely comes after the crime dust settles.

Skipper had Gypsy’s big diesels purring as Nick climbed into the wheelhouse and eased away from the dock. His immediate challenge would be to head south on Hawksbill Creek and maneuver around the marinas through their no-wake zones while putting distance between Gypsy and whoever Dario would be sending after us.

Dustin opened the doors to the salon, and I shoved Benson inside. “Hands behind your back!” As Dustin held the Glock on Benson, I found rope in one of the compartments and tied his hands and feet to a wooden chair in one corner.

He glared at me. “You’ll never get away with this.”

I said nothing, finishing the knots. I stood, motioning toward Dustin to follow me into the cockpit. I closed the salon doors. We were leaving Schmidt’s Marina in the background, two seagulls following us, squawking. I knew the gulls were a harbinger to others following us.

Dustin said, “Do you think Schmidt will call the Bahamas police?”

“Not after what we got out of him on video. That was our insurance policy and our link to Benson, Cardona, and the GMS operation in the Caribbean and the U.S.”

“What a shit show. Do you think Benson will turn and testify against who you call the head of the snake—Dawson?”

“I think he can be persuaded. After the gunfire stopped, the smoke cleared, and the others burned rubber fleeing, I believe it was one of the men still alive who killed Ben Wilson.”

“Which one?”

“Manny Baptiste. The one wearing the bright white T-shirt with a sailfish on the front of it. He had a physical reaction to the question I asked about the murder. And I had a visceral feeling that he’s the triggerman. He may have pulled it, but Benson or Cardona told him to do it. Just think, something as severe as a murder must have been sanctioned from the ivory tower of the people who are calling the deadly plays in this operation—GMS and its head, Stuart Dawson.”

“This, if we can pull it off, will lead to a criminal trial that will generate a lot of public interest.”

Nick cleared the marina, entering the wide expanse of Hawksbill Creek. He hit the throttles and opened the diesels. Gypsy roared like a dragon, leaving a dudgeon where she’d been kept prisoner. The creek was at least a mile wide at this point. He turned and began heading south toward the commercial port and the Atlantic.

Skipper climbed down from the wheelhouse and approached us. He looked at Dustin. “Can you show me on the map exactly where you stashed your seaplane? I wanna help Nick find the best route that won’t attract the eyes and ears of the Bahamas navy.”

Dustin nodded and took out his phone. He tapped a few keys and pulled up a map of the Freeport harbor. “This is the main port area. My plane is due west of the cruise port on the opposite side of the harbor. There are a few docks in that area. It’s this one in the middle. There are a lot of mangroves and other foliage on both sides of the dock. My plane is right there.” He used one finger to point out the location.

Skipper studied the map. “Okay. We have Bahamas Customs across from the cargo container dockage areas. Customs is just east of Senior Frog’s Grill and the passenger cruise terminal. We got to stay way the hell away from there. It’s crawling with cops. Nick needs to head west, directly across from the cruise port. I’d estimate that your plane is about a half an hour away from that point.” Skipper looked at me. “Has the plan changed since all hell broke loose back there?”

“No, at least not yet. You and Nick head straight across the channel to Dustin’s plane. He’ll get off Gypsy and take to the air. He’ll hang back doing his aerial surveillance, giving us a chance to head straight for the Palm Beach area. If Dustin sees a chase boat coming like a bat out of hell to run us down, he’ll alert us. And we’ll do what we must do to stay afloat and move west.”

Skipper licked his dry lips. “What about that guy you took hostage?”

“He’s not a hostage. He’s a witness. We’re trying to convince him it’ll be in his best interest to join the feds and consider their witness protection program.”

Dustin grinned. “And we’ll try to do it without breaking too many of his bones.”

Skipper shook his head. “Y’all told me you worked together as Delta Force soldiers in the Middle East. Whatever you guys did over there, sure as hell made you into some tough hombres.”

“There’s a lot at stake. Human trafficking. Drugs. Murders. Guns. The stealing of boats. We’ll do whatever we need to do to.”

Skipper made a lopsided grin. “Speaking of guns, don’t everybody look at the same time. North of our starboard side, about a quarter-mile out, is a Royal Bahamas Defense Force patrol boat. I watched it with the binoculars before I came down here. They have a fifty-caliber machine gun on the bow.”

“Right now, we’re just pals cruising the bay,” said Dustin.

“Let’s hope they don’t get a phone call from what’s left of the cartel. That dude tied to the chair in the salon might have a hard time keeping his mouth shut. But what the hell do I know? I’m just the repo guy. Couldn’t find the keys. Had to hotwire her.”

I nodded. “You nailed it.”

“Lemme go topside to give Nick the coordinates and the best route to avoid people in uniform and runnin’ boats that are a lot faster than this Hatteras. Our single goal, after we drop the pilot, is to cross the twelve-mile mark and get into international waters. And right now, twelve miles from this island seems like a hundred.”

Skipper went back into the wheelhouse. I glanced north. The Bahamian patrol boat looked to be larger than Gypsy. The boat was pale gray, the color of a London fog at dawn. It was moving in a southwest direction. Not good. I assumed they were watching us. There was nothing to see. From where the patrol boat was, a sentry on it with binoculars couldn’t see inside our salon.

The American flag that Ben used to fly above Gypsy’s transom was gone. There wasn’t a Bahamian flag replacing it. The yacht’s counterfeit name, Wanderlust across the exterior, had the words Nassau, New Providence, stenciled below it. So, there was no obvious reason for the patrol boat to pull us over.

Then why did it turn and start coming our way?




EIGHTY-EIGHT

I glanced up at the pilothouse and saw Nick looking over his shoulder at the approaching patrol boat. He was anxious. Nick and Skipper were talking strategies as they piloted Gypsy across the wide bay. A cruise ship, Margaritaville, was heading toward the passenger terminal. Nick kept Gypsy within the channel markers, the yacht running across the surface on a fast plane, throwing a wide rooster tail wake behind us.

Dustin studied the patrol boat and said, “We don’t have much to worry about. Two sniper rifles, a 12-gauge shotgun, and four Glock pistols. Plus, enough ammo to wipe out a dozen armed Taliban warriors. Combine our arsenal with the fact we have a man tied to a chair. Yeah, I guess there’s no reason to worry about that boat with its fifty-caliber gun coming closer.”

