
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Wood’s Honor

      A Mac Travis Adventure

    

    




      
        Steven Becker

      

    

    




      The White Marlin Press

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright © 2021 by Steven Becker

        All rights reserved.

        No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      

        

      
        This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, locales, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Join my mailing list

        and get a free copy of my starter library:

        First Bite

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          
        

      

      Click the image or download here: http://eepurl.com/-obDj

    

  


  
    
      Resources:

      

      
        
        If you’re interested in following along with the action or the locations it the book, please check out the Google map here:

      

      

      
        
        https://www.google.com/maps/d/u/1/edit?mid=1__XE63pcT37F6S4sHeZiZZGoiMsWDFzy&usp=sharing

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: Map for Wood’s Honor]
          
        

      

      
        
        Pictures of Boot Key from our Kayak trip can be found here:

        https://photos.app.goo.gl/11Czm7hk9r7W3bgHA

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      A mysterious disease afflicts folks who live in tropical climes. Some say it’s caused by the heat, others say by the scenery or the casual lifestyle. Mac Travis had lived in the Florida Keys since the early nineties. Over that time he’d seen people come and go, for lots of reasons. The ones who ended up staying were a different breed. They either were immune to what he called tropicitis, or they didn’t care that they’d caught it.

      Alcohol and drug abuse were sometimes symptoms, although not the cause. The intoxicants were used to dull the pain of being an ordinary person living in paradise. The diagnosis started with evidence of day drinking and feelings of general malaise. Mac’s old boss and mentor, Wood, had complained that getting things done in the Keys was close to impossible. Whether the heat actually made it harder to work, or just caused the laid-back mañana attitude, who knew? Mac didn’t buy either excuse. There were plenty of places on the mainland that were just as hot and things still got done. In the end, it didn’t matter—he was sure he had it, anyway.

      Mac always felt a bit deflated after an adventure, and as he passed his fiftieth year, he knew he had needed some recovery time after the last one. He’d reached his breaking point and gone way past.

      He was sitting in their living room with his laptop open when Mel asked, “What are you up to today?”

      Mac looked at her as if it were a loaded question. Like everyone else living in the thin island chain, he glanced out the window before answering. “Wind’s blowing.”

      “That’s not an excuse to do nothing.”

      Mac suspected she had bit back “again.” He knew she was frustrated with him. Mel was a Type A, from her sun-bleached hair to her self-pedicure. No stone unturned was her motto. Like many who had grown up on the island chain, the first thing she wanted to do after graduating high school was to get out. She’d been there and done that, then came home to the Keys after a successful legal career with the ACLU. She’d become disillusioned by the group, but she still had her causes. Satellite internet had solved her work-from-home problem, and she was generally up early and to bed late. For the past few years, her cause had been fighting Big Sugar.

      “Maybe see if the mangos are biting,” Mac said, then instantly thought up an excuse not to go after the prevalent snapper species. “But the wind’s out of the northeast. Gulf’s gonna be ugly.” He could see whitecaps from the porch. The island that Mel’s father, Wood, had bought back in the eighties lay some eight miles into the Gulf of Mexico. Known as the backside, or bay, locally, the shallow water was sheltered from the predominant southeast wind. A northeast wind blew right down its spine.

      Mac knew part of his problem stemmed from losing his boat Ghost Runner. The steel-hulled trawler had allowed him to run his crab and lobster traps, as well as fish offshore and do whatever salvage work appealed to him. The boat now rested in thirty feet of water several miles off Chub Cay in the Bahamas, and there she would stay. His Surfari, a custom motor-sailor he had inherited from a past adventure, lay near Ghost Runner, but despite Pamela’s exorcism, Mac thought he was better off after losing it. He was down to Reef Runner, his topless twenty-four-foot center console, a paddleboard, and a couple of kayaks. For most people that was a lot, but not for Mac.

      “Scaring up dinner might be good. Freezer’s as empty as I‘ve seen it.”

      “You know how it is this time of year. Lobster and crab are closed, and if the wind’s blowing you can’t even make the reef, never mind offshore.”