“Let’s get Benson stowed away in one of the cabins. The guns are hidden in a storage compartment. The Bahamians have no reason to stop and board us.”

“In the islands, they don’t need a reason. It’s all about the scratch and sniff test around this port. If it looks like a duck, walks like a duck, and quacks, it might be a flamingo. So, they check. These guys make a lot of money pulling over boats and slapping owners with fines for the lack of life jackets, safety equipment, and whatever bullshit serves as the reason of the day.”

I said nothing, watching the patrol boat come closer. It was now about a hundred yards away and coming fast. In the next minute, I expected someone aboard to lift a bullhorn to his mouth and order us to stop.

Dustin made a short whistle. “Wonder if that guy, Dario, called somebody he knows on the defense force. Perhaps someone he pays off, ordering we be taken into custody.”

“That’s a possibility. We don’t know who’s corrupt and who’s not.”

Skipper got our attention, pointing in the opposite direction toward the south. Dustin and I looked that way. There was another defense force patrol boat coming north. Were they both going to rendezvous to stop us, or did they have something else in mind?

Dustin smiled. “I guess if we’d chosen to go through the SEAL program and not Delta Force, we’d be better equipped on the open water. Delta Force is great in the mountains, deserts, and swamps. On the seas, we never grew gills. Let’s get Benson stowed out of sight.”

I studied the two boats. “Wait a second. I don’t think they’re coming toward us. It looks like they’re both moving about fifteen degrees closer to the east side of the port harbor.”

Dustin watched the two patrol boats churn through the bluish-green water, each boat throwing a wide wake. Within an instant, they throttled back to less than two knots and stopped as they met. They were about thirty feet apart, two officers talking. Because of the noise Gypsy’s diesels were making, I couldn’t hear what they were saying. But I could tell that they didn’t seem interested in us.

I glanced up at the wheelhouse. Nick had his sunglasses pushed up on the crown of his head. Skipper looked down at me and gave a thumbs up sign. I nodded, and Nick increased the yacht’s speed a knot or two. Within five minutes, the two patrol boats were far behind us.”

Dustin grinned. “Looks like they got better things to do than pull over a Hatteras that’s clearly not smuggling two dozen people from the island.”

“How far do you think your plane is from where we are now?”

Dustin studied the far west side of the harbor. “Nick is heading right for the dock. I’d say we have a mile to go. From here, you can barely make out what looks like a harborside house. It’s a commercial fish house that buys from local fishermen. My plane is about three hundred yards south of that. It’s anchored near a rarely used dock. The plane is in about eight feet of water, not far off the dock. To break in, someone would have to swim out to it.”

“Let’s check on our passenger.”

We entered the salon, and Benson glared at us, like a rabid dog lowering its head and lifting its bloodshot eyes. “They’ll find you, O’Brien. You and your crew won’t make it out of the port before one of our speedboats catches you. And guess what, asshole? We don’t do catch and release.”

“Neither do I.”

“What the hell’s that supposed to mean?”

“You murdered a friend of mine. You traffic human beings like cattle. Figure it out.”

He tugged at the ropes around his wrists and ankles. “Cutting a deal with you would be pure bullshit. No honor among thieves. And that’s what you really are.”

I said nothing. I wanted to have him think about what I could do without a second of hesitation. I didn’t know if it would be a game changer, but the psychological move—the gambit—would get me closer to a checkmate with Benson and the man whose ring he kissed, Stuart Dawson.

I glanced out one of the port windows and could see we were getting closer to land. Skipper opened the doors to the salon and motioned for Dustin and me to come back to the cockpit. We joined him, and he said, “It looks like we’re about a quarter mile to the dock. I spotted it through the binoculars. I couldn’t see anybody on it. The seaplane looks okay.” He eyed Dustin. “What’s your approach to getting on your plane?”

“I’m going to change into some shorts. I’ll put the rest of my clothes in a small waterproof duffle bag. Have Nick get the boat to within thirty feet of the plane. From there, I’ll jump off the boat and swim to it. Once I’m on board, when the anchor’s up and the engine starts, I’ll give you guys a sign to get the hell out of here. You’re very close to the port entrance.”

“Yeah, I know, but we still gotta clock twelve miles in the rearview mirror for me to breathe easier. I’ll go up and relay the plans to Nick. He said that as soon as we cross into international waters, he’s popping a beer. I hate to bust his bubble, but I doubt the bad guys stock beer on Gypsy.” He snorted a laugh and climbed back into the wheelhouse.

In less than a minute, Nick throttled down, the diesels grumbling a protest as they rumbled to a slow speed. Dustin went into one of the berths to change and pack the things he needed. When he returned to the cockpit, Nick was about eighty feet from the seaplane. It sat in gin clear water, bobbling on the two pontoons.

Dustin looked up at Nick and raised his thumb. “That’s good. We’re close enough.” He turned to me. “I’ll keep an aerial recon going for as long as it takes. If I see a chase boat, I’ll radio you guys. I’m taking one of the pistols. If push comes to shove, I might be able to narrow in and fire off a few rounds.”

“If you do that, they’ll be firing back. I don’t want to lose you or your plane out in the Atlantic Ocean.”

Dustin grinned. “I knew we should have been SEALS. He turned and jumped off the transom, swimming like a fish to his seaplane. He hoisted himself up and onto one of the pontoons, unlocked the pilot’s door, and entered the plane. He started the single engine and pulled in the anchor.

Nick made half a circle, heading for the open ocean just as Dustin skimmed over the surface of the water, the seaplane raising in the air like a giant aquatic bird.




EIGHTY-NINE

As we exited the entrance to the port, I looked at the deep blue Atlantic and thought about something I learned in the desert of the Middle East. An elder Bedouin, a man with white whiskers sprouting from a furrowed brown face, was teaching me how to track in an arid region. He said, “Never chase a mirage to find water.” Today, I remembered that as Gypsy crossed the narrow port entrance, where the Atlantic suddenly looked like a vast escape route.

The Florida coast, more than a hundred miles away, was not going to be a mirage. But would the illusion of safety vanish after we moved across the twelve-mile limit? Dustin’s absence from Gypsy meant losing a man who was one of the best with a long rifle. If we were chased by a fast boat, assuming the pursuers had a lot of firepower, I didn’t want Dustin attempting shots with a Glock from a slow-moving seaplane. I wanted him only as our spotter.

Although Nick owned a rifle, he wasn’t very good with any kind of firearm. I had no idea about Skipper’s abilities with guns. I imagined that he had experience, but to what level? In the open seas with the motion of water and moving boats, accuracy with a gun wasn’t easy. Maybe it wouldn’t come to that.

Nick had the diesels wide open. We were hitting some choppy waves a mile out into the ocean. The Hatteras handled everything well, but the chop would slow us down, reducing our speed a knot or two. I looked through one of the salon windows. Benson was staring back at Grand Bahama Island, watching it become smaller the farther we went out to sea. His expression was forlorn, like he missed his train and had no way to find alternate transportation into the city.

I went back into the salon, heading to the storage area where we’d stowed the guns. I loaded both sniper rifles and the 12-gauge shotgun. I put one of the Glocks under my belt, beneath my shirt, and walked into the salon with the rifle.

Benson looked up at me and sneered. “You think you’re a one-man band, huh? When my men arrive, they’re going to drill this boat with holes. After they rescue me, we’ll all sit back and watch you and your men drown like rats.”

I said nothing as he looked at me with contempt.

When I opened the salon door to go outside, he yelled, “I’m personally going to shoot you when you’re swimming in a circle as this piece of shit boat goes down.”

I looked back at him. “I’m betting you told your men to dump Ben Wilson’s body at sea. Imagine if that fate comes back around to you. But there’s a twist, Leo. You won’t be dead when I bury you alive at sea.”

He pulled at the ropes in the chair, his face tomato red. I joined Nick and Skipper in the wheelhouse. Skipper eyed the long rifle I carried. He grinned and said, “Looks like you’re ready for bear. That’s an impressive rifle.”

“We have another one just like it. Do you know how to shoot?”

“Oh, hell yeah. I’ve never used something that fancy, but I’m good with a pistol. I’ve shot plenty of rifles. Just get me familiar with that one, and I’ll be good to go. But I’m thinkin’ we’re not gonna need any firepower. I don’t believe they’re comin’ after us.”

Nick said, “We’re heading straight to the closest land, and that’s Palm Beach, Florida. Gypsy is roaring like a lion as we cross this portion of the Atlantic.”

Skipper looked behind us. “You watch the horizon, Nick. I’ll keep an eye on all that water behind us. He turned and grinned. “It’s clear back there. Not even a seagull is following us. I think we did it. We pulled it off.”

Nick glanced behind Gypsy. “Let’s celebrate after we get into international water. We have about eight miles to go.”

“We’re comin’ down the home stretch, and there are no other horses in the race.”

I looked back. Grand Bahama Island was getting smaller as we headed west. I spotted Dustin’s seaplane about a quarter mile up in the air. He was near the vicinity of the entrance to the port, making slow circles.

Skipper eyed me. “Right now, I’m not sure what you and Dustin had to do back there in that marina office. But it sure as hell sounded like a war zone. You got a blood stain the size of a pancake on your shirt at your shoulder.”

“It looks worse than it really is.”

“I’ve done a lot of boat repos, but I’ve never taken a prisoner. What are you gonna do with that guy?”

“What I must do to bring down the people at the top. I need him to pull that off.”

“The dude doesn’t seem very cooperative. He looks like he wants to eat your face.”

“I think his attitude will change the closer we get to Florida.”

I stepped out of the wheelhouse. The warm wind felt good against my face. For the next few miles, I would think about what I had to do before we pulled up at a dock in Florida. I needed Benson to turn on Stuart Dawson and become a key witness in a federal trial.

But to accomplish that, I had to get FBI agent Sara Ward on a phone call. She needed to hear a confession from Benson, or maybe she could do a live Zoom interrogation and get him to give her the details of the human smuggling operation, international boat thefts, and murder-for-hire. All of this was right up the FBI’s alley. I could hand it to them, but I couldn’t force the Bureau to act.

On second thought, maybe I could. I had an idea. I didn’t want to go there, but if the FBI refused to investigate crimes happening in Florida with severe consequences and international implications, I’d go to the news media while bringing it to the attention of Florida’s governor and the state’s attorney general. After that, let them sort it out.

Fifteen minutes later, I stepped back inside the wheelhouse. Nick looked at me and said, “We’re now crossing the twelve-mile limit.”

Skipper shouted, “Hell yeah! We did it! The Royal Bahamas Defence Force has no authority out here. We’re headin’ home, Sean.”

“I wasn’t too worried about the defense force. The Caribbean cartel concerns me.”

The marine radio crackled. Dustin’s voice came through the speakers. “Gypsy, this is aerial recon. Be advised that a high-performance cigarette boat just left the port entrance. I see six outboard motors at the stern. The boat’s moving west at a fast speed. I’d estimate they’re going eighty miles per hour. Three men are aboard. They should reach you in a matter of minutes.”

“Oh shit,” said Nick.

Skipper made a dry swallow and looked behind Gypsy. He was silent.
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A gazelle can’t outrun a cheetah, and at a point in the race, the prey can become paralyzed by fear. It happens to many animals and humans. I’ve seen it in combat, especially with a young soldier who was suffering from compound layers of stress-inducing life events. I’d never seen Nick or Skipper forced into a flight or fight mortal combat mode. But I knew that’s what we were facing in just a matter of minutes.

I looked at Nick. “Stay here. Skipper and I will go below and get the rest of the guns and ammo. It looks like we might have about five minutes before that cigarette boat is within range to start taking shots at us.”

“Maybe I should put Gypsy on autopilot and start shootin’ before those guys do.”

“Hang here. We’ll be right back. Let’s go, Skipper.”

He followed me down to the cockpit and into the salon. Benson looked at us with a grin on his face. “You boys are about to meet your maker. Any last words you want me to pass on to your loved ones? Seems that’s the least I can do.”

“Kiss my ass,” said Skipper. “If the shootin’ starts, we’ll roll your chair on the deck and let you catch some lead.”