      She gave him a familiar look that said “excuses.” That seemed to be a common theme for his current situation.

      Tide was the other factor. With the current running against the wind, the waves would stack up, making even a ten-knot breeze uncomfortable. “I could go hit the bridge at slack tide.”

      “Seeing how you’re going to sit here and mope around until then, maybe you could watch while I swim?”

      It really wasn’t a question, so Mac nodded. Not that it bothered him. Swimming alone could be dangerous. Much of the backcountry around the island was comprised of skinny grass flats. Running two feet or less at high tide, they were often exposed at low tide. There were channels and swaths of deeper water that were suitable for swimming, but both held inherent danger. Mac would often float along in the kayak keeping watch while Mel went for an open-water swim, in case the not-so-infrequent predators had any interest.

      The deeper water was patrolled by both bull sharks and stingrays. The latter were more or less harmless, the former aggressive and dangerous. Running at water level, most boaters were unaware of the population of sharks cruising the backcountry. Mac knew from his experience working with Wood on the bridges connecting the islands that during certain tides they cruised the spans looking for easy prey. Aside from the sharks, the channels were narrow, often only a boat-width wide. A boater might or might not see a lone swimmer.

      A recent flight over the area courtesy of his closest neighbor, Jesse McDermitt, had illustrated how numerous the sharks and rays were, since they were easily visible from above. Mac had a new perspective and now he insisted on accompanying Mel when she swam.

      “I’ll get ready,” Mel said, and headed for the single bedroom.

      Mac returned to his perusal of the Boat Trader website. He knew he was mindlessly browsing. Replacing Ghost Runner was harder than he’d thought. In part, his issue was that he had no idea what he really wanted.

      After finding deposed Cuban president Fulgencio Batista’s plane filled with gold from the looted treasury and recovering it, day-to-day money was no longer an issue. He didn’t need to fish for a living, which was both good and bad. Fishing had given him something to do, but since China had become the largest purchaser of lobster and crab, the prices were tied to the latest political wrangling between the countries. The current tariffs had driven the price to record lows.

      Mac had no stomach for that. Aside from the politics, the local industry had changed. Back in the day, the commercial fishing landscape had been comprised of many local owner-operators. Lately, the smaller operations had been bought up by a few larger conglomerates. Instead of using the locals, like his mate Trufante, to save money, they used illegals as crew.

      With his and Mel’s recreational fishing licenses, Mac could run ten stone-crab traps, which supplied plenty to feed them. Trapping the local spiny lobster was not permitted, but they were easy enough to dive for.

      Marine construction and salvage were another issue. Along with Wood, Mac had built or repaired many of the island chain’s bridges, some dating from the days of Henry Flagler’s railroad. He constantly had offers to work, most of which he turned down. With no interest in dealing with employees, subcontractors, insurance, bonds, and building officials with their endless supply of new codes, he was officially retired from that line of work.

      Salvage was more interesting. Spending as much time on the water as he did inevitably led to finding items on the seafloor. From discarded bombs from the days of the Cuban missile crisis to long-lost wrecks, he wanted the ability to continue his adventures.

      Reef Runner was too small, and a larger fiberglass boat, like a sport fisher, was too delicate for salvage work. That reasoning led him back to acquiring another steel hull. Removing the fishing vessels from his consideration left a handful of available research ships, but they were generally in the hundred-foot range—too large to keep at the island.

      Mel appeared and distracted him. At forty-two she was in incredible shape, and the one-piece suit revealed enough curves to make him think about another activity.

      “You coming?” Mel stepped out onto the covered porch.

      Wood had built the house to utilize the prevailing winds to cool it. The solar-powered home also had a backup generator and battery bank, but those didn’t provide enough power for air conditioning. Instead, cooling relied on south- and east-facing windows and a covered porch that ran completely around the stilt house. Twice rebuilt, once after a rogue CIA agent had firebombed it and again after Irma had brought 140-mile-per-hour winds and a ten-foot storm surge, the house was almost new.