We pulled all the guns and ammo from the storage closet. I showed Skipper how to use the long rifle. By the time we got back on deck, the first round hit Gypsy. A bullet blew through a port window, shattering glass. “Get down!” I yelled to Skipper.

We dropped below the cockpit’s gunwale. Another bullet tore through the top of the transom, splintering wood. I looked up at the wheelhouse. Nick was squatting down, keeping his body exposure to a minimum.

Skipper, kneeling on one knee, his head down, said, “We gotta start shootin’ back or they’re gonna sink our boat.”

I heard the seaplane coming closer. I rose just above the gunwale. The cigarette boat was at least 45 feet long and approximately one hundred yards behind us. Dustin was coming closer to them in his plane. I knew what he was going to do. He would try to distract the three men, giving us time to get into a higher position to return fire. He flew five hundred feet over the chase boat. I saw him open the pilot’s side door, Glock in his hand. He fired three quick rounds at the boat.

“Come on!” I yelled to Skipper. “Let’s get in the wheelhouse.” He stood and fired two shots, turning to scramble up and into the wheelhouse. Nick had Gypsy on autopilot, the diesels roaring as we headed west. One man on the boat was shooting at Dustin’s seaplane.

I looked at Nick. “Take her off autopilot. Make half a circle as I reposition.”

“What? Half circle? Where are you going? Bullets are flying all around us?”

“On the hard-top roof. Where the SF letters used to be. I need to prop up the rifle with its bipod. Steer on a slow half circle so that it will reduce the pitch and roll. It makes the boat more like a gyroscope, staying steady and giving me time to get off a shot or two.”

A bullet blew through the rear window in the wheelhouse, exploding glass over us.

“Shit!” yelled Skipper. “Those guys are making me mad.”

“Keep your head and upper body below the windows. Make the turn now, Nick.” I stepped out and onto the narrow catwalk, climbing up to the roof. I could barely see the blue of the SF under the white base coat on Gypsy’s hard top with the direct sunlight overhead. I set up the bipod and rifle—a round locked and loaded. I saw Dustin take a another shot at the chase boat before banking a hard left, gunning the plane’s engine, and escaping rifle shots.

I licked my finger and held it up to calibrate the wind direction and speed. I sighted through the scope at the man in the white T-shirt with the sailfish on it. As Nick kept Gypsy at a slow speed and level angle, I put the rifle crosshairs just under Manny Baptiste’s neck. My finger was on the trigger.

Baptiste spotted me. He aimed his rifle and fired. His bullet nicked the edge of the roof. I whispered, “Ben, this one’s for you.” I pressed the trigger. A split second later, the bullet hit dead center in the image of the sailfish across Baptiste’s chest. A flower of red bloomed on the shirt. The man who killed Ben slumped over and was dead.

“Whoa!” I heard Skipper shout. “That was a million-dollar shot!”

I reloaded and moved the crosshairs to the man driving the boat, Miguel Garcia. He said something to the guy in a seat behind him who held an automatic rifle with a long magazine. The man fired a dozen rounds, hitting Gypsy, shattering wood, fiberglass, and windows.

“Hold it in the road, Nick,” I shouted. “You’re doing great.” I shifted the crosshairs from Miguel to the man behind him with the rifle. I aimed an inch above his head and pressed the trigger.

Through the riflescope, I saw a hole open on his forehead and a cloud of pink mist and brain matter blowing out the other side of his skull. Before he could fall, I placed the crosshairs on Miguel, aiming for a chest shot. He gunned the fast boat, heading right for us, a pistol in one of his hands. I let him get another hundred feet closer and pressed the trigger. The bullet hit him in the neck. He slumped to the left, leaving the throttle down, six engines roaring. The boat was coming directly toward Gypsy at a very fast speed.

“Nick! Stand up! Move us! We have thirty seconds before that boat slams into us.”

Nick gunned the diesels, Gypsy slowly gaining speed. “Go! Go! C’mon baby,” I heard Nick say.

“Head to our left!” shouted Skipper.

I aimed for the boat’s engines. But with six motors at 500 horsepower each, packed in a steel casing, there was little I could do with the rifle in the time I had. Nick got Gypsy on plane skimming across the ocean’s surface as the speedboat just missed us. It carried three dead men, the boat racing north in the open ocean. If its fuel tanks were full, the boat would probably go two hundred miles before it sputtered and came to a stop somewhere out into the Atlantic.

I could only imagine what a cargo ship captain might think when he came near the stalled boat with three corpses rotting in the sun. I climbed off the roof and back inside the wheelhouse. Nick and Skipper looked at me as if I’d probably taken a bullet somewhere on my body. “I got lucky with those shots. That’s all.”

Skipper shook his head. “I’ve been around gun ranges, watched sniper rifle long-distance shooting on the Outdoor Channel, but I’ve never seen that kind of marksmanship.”

“It was only because Nick gave me a steady spot to calibrate my shots.”

Nick grinned. “Whatever it takes. I got your back, Sean.”

The radio crackled. “Nice job, fellas,” said Dustin. “It looks like all is clear from my perspective. I’m heading back to land. I have about an hour’s worth of fuel left.”

I keyed the radio mic. “Thanks for everything, brother. We’ll talk when we get to Florida.”

“Sounds good.” I looked out the shattered window and watched Dustin dip the plane’s wings, turning and heading back to the island.

Nick picked a piece of glass from his thick hair. “We still got that guy tied to the chair in the salon. What do we do with him?”

“You can turn Gypsy around and go directly for Florida. Skipper, come with me. It’s time to convince the sociopath, Leo Benson, that he’s on the wrong side of the law.”

“This is gonna be interesting.”
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Leo Benson was a changed man. At least for the moment. He blinked rapidly, his eyes darting around the salon. I thought it was curious how crooks can quicky change, like a chameleon, to fit whatever false narrative they were pushing because someone pushed back. He looked at me and said, “You’ll never get away with this.”

“With what?”

“Killing those men and sending their boat into oblivion.”

“Those men, as you call them, are cold-blooded killers. They took the first shots at us, almost sinking this boat. We had no choice but to return fire. I didn’t send their boat anywhere. It’s being driven by the hand of a dead man.”

“You’re crazy. Piss on you, O’Brien.”