      “Yeah.” Mac closed the cover of the laptop and followed her out of the house, down the stairs, and along the well-trimmed path to the small beach adjacent to the dock. He stepped up to what was on close inspection a woven fence made out of mangroves and opened its nearly invisible gate. It revealed a small clearing with two kayaks, a stand-up paddleboard, and Wood’s old aluminum skiff.

      Wood had been fanatical about his privacy. The new dock incorporated a lone piling that at one time was the only sign of habitation on the island. The single pole had stood sentinel for twenty-five years. The channel that he had dredged was unmarked and had a large rock set dead center. Anyone not knowing what was there would hit it.

      Mac reached in and grabbed the handle on the bow of the closest kayak to haul it out to the beach. Using the same two concrete tracks Wood once had used to move the skiff, he dragged the kayak to the edge of the narrow beach, thinking that a year ago he would have enjoyed the challenge of using the paddleboard.

      With the kayak sitting half in the water, Mac returned to the gate and closed it out of habit, before picking up the paddle and the Hawaiian sling loaded with a single-shot, 12-gauge powerhead on the tip he had brought down from the house.

      Mel waited for no man and was already a hundred feet into the open water when Mac took his first stroke. He quickly caught her and relaxed as he kept watch over the surrounding waters. After a few minutes, his attention wandered as his thoughts returned to boats.

      That a new boat be steel-hulled and fast were the qualities he was stuck on. The vessel would need to draw less than four feet and be no longer than fifty feet, though he preferred forty. Nothing he had seen for sale met those requirements, which led Mac down the path of salvaging an older hull that would require re-powering and rebuilding from the waterline up. The problem was finding a hull. Many of the local boatyards had boneyards. Irma had contributed dozens of wrecks to supplement the numerous rotting hulls cast off to the side of the yards. Finding the boat he was looking for would require him to check every yard.

      Just as he settled on his course of action, a dark shape moving by startled Mac. In all the times he had escorted Mel, he had never seen a shark. They had crossed paths with a few rays and turtles, but the shape ahead was neither.

      Alerting Mel might seem the natural thing to do, but it was also the wrong one. Any change in her movements might be misinterpreted by the shark and prompt it into action.

      Mac moved his gaze from her back to the approaching shape.

      The loaded pole spear was strapped to the side of the kayak with two bungee cords normally used to stow the paddle. His concern being only about large predators, there was no need for half measures.

      With his paddle in his lap, Mac reached over and released the elastic cords. He removed the spear and set it beside him, as he took a handful of hard strokes in the direction of the shadow.

      Only a dozen feet behind Mel, Mac watched in horror as the dorsal fin broke the surface and the shark accelerated. There was no longer any doubt about its intent. With only seconds to reach it, Mac jabbed the paddle blade in the water and pulled as hard as he could. He knew it wasn’t the most efficient technique, but it got the job done. With every stroke he closed on the dark mass ahead.

      The steel gray of the shark’s body was clearly visible as Mac glided next to it. Sensing him, it changed course, but not enough to make Mac think Mel was no longer in danger.

      Four hard strokes later, the bow of the kayak was even with the shark’s head. Glancing back, Mac saw it was longer than the eight-foot kayak. He took another two strokes and pulled ahead just as the shark came within striking distance of Mel’s kicking feet. Releasing the paddle, Mac grabbed the spear and jammed it into the dark body. Had it been further away from Mel, he would have tried to deter it by using the paddle handle. Killing an apex predator went against his beliefs. Sharks were not the threats they were perceived to be, with the incidence of attacks on humans being about the same as being struck by lightning. This close to Mel, though, he had no choice and aimed for its head. But as the kayak slowed and the shark accelerated, the powerhead struck the shark’s body.

      The water muffled the sound of the explosion as the shotgun shell detonated inside the big fish. The concussion was enough to alert Mel, who stopped and turned around. If Mac had misjudged the shot, she would have been a sitting duck, but he hadn’t, and the shark rolled onto its back.

      Mac passed the corpse and reached Mel, who slid aboard the nose of the kayak.

      “Need a ride?” he asked.

      “Damn, that was close,” she said, panting to catch her breath.
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      The run-in with the shark had shown Mac that, along with what was going on in his head, he had also fallen out of shape. The powerhead had done the work, but he felt exhausted afterwards. Though Mel weighed about a hundred pounds dripping wet, her added weight on the kayak had him laboring with each stroke on the way back to the island.

      With the kayak pulled up on the small beach and his abs aching, Mac caught his breath. He stared across the water at the faint outline of the Bahia Honda bridge. At this distance, the tall span of the old railroad bridge was just a line on the horizon. A year ago, he would have considered the previous episode merely a warm-up and been right back on the paddleboard with a fishing pole heading toward the bridge. Given the current condition of his midsection and the weather, he decided on taking Reef Runner. With Wood’s old aluminum skiff and the topless center console the only motorized craft to choose from, he decided on the larger boat.

      The robust fishery, along the multitude of bridges running through the Keys, was a lifesaver for many family vacations planned around fishing. Every one of the forty-two bridges connecting Miami and the mainland to Key West held fish in a surprisingly large number, size, and variety.

      Fishing out back, as the near-shore waters of the Gulf of Mexico were called, took some knowledge. Littered with skinny grass flats and sandbars, navigation was an issue, as was knowing where the fish held. Navigating the bridges required some skill, but required little local knowledge other than reading the tides. When it was too rough to go offshore or sit on the reef, they made a great alternative.

      Mac put the kayak away and closed the gate. After checking that Mel was okay, he loaded four rods and his cast net into the center console. Running with the following sea allowed him a faster ride to the bridge than he could expect on the way back, and twenty minutes later he arrived by his favorite section.

      The bridges offered more or less equal opportunity for fishing, but the locals knew the spans that held the best bait and fish. Most were in the older sections. With years of accumulated rubble and barnacle growth on the concrete piers, they were fish magnets. The old railway bridge at Bahia Honda, or the original span of the Seven Mile Bridge up toward Marathon, were favorites. Some homework with a chart showed the channels where the current flowed or eddied.

      With an outgoing tide, Mac chose the Seven Mile Bridge to reduce the road noise. Once he reached his spot, marked by a stunted Australian pine nicknamed Fred growing from the old bridge, he allowed the boat to drift with the current as he scanned the water. He would anchor to fish, but first he needed to locate the bait. Visible by the dimples on the water or bird activity overhead, it took him only a few minutes to find a small school. Once he had determined the direction the pod was moving, he inched closer toward them. When they were ten feet away, he left the wheel and grabbed the line from the bucket. Wrapping the loop around his right wrist, he loosely coiled the nylon line over his hand and grabbed the top of the net. After ensuring the brail lines were clear, he lifted the weighted net, looped about half the length over his arm, and grabbed it with his hand. With the weights just above the deck to hold down the noise and vibrations, he gathered a section and tossed it over his shoulder.

      The momentum of the boat had kept up with the school and, with the net ready, Mac wound up and heaved it overboard like he was throwing a large frisbee. A perfect throw looked like a pancake. Mac’s attempt wasn’t perfect, but it landed over the baitfish. After a count of ten, he hauled it back aboard and smiled at the small flashes of silver. He dumped the two dozen pilchards and pin fish into the live well.

      Most days, catching the bait was more problematic than catching the actual fish. With a full live well, Mac idled toward one of the pilings, set the boat up-current, and dropped anchor. Once the hook was set, he reached for his bottom setup and threaded the circle hook through the lips of a large pinfish. He dropped the egg sinker over the side and waited for the line to go slack when it struck. Once it did, he cranked the handle twice to bring it off the bottom and checked the drag before setting the rod into one of the holders on the gunwale. The next line was his surface rig, and he followed the same procedure, less the weight. With the two rods set in their holders, he rigged another bait and tossed it toward the pilings. This one he held, allowing the current and the bait fish’s movements to pull off line naturally. The water column was now covered. All he had to do was wait.

      While the baits worked, Mac checked out the other boats fishing nearby. There were a few families, and several other boats with pairs of fishermen. Toward the end of the old structure he saw a boat he knew.