I stepped into the galley and came back with a knife. I glanced at Skipper. “Hold your pistol on our passenger as I cut off his ropes.”

“No problem.”

As I began cutting through the marine ropes, Benson made a mocking smile. “Now, you’re coming to your senses. When we get to Florida, put me on the first plane to Nassau or Grand Bahama, and I’ll forget this whole thing. We’ll chalk it up to spontaneous decisions we all had to make along the crossroads of life. You and your pals go your way, and me and my associates will go our way.”

As I cut through the last of the rope, I stared at him. “Stand up.”

“Sure, my blood’s just beginning to circulate again.”

“Really? Let’s see.”

“Huh?”

I brought the sharp blade across his upper forearm.

“What the fu—”

“Wow! Benson, you’re right. Your blood is circulating. Walk to the cockpit.”

He used one hand to press over the cut on his skin, stepping from the salon, looking at the horizon behind us as if Dario Cardona or someone would send another boat. He turned to me. “Why’d you cut me, asshole?”

“I want it to be easier for the sharks to find you.”

“What?” His eyebrows arched.

“You had your men toss Ben Wilson’s body overboard. Now, it’s your turn.” I grabbed him at the back of his neck with one hand and used the other to pull his left arm behind his back. I manhandled Benson to the gunwale side of Gypsy. I shoved him over the railing and into the ocean.

Skipper mumbled, “Oh shit.”

I looked at the wheelhouse, signaling for Nick to throttle back and cut the engines.

Benson popped to the surface, coughing and spitting seawater. “Throw a rope to me! I can’t swim!”

“You should have taken lessons as a kid. Living on the islands, there’s a lot of water. It’s a good idea to know how to swim.”

His head went beneath the surface again. Three seconds later, he popped up, water and snot pouring from his nose. “Help! Please don’t let me die! I’m sorry about your friend!”

“I think I see the first fin already. From here, it looks like a tiger shark. Once one of those bad boys hits you, it’s like standing in front of a speeding bus.”

“Get me out! Please, for heaven’s sake.”

“That’s a term I never thought I’d hear from a tough guy like you.”

“I’m drowning!”

“It sure looks that way.”

I heard Skipper clear his throat. He was getting nervous. I stepped closer to the side of the boat and looked down at Benson, who was flailing like a toddler in the water. “Here’s the deal, Leo. I save your miserable life, and you do something for me.”

“Toss me a rope!”

“Do you agree to speak with the FBI to tell an agent all about this operation and to share the dirty details about Stuart Dawson in exchange for a lighter sentence or vanishing into witness protection?”

“Yes! Whatever! I can’t hold on much longer.”

I took a coiled rope from the anchor compartment and used the knife to cut it, tossing one end to Benson. He grabbed the rope with both hands. I pulled him up to the transom and the swim platform. Benson was too exhausted to lift himself out of the water.

“Give me your hand.” He did, and I hoisted him up and onto the platform where he lay on his back like a beached whale, his chest rising and falling with deep breaths.

I turned to Skipper. “Keep an eye on him. I need to use the satellite phone to make a couple of calls. Looks like the bleeding stopped on his arm. We’ll patch it up.”

“Gottcha. This sure as hell isn’t what I thought I signed up for, but damn do I feel alive. Yeah!”

I smiled and walked to the yacht’s lower navigation station. I knew where Ben had kept his satellite phone. I took it from a small drawer. The phone was fully charged. I called Special Agent Sara Ward. She answered with a tone of caution in her voice.

“Sara, it’s me, Sean.”

“Hi, Sean. I didn’t recognize the number and thought it was one of my informants or assets calling.”

“Am I one of your assets?”

“Of course. What do you have?”

I told her what happened and added, “You can run a background check on Leo Benson.” I glanced at him sprawled on the swim platform. He’s in a unique position to tell you everything about the Caribbean cartel operation all the way up to the top floor of the GMS building in Miami Beach.”

“Good. What does he want in return?”

“In exchange for his testifying in court against Stuart Dawson, Benson is looking to cut a deal for a lighter sentence or enter the federal witness protection program. Whatever option you and your agents feel will get you the most mileage.”

“Okay. I will find out what we can do. This is big. It’s probably going to rank up there with the largest case I’ve ever handled. I’m in Miami and working out of the Bureau’s field office.”

“Can you conduct a Zoom interrogation with Benson? We’ll be close to Florida, within jurisdiction, in a little while. We have a good internet signal.”

“Of course. I have more than enough details and information to ask the questions critical to winning the case. And I’ll have our techs make a digital recording of the video session.”

“Good idea. When do you want to set up and conduct the Zoom call?”

“Give me an hour. I need to let some people know what’s going on and what’s about to go down.”

“Sara, perhaps you can gently remind FBI brass that if they don’t tackle this case, Florida’s governor and his attorney general will. They don’t particularly like human trafficking and smuggling illegals and other garbage into their state. This would be a big story and a publicity coup for them. The Bureau has first shot at it.”

“I understand. If we don’t take this investigation as you hand off the baton, then every reason I joined the FBI is no longer valid.” She paused. “Sean, I’m sorry the Bureau turned its back on you and didn’t try to deputize you. That was our mistake.”

“That’s okay with me. Maybe the deputizing thing would have been a little too restrictive. I work better alone, at least in the hunter-gatherer mode. To pull the trigger, though, I need to partner with you on the legal side of law enforcement—not that I’m saying anything was done illegally.”

“After the questioning of Benson, depending on what he tells us, well take a SWAT team from our Miami office and arrest Dawson. I have a bone to pick with people who make money from human trafficking, in particular. Give me an hour. Let me know exactly where you’re coming ashore in Palm Beach. We’ll have agents there to arrest and take Benson into custody.”

“When you arrest Benson’s boss, Stuart Dawson, it might be a good idea to let the news media know. The world ought to see the face of a man who makes money selling and shipping human beings.”




NINETY-TWO

We were thirteen miles off the South Florida coast and prepped for the live video call that would bring down a house of cards. Skipper and I had Leo Benson back in the salon and seated. I’d used a first-aid kit to patch up his arm. I had questioned him about everything that happened, and now it was the FBI’s turn. My phone was secured to a makeshift tripod six feet in front of Benson. The Zoom call would be going live in three minutes.