      “Travis,” the guide called out, as he waved from an adjacent piling. He caught Mac’s attention and pointed to his phone. He might have just called, but Mac was notorious for shutting his cell off. Mac set the rod in the holder and grabbed his cell.

      “Danny, what’s up? Any luck?” Depending on the tide, the bridges could yield several varieties of snapper and grouper, along with the occasional shark or tarpon.

      “Bite’s been good, but that’s not what I wanted to talk to you about.”

      Mac’s stomach clenched. If Danny didn’t want to talk fishing, it couldn’t be good.

      “Heard you lost your boats in the Bahamas.”

      Ghost Runner and his Surfari both sat on the ocean floor about fifteen miles off Chub Cay.

      “Who told you that?” It was always good to know who was talking. The coconut telegraph that ran through the Keys was a world-class rumor mill.

      “Pip’s in town.”

      Shit. Mac cursed under his breath. He loved the old guy, but his infrequent visits usually resulted in a bender that led to some kind of trouble.

      “Said something about looking at a boat in Boot Key.”

      “The harbor?”

      “No. Back in that unmarked canal.”

      To Mac, this sounded like double trouble. He’d known Pip for decades and considered the old man one of his closest friends. Back in the day he had been a handful. Working hard, playing hard, and drinking even harder had been Pip’s style. Since he had retired and moved to the Bahamas he’d mellowed, but when he came back to the Keys he usually went on a tear.

      Second, Boot Key was a dangerous place. The small key hadn’t always been that way, but a series of unfortunate events had transformed it into an unlawful, backwater slum. The tropical hardwood hammock and storm-formed, beach-dune habitats of the island were listed as “remnant habitats” by the State of Florida. The state, along with several government agencies and NGOs, had been buying the precious habitats to support the many migratory birds and endangered species living there.

      Access to the island by vehicle was eliminated when the bascule leaf of the drawbridge that connected the key to the mainland was left in the open position in 2007 and removed in 2010. The island, a stone’s throw across the harbor from Marathon, had been protected from development since 2011 by NOAA’s Coastal and Estuarine Land Conservation Program.

      A small, U-shaped canal with a handful of properties was the only hint of human habitation remaining, and even that had been decimated by Irma in 2017.

      Access to the still-functioning radio station and the small community was now by boat only through a sparsely marked channel on the ocean side.

      To the tourists gazing across the harbor, it looked like pristine wilderness. To Mac and many of the locals it was a hellhole. But even with those two strikes against it, Mac was intrigued.

      “Thanks, man, I’ll give Pip a yell.”

      Mac moved to bring the lines in. Knowing it was getting close to happy hour gave him a sense of urgency to find Pip sooner rather than later. Working from closest to furthest, he brought in the two free lines, then picked up the rod to reel in the bottom rig.

      A tug on the line stopped him. At first he thought it might have snagged one of the coral heads or soft sponges on the bottom. Just as he straightened the rod to pull up the rig without breaking it, he felt another tug.

      Instantly, Mac lifted the tip and started to crank the reel. Regardless of the species, the first few seconds were critical to the fight. He needed to pull the fish off the bottom before it could seek refuge or break the line off on a piece of coral or the bridge pier.

      A half-dozen cranks later and Mac thought the fight was over. The fish seemed to be swimming toward the boat. Instead of coming slowly it came in a rush, causing him a few seconds of panic as he loosened the drag to allow the fish to run without breaking off. Two boat lengths away a dorsal fin broke through the surface, telling him it was a shark. He played it gently, trying not to wear it out, but needing to bring in the line before he released it. When the leader became visible, he set the rod in the holder.

      Many people sought the predators, but, especially after having already dispatched one earlier, Mac had no interest. Sharks were an integral part of the ecosystem, and he felt bad about having killed one already today. The bite had gotten his adrenaline running, but now he relaxed and went to the small drawer behind the leaning post, where he removed a knife. With a quick slash he sliced the line, allowing the shark its freedom. The corrosive saltwater would quickly attack the hook and within a week it would fall free of the shark’s mouth.

      With the shark released, Mac reached for the end of the line and tied a quick slip knot, which he looped over the handle of the reel before setting it in one of the rod holders. Mac grabbed a bottle of water from the cooler and reached for his phone.

      “Yo yo yo.” Pip’s voice sounded like he was mere feet away. “What up, Travis?”

      Mac knew right away he had been drinking and thought about bailing.

      “Got a boat for you to look at,” Pip said.

      “I heard. Back in Boot Key?”

      “Gotta dig to find the gems.”

      “Alright. I’ll bite. I’m down at the old section of the bridge.”

      “Cool. Meet me at Burdines.”

      Mac knew the waterfront bar, which was built over one of the fuel docks just inside the harbor. “Fifteen minutes,” he said, and moved to the bow, where he brought in the anchor. Mac returned to the helm and headed toward the east and Marathon. Just before he pushed down on the throttle, he had a brief second when he wondered how badly this could go.
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      With his shark score one and one for the day, Mac cruised along the line of the Seven Mile Bridge. With the exception of the shallows around Pigeon Key, the water was deep and protected by the structure. Twenty minutes after pulling anchor he sped past the first pair of pilings marking the entrance to the Boot Key Harbor.

      Over the years, Marathon had become increasingly busy. Hotels and vacation rentals dotted the landscape, and cruisers had discovered the protected harbor. When he had left to live out on Wood’s Island seven years ago, he never dreamed of how the building boom that followed the 2008 bust would affect the city. The first sign had been the back ups at the three public boat ramps. On any given Saturday, when the vacation rentals turned over, the lines often clogged traffic. The additional visitors put a noticeable strain on the infrastructure.

      Once a quiet anchorage, the city now operated over two hundred mooring balls inside the harbor. The sea of masts was visible as Mac reached the placard announcing the minimum wake area, where he slowed. He could see from the neat lines of boats ahead that the mooring balls were full. The field of white buoys ran like streets in a neighborhood through the eastern and more protected end of the harbor. This was the high-rent district. Closer to the inlet, vessels were anchored. They ranged from derelict and sunken vessels to ocean cruisers ducking in overnight or waiting for a mooring to open.

      The fuel docks had suffered the same fate as the boat ramps, with often long waits. As Mac pulled past the jumble of boats jockeying for space at Burdines fuel dock, he checked his gauge out of habit. Half a tank was his cutoff. Living eight miles out required a safety margin. The needle hovered right on the halfway line, but Mac was not in the mood to wait in line.

      He passed the fuel dock and turned to port. Above him, the restaurant and bar built over the dock and store were doing a brisk business. Stopping about five feet from the concrete abutment, he gauged the current. Cleats were set into the top of the concrete seawall, but as docks went it was pretty rough—fenders were a requirement, and Mac only had the large red ball he used to retrieve the anchor.

      He set it to port as the tide brought him closer to the dock. When he was a few feet away, he spotted Pip hobbling over.

      “Hey, old man.”

      “C’mon and take a ride. This, that, and the other thing—what else you got to do?” Pip took a pull on his cigar.

      “Guess if it’ll keep you out of the bars, I’d be doing someone a favor.”

      A proud smile crossed the surprisingly unlined face. “Hey, I support the local economy.”

      “Right before you set fire to the dumpster.”

      “All right, Travis, we lookin’ or am I drinkin’?” Pip cackled.

      “Lookin’.”

      While Mac eased the bow toward the dock, Pip eased down and sat on the seawall. When he judged the boat was close enough, he hopped down to the deck.

      “Ain’t as young as I used to be.” Pip looked at Mac. “You either.”

      “You done yet?”

      “Maybe. Got any of them blue Gatorades?”

      Mac knew the old man wasn’t after electrolytes—he wanted a Bud Light. “No good gonna come from you day drinking.”

      “Suit yourself, Travis. We ain’t goin’ far.”

      A large cruiser approached the fuel dock, defying the first rule of boating: if you’re going to hit, hit slow. Unless Mac moved quickly, the wake would slam his smaller boat into the jagged concrete seawall. Mac dropped into reverse and pulled backward and away from the dock. He spun the wheel back and idled forward.