“We’re in U.S. territory—no question, we’re over the 12-mile mark,” Nick yelled.

I leaned down in front of Benson and whispered. “Leo, if you try to renege or call my bluff when talking to the FBI agent, here’s something for you to think about. I tracked you and your people over the ocean and into Freeport. Water won’t hide your tracks from me. Nothing will. And speaking of water, in those moments that you might reconsider testifying against Dawson, think about what it felt like to be thrown into the middle of the sea. If there is a next time, I won’t toss you a rope. Am I clear?”

“Yeah, we’re clear. I still think you’re insane.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment.”

Skipper looked at the screen on my phone. “We have someone on the line. It’s a woman.”

“That’s FBI Special Agent Sara Ward.” I looked at the camera lens. “Sara, this is your time. I’ll step out of the way.”

“Thank you.” I could see her sitting at a table in an office, a special agent in a sports coat sitting next to her. She began. “Mr. Benson, for the record, please state your full name.”

“Leonardo James Benson.”

“Thank you. Okay, let’s begin. We are recording this video call. Mr. Benson, contingent on what you are going to share with us and your willingness to testify in court, the Bureau and federal prosecutors could be able to offer you a plea deal in exchange.”

“All right. I appreciate any slack you can cut for me.”

“Let’s start at the beginning. Please give us detailed information about the Bahamas and Caribbean connection to the boat theft ring, human sex trafficking, and human smuggling from the islands going into America. And please tell us about the link that Global Marine Solutions plays in all of this and, in particular, the role its CEO, Stuart Dawson, has in the operation. We’ll get to any other smuggling activities later.”

Benson cleared his throat. “Okay. First, the operation isn’t only in the Bahamas and Caribbean. It’s global, like the name says—Global Marine Solutions. In the area that Dario and I oversee ….”

“Who is Dario?”

“Dario Cardona. He’s my direct associate in the Bahamas. We work out of New Providence, Nassau, and Freeport. But we also have an operation as far south as Caracas, Venezuela. To smuggle people into the states—Florida—we use ten boats. All are at least fifty feet long to accommodate as many people as possible per run. Most of the runs are along the Florida Keys, and all are done at night. We’ve smuggled thousands of Chinese, Iranians, Venezuelans, Syrians, Egyptians—you name it. If they can get to the islands, we can smuggle them into Florida. Transport fees range from two grand up to ten grand, but larger families could pay more.”

“How about the people who aren’t paying to be smuggled—those trafficked against their will?”

“That’s always been part of the business—still is. It’s just that there’s a larger demand right now for foreigners who are willing to pay our fees. We only transport women and kids, but we never run the actual sex business. That’s up to the criminal ring that buys them. We’re just the middlemen. They do the dirty, not us. Prostitution isn’t part of our business model.”

“So, these people, mostly women and children, are solid like cattle at auction?”

“Pretty much. That’s the way it is.”

“Tell us how you and your associate, Dario Cardona, got involved with Global Marine Solutions.”

“We were basically recruited.”

“By whom? Was it Stuart Dawson?”

“No. By one of the guys who works for him—Boyd Dixon. He’s the VP of corporate strategy in the Miami office. But make no mistake, Dawson’s always calling the shots. I’ve met him a couple of times. We clicked. Once I was invited to the Miami office. Back in the day, GMS started out in the ship repositioning business. They dispatched captains and crews to move cargo ships.”

“What happened to change that?”

“Better opportunities. GMS began to realize how easy it was to work with corrupt port officials around the world to steal or seize ships and extort cash from owners. They ran all kinds of ruses and bullshit schemes, like charging high fees for repairs done that weren’t authorized. Sometimes, they’d be in cahoots with dodgy ship owners who were behind on bank payments, scheming with port authorities to charge crazy high fees to the insurance companies or banks to get the ships back. Dawson is very good at working those kinds of high-stakes deals. He speaks three languages fluently.”

“How did GMS branch out into human smuggling?”

“They simply follow the money and the laws of supply-and-demand. When immigration policies in the U.S. became very lax, GMS saw an opportunity. They got into the human smuggling business. But we didn’t have enough boats to fill the need. We started stealing the kind of vessels we needed, and we targeted Florida marinas. Just like other ports, we paid security people to look the other way. Greed and shit happen. That’s how the world turns.”

Sara Ward continued the questioning for another half hour. She covered all the bases, gleaning irrefutable data from Benson that directly tied GMS and Stuart Dawson to the involvement and direction of the smuggling operation. She itemized dates and places of the pickups and delivery of human cargo from the islands to Florida. Sara obtained more than two dozen names of players, people who had a direct input into GMS’s smuggling division.

“What about drug or gun smuggling?”

“That’s some of our side work. Stewart and the others at GMS weren’t running it. The big money for them is in human cargo and the theft of yachts and ships to be resold on the black market.”

I stood at the salon’s open doors as the grilling of Benson was ending. In the distance, like a mirage, I could see the Florida coast. But it wasn’t an illusion. It was a destination. Skipper walked over to me and said, “I told Nick you want to get moving again. We’re ten miles out. I’m going on deck to prep for us to embark in Florida. Lookin’ forward to the feds putting cuffs on that guy. By the way, Sean, you’d make one helluva repo guy.”

“I’ll let the pros like you handle that stuff.” He laughed.

I looked up at Nick behind the wheel, dark sunglasses on, a small cigar wedged in the corner of his mouth. He was a mariner with a mission. For that matter, we all were, as we were about to deliver our human cargo to people waiting with a warrant and handcuffs.

Stuart Dawson was next.




NINETY-THREE

The following day, as Stuart Dawson left a lunch meeting at the Hidden Harbor Private Club on Miami Beach, he was followed. And he wasn’t followed by one person. On his trail were eight FBI special agents. Sara Ward was among them. She was the lead agent as they drove two black Ford Explorers with tinted windows, tailing Dawson in his white Lamborghini. Four agents were in each SUV.

Dawson drove down Collins Avenue through South Beach, passing resort hotels, nightclubs, and the art deco district, with its tall royal palm trees lined on both sides of the road. The agents followed, the lead car a quarter mile back from the Lamborghini. Dawson headed west on Highway A1A toward downtown Miami.