      “Where to?”

      “Out the harbor. You know that small channel up the key?”

      Mac got a sinking feeling in his stomach. “You mean back in by Bohart’s place?”

      “The same. Seen a boat with your name on it.”

      “Ain’t sunk, is it?” Mac hadn’t been into the interior of the island since Irma. After the removal of the bridge, the area had fallen into neglect. The hurricane had undoubtably made it worse, but he knew several of the hardier outcasts still called it home. As they turned toward port and open water, Mac regretted not picking up beer—if not for Pip to drink, than for a peace offering to the Boot Key residents.

      He stayed wide of the shallows along the mangrove-lined shore and the dozen boats anchored outside the harbor. The skinny cut leading to the key was visible as a clear path through the otherwise brown water surrounding it. Mac approached the half-dozen PVC pipes driven akimbo into the bottom to mark the channel. The navigation was fairly straightforward, and after making the turn, he entered a different part of the Keys—one that few tourists ever saw.

      “Overgrown” and “trashed” were the two words that best described the properties lining the small U-shaped canal system. Few of the boats rode above their waterlines and most of the buildings were in disrepair and close to falling down.

      “Go on past Bohart’s and you’ll see it on the right.”

      “What the hell were you doing in here?”

      “Had to find me some medicinals.”

      Mac had noticed the pained look on Pip’s face as he had walked down the dock. “What about those shots?”

      “Wore off. They want to cut me now. Not sure I’m ready for that.”

      There was no use arguing with him. He’d known Pip for twenty-five years, and the man was as stubborn now as the first day they met. Building and repairing bridges required several subcontractors. Wood and Mac had handled the underwater work themselves, but subcontracted specialties like structural steel, paving, and guardrails. Before he’d retired, Pip ran the best guardrail crew in the Keys.

      If you worked here—or worse, owned a business—it didn’t take long to become hardened to the local employment options. Before the influx of immigrants who were happy to do the heavy lifting, there had been no choice other than to rely on local labor—mostly transients, alcoholics, and drug addicts. Wood had called the workforce the bottom of the barrel. The consequence of decades of hiring local workers was that Pip knew the dregs of Keys society—and he didn’t mind drinking with them.

      Mac had his own charity case. Trufante also fit that description, but Mac had taken a liking to the Cajun and used him as a mate whenever he needed help. He drew the line there, though. Whereas Pip was just looking to party, Mac avoided the locals at all costs.

      “You hanging out with Bohart?”

      “Shit, he’s good company.”

      “He’s got good weed, you mean.” Mac knew Pip was more careful in his habits when he was in the Bahamas. He saved himself for his trips to Florida, where in the capital of weird, no matter how hard he partied, he was still under the radar.

      The radio tower rising high above the island was its only real landmark. Everything else, including the concrete building that still housed the transmission equipment for the radio station, was screened by the ever-present mangroves. The worse condition the property was in, the better hidden it was.

      “Turn to the left here,” Pip said.

      Just before he completed the turn, Mac saw what appeared to be a large steel tank in the water. “What the hell is that thing?”

      “Yellow submarine is what it looks like to me.”

      Curiosity got the better of Mac and he slowed as they passed the thirty-foot-long steel vessel, which in this case—for lack of a better word—meant that it floated. Two rusted hatches allowed access to the interior. What Mac would have called the bow, if it were really a ship, was round and blunt, the stern tapered to a point. No propeller or other source of propulsion was evident.

      Mac reached for the dashboard and picked up his phone. He took several pictures before he was distracted by the smell of pot and the sound of voices over a reggae track.

      “Pull on up to that dock. Gotta get permission,” Pip said.

      Mac was conflicted. The last place he wanted to be was a Boot Key party, but he also didn’t want to get shot. He decided that living was his priority and pulled alongside a small dock. Considering the condition of the rest of the island, it was well built and serviceable. As they tied off, a glimpse past the mangroves showed a roller conveyor set up on sawhorses. Beyond that were stacks of neatly aligned crab and lobster traps.

      “Bohart still in business?”