Agent Ward spoke into her radio mic. “The subject is turning left onto Biscayne Boulevard. He appears to be heading back to the GMS Tower in the Brickle area. Let’s stop him before he tries to drive into the parking garage and catch his private elevator to some corporate rabbit hole lined with lawyers who are in their own Wonderland.”

The agent driving the SUV chuckled and said, “That’s the truth. Tweedledee and Tweedledum. Or maybe the Mad Hatter is a better fit.”

There was a laugh from the two agents in the backseat. Sara pointed to the Lamborghini. “He’s pulling into the front circle of the GMS Tower.” The concrete driveway made a near-circle at the entrance to the building, which was over 500 feet high. The grounds were landscaped with tall canary palms and flowering red and white hibiscus. There was a four-tiered marble water fountain in the center of the grounds.

Just inside the circle to the far-left side were two TV news vans. Channel 10 and Channel 7. Reporters and crew were waiting inside the vans. “Looks like we got uninvited guests,” said the agent behind the wheel. “Who the hell tipped them off?”

Sara shook her head. “I don’t know. Too bad we can’t snap our fingers and have a yellow police tape barrier just pop up to keep them back.”

Dawson parked his Lamborghini in the valet area. He got out and handed the keys to a man dressed in a doorman’s uniform. “Forget the parking garage,” said Sara. “Let’s get him. Move in!”

The two black Ford SUVs converged between the Lamborghini and the front entrance to the building. All eight agents got out of the vehicles with their weapons drawn. Wearing black polo shirts with the letters FBI on them, the agents approached Dawson. His dark hair was gelled straight back. He had a square face with penetrating brown eyes. He wore an Armani sports coat, an open white dress shirt, and khaki pants. At six-three, Dawson was taller than the FBI agents surrounding him.

Keeping his voice smooth and controlled, he asked, “What’s going on, folks?”

“Stuart Dawson, I’m Special Agent Sara Ward with the FBI’s Miami field office.” She held up a warrant. “You are under arrest for the illegal trafficking of human beings, sex trafficking, theft, racketeering, and murder.”

“What? You have the wrong man. My attorney is in this office. Let me get him, and we’ll clear this mess up. I promise you, this is a huge mistake.”

“It’s not a mistake. It’s an arrest for crimes committed by you and those under your direction.” She read Dawson’s rights to him and then glanced at one of the male agents. “Cuff him and take Mr. Dawson into custody.”

“I will be out within the hour because I’m innocent.” He spotted the news media coming closer. Dawson, towering over Sara, stared down at her and said, “You come in here, call the media, and try to destroy me and the business I built from scratch? I’ll have your job, and I’ll sue the shit out of the FBI for false arrest and libelous contact toward me.”

Sara looked up and smiled. “It’s always all about you, right, Stuart?” She nodded at one of the agents. “Get him out of here.”

The TV news media caught the arrest on video. As they came in closer, cameras rolling and microphones extended, they peppered Dawson with questions as he was escorted to one of the black SUVs. “Mr. Dawson, is GMS involved in a global human trafficking ring?” asked a blonde reporter, her hand gripping the microphone.

He didn’t look at her, remaining silent.

Another reporter shouted, “What is your side of the story? Are you innocent? If so, tell us why.”

Silence as the agents loaded Dawson into the rear seat, handcuffed. Sara watched the news media continue to hit Dawson with questions. One of the agents standing next to her said, “I wonder how the reporters found out about this raid. I hope we don’t have a leak in the field office.”

“I don’t think we do. Sometimes, there are other sources.” As Sara walked back to the SUV, she thought about something Sean O’Brien had said. When you arrest Benson’s boss, Stuart Dawson, it might be a good idea to let the news media know. The world ought to see the face of a man who makes money selling and shipping human beings.

She shook her head and mumbled to herself, “Just another move on your chessboard, eh, O’Brien?”




NINETY-FOUR

Two weeks later, I stood in the predawn darkness at the end of my dock on the river with Max, looking at new light arriving from old stars that may no longer exist in the cosmos. I was thinking about the pulse of light from Ben Wilson’s phone the morning he was awakened by the beep of a GPS alarm. It was at that point in time when Ben and Vivian’s lives would forever change. A lot, good and bad, had occurred from Ponce Marina to the islands and back again.

And it wasn’t over.

Gypsy was now repainted and restored to her original self. She had the SF in a blue circle back on her roof. The brass plaque with the engraved gypsy moth was mounted in its location above the salon door. The name Wanderlust was gone, and Gypsy had been stenciled and painted back on the exterior of the transom.

Before sunrise, we were scheduled to go out in Gypsy to sprinkle Ben’s ashes at sea. His body was brought home, cremated, and placed in an urn. Vivian and her daughter had invited Dave, Nick, and my family to be part of the memorial ceremony. Wynona and I were leaving with the kids for Ponce Marina in a few minutes. The irony is that our marina was where this journey started. It took plenty of twists and turns to bring Gypsy back to her home port.

I watched an owl soar under the moonlight, thinking about Dustin and his seaplane, and how his help to find Gypsy was vital. Skipper, too, pulled his weight in more ways than just as a repo man. And Nick kept the Hatteras moving back home despite the assault we went through. We’d been a solid team, and that’s what it took to accomplish our goals.

Nick tried to refuse any payment for his role in bringing Gypsy home, but Vivian insisted, knowing he had slip rent to pay and that he couldn’t make up the lost time at sea as a commercial fisherman.

I thought about my phone call three days ago with Sara Ward. Her voice had the note of optimism. “I just wanted to let you know that Victor Feldman, the attorney representing the Venezuelan gang members, Juan Castillo and Carlos Romero, has recused himself from the case.”

“Oh, why is that?”

“An apparent conflict of interest. Regardless, he’s going to be busy trying to keep Stuart Dawson from a life sentence. Dawson’s brother-in-law, Alan Hart, one of the investigators for the law firm, won’t be investigating anytime soon. He was arrested on a DUI. It’s his third. He’s going to see jail time.” She paused. “I saved the best for last.”

“How’s that?”

“Castillo and Romero’s new lawyer, after viewing the security cam footage, convinced them to cop a plea bargain with the prosecutor. Using a gun for the attempted hijacking of Wynona’s car was their big mistake. I’m told the judge will probably sentence them to ten years each, but the prison term could have been up to twenty years.”

“When they pulled that pistol in Florida, they faced strong minimum sentencing laws. It looks like they finally realized they’re not in Venezuela anymore.”

“The Tren de Aragua gang will have two fewer members. The Bureau is working with the Bahamas police. They found and arrested Dario Cardona. He’ll be extradited to testify in Stuart Dawson’s trial. Thank you, Sean, for your perseverance. I hope you take some time off to be with Wynona and your kids.”

“I will. In a few days, we’ll be attending a memorial service at sea for Ben Wilson. His ashes will be sprinkled in the Atlantic off the back of the boat he loved so much.”

“Wish I could be there. Please give Wynona and the kids a hug for me. Bye, Sean.” She clicked off.

Now, within two hours, there was going to be a sunrise memorial for our dear friend. We’d brought the boat back home. I wish I could have done the same thing for Ben while he was alive.

I picked up Max. “Let’s go to the house. We’re joining Wynona and the kids for a trip to the docks. It’s time to say goodbye to our friend who always thought you were a very special doxie.”

And Ben was right.




NINETY-FIVE

Half an hour before sunrise, Wynona, Angela, Connor, Max, and me were on L dock, standing by Gypsy. Nick was going to be back in the wheelhouse, but for now, he was untying the bow and stern lines. Dave joined us as Vivian and her daughter, Tricia, greeted everyone under the low glow of the marina lamps. Tricia, in her early thirties, had the Nordic look of her mother, the soft light reflecting from her golden hair. She had wide-set blue eyes and a warm smile. She held a brass urn.

Dave said, “Thank you for inviting me. I’m truly honored to participate in Ben’s memorial service at sea.”

Vivian smiled. “Everyone here is family to us. We wouldn’t do this without each of you.”

Tricia nodded. “Dad often talked about his marina family. He used to say nobody could have your back like people who lived aboard in a marina.”

“That’s the truth,” said Nick, standing near a stern line. “I’m glad we could bring Gypsy home. It was quite a journey.”

Vivian glanced at the urn in her daughter’s hands and looked up at me. “Tricia and I are so grateful to you and the men who brought Gypsy back to her slip.”

Wynona said, “I so wish Ben could be here, too. He would be so happy that his beloved Gypsy had been returned to her home berth. But I have a strong feeling that Ben is seeing this, and he’s smiling.”

“I agree. I felt that from the moment I walked up to this spot. Shall we go to sea? Ben used to say, if he died before I did, to please scatter his ashes at sea. And today, we’re honoring his wishes.” Vivian looked at Angela and Connor. “Are you two ready to go for a boat ride?”

Angela grinned. “I am.”

“Me, too,” said Connor.

“Well, then let’s go. And I’m glad you brought Miss Max. Ben loved her sweet personality. She’s so curious—she would make him laugh.”

Everyone stepped down the ladder to Gypsy’s cockpit. The lines were off, and Nick was behind the wheel, easing the Hatteras out of its boat slip in the steel-gray dawn. We left the marina and entered the Halifax River for a quarter mile until we came to Ponce Inlet. The tide was moving in fast. Nick kicked up the diesels, powering through the rush of water in the narrow pass. Connor and Angela laughed as a light burst of saltwater spray grazed them. Two seagulls followed as we entered the dark early morning waters of the Atlantic.

I could see the slight pink blush of a sunrise on the horizon. When we were cruising at two knots about three miles off the coast, Vivian looked at her daughter. “I think this will be the perfect place for your dad. Let’s sprinkle his ashes here.”

Tricia smiled. “It’s a good place.”

Dave smiled. “I think Ben would approve. It is a fine place.”

I looked up at Nick as he slowed the boat, the sun peeking above the horizon, the clouds dressing in shades of gold and pink. There were no other vessels in our immediate area. He came down from the bridge to join us, entering the salon and coming back with a floral wreath, handing it to Tricia. “Thanks, Nick. I made this wreath. It’s biodegradable, so it won’t hurt the sea. I designed it with some of Dad’s favorites—daises, lavender, and sunflowers, along with sage and ferns.”

“It’s beautiful,” said Wynona.

Dave nodded. “Your dad and I share the same love for sunflowers. It’s lovely.”

I looked at the artistry that went into making the wreath. “You did a great job. This is a beautiful and excellent way to honor your father.”

She smiled, blinking back tears. “Thank you all.”

Vivian took a deep breath as the sun rose above the ocean, turning the dark blue surface into a golden sea, mixed with shades ranging from deep red to tangerine orange. There was no wind, and the morning was cool. Vivian removed the top from the urn. She looked at her daughter. Both women were now on the verge of tears. “My sweet Ben,” she began, “we are honoring your wishes in this memorial service for you. You wanted to join the sea for an eternal ride. And now you will. Tricia, please help me scatter your dad’s ashes.

Tricia turned and handed the wreath to Dave. Together, mother and daughter leaned over the transom and slowly lowered the open urn. We all watched as gray and white ashes began to pour from the urn into the sea. Angela and Connor were instantly spellbound, Max standing between them, Wynona and Dave nearby.

When the last of the ashes had entered the sea, Tricia took the wreath from Dave and gently tossed it a few feet behind Gypsy. The wreath floated on the surface, drifting toward the rising sun. It was as if the bright sunflowers heard a silent command, their petals facing the sunrise and the promise of a new day.

Vivian cried and said, “We unite your earthly remains with the sea to become one as we are with God. Ben, you always told me you wanted your burial at sea during sunrise. You also wanted us to see many sunrises together in the future. So, when I gaze upon them, taking in the beauty of a new day, I will think of you and how you always thought of us every day of your life. I love you so much and cherish the time we had together.”

She turned and hugged her daughter. Both were crying. I looked at Nick; a tear was rolling down his cheek toward his mustache. Wynona used a tissue to wipe below her eyes.

I watched the wreath drifting farther toward the horizon and whispered, “So long, old friend. Like the two letters on Gypsy’s roof—SF and what they stand for—you were always loyal. I’ll miss you.”

A lone gull flew over Gypsy, soaring toward the fiery sunrise, calling the wreath and the circle of flowers to join it at the edge of the sea.

The End
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