      “Yeah, the old boy was bragging that he got a bunch of new tags.”

      Along with a Saltwater Products License, or SPL, a spiny lobster endorsement, and a restricted species endorsement, trap tags were the licensing mechanism for regulating the industry and were a commodity in the Keys. With ten percent of the trap tags transferred required to be surrendered to the FWC as part of their trap reduction program, it was possible but costly to buy tags.

      The system benefited the older, established fisherman. Though he probably hadn’t set foot aboard a lobster boat in a decade, Bohart was in that class. By allowing his “associates” on the island to fish his traps, he had effectively become the mayor of Boot Key.

      Mac stepped gingerly up onto the dock, testing the boards as he stood. Satisfied that it would support his weight, he reached down and, grasping Pip’s forearm, helped haul him up.

      “Goddamned low tide.” Pip had fallen on his knees and used one of the pilings to pull himself to his feet.

      Mac nodded. Less than a quarter mile from the open Atlantic, the canal was subject to the full tidal swing. Mac spied a group of people clustered around a firepit. He nodded to Pip to go first, but before they could take a step forward, the barrel of a rifle appeared.

      Behind it was a man so thin Mac wondered if he would even be visible if he turned sideways.

      “What y’all want?”

      “Shit, Willy, put that thing down. It’s Pip. Brought Travis to look at the boat.”

      The barrel moved from Pip to Mac. “Not sure you’re welcome here, Travis.”

      There was no love lost between Mac and Jim Bohart, and in a town as small as Marathon everyone knew it. “Money talks, Willy.”

      “Stay here then. I’ll be back.”

      The rail-thin man disappeared. “You’re on hard times if Wet Willie’s running security.” Mac had known the man for years. He was your classic Keys burnout.

      “Not like they get a lot of visitors in here.”

      They swatted mosquitos while they waited for Willie to return. If it weren’t for Pip’s assurances that the boat was worth it, Mac would have been long gone. Finally, when Mac’s patience was as low as the tide, Willie reappeared.

      “He’ll see ya. Follow me.”

      Willie led them past the handful of hollow-eyed partiers around the firepit to a small structure that had clearly been rebuilt. Sitting on the porch with his foot on the rail was Jim Bohart.

      “Travis. Still alive.”

      “Pip tells me you’ve got a boat back here.” He wasn’t about to engage in pleasantries.

      “Show you myself, but the gout’s got me in a bad way.” He pointed a gaff at his foot to show the swollen mess.

      “I’ll have a look and be back if I’m interested.”

      “Willie here’ll show you.”

      “Right, boss.” Willie started walking toward the mangroves.

      Mac was reluctant to follow, but after a few steps saw a narrow trail on the side of the clearing. He averted his gaze and tried not to make eye contact as they passed the group, but one face struck him as out of place. She was turned sideways, clearly trying to avoid his gaze, but Mac knew her right away.
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      “There she is. Did I tell you?”

      Mac was shocked. The hull was covered in leaves, stained, and partially flooded, but it wasn’t the condition of the boat that bothered him. “The Tin Can?”

      “You betcha. Brings back some memories. Here’s the thing, though, she ain’t a Freeman—just sayin’.”

      Mac ignored the comment about Pip’s new boat. Hurricane Dorian had wrecked Pip’s house on Green Turtle Cay in the Bahamas. He had been creative with the insurance money, scaling down the rebuild of his house and buying a bigger boat. The Tin Can wasn’t a six-figure Freeman—it was better.

      Mac felt like he was staring into a time machine. “Wood’s old boat.”

      The boat was buried in the mangroves, tied to the end of a decrepit dock. Mac had already decided he was taking it, if for nothing else than to give it a proper burial. If Wood’s soul were connected to the boat in any way, it would kill him twice to know it was here.

      But before he could move it, he needed to evaluate the hull. Mac needed a better look and moved toward it through the mangroves. Mosquitos swarmed around his head, but he ignored them. It was all about the boat now.

      Originally based on the Higgins LCVP landing craft, made famous by the Normandy and Pacific Island invasions in World War II, the drop-down bow was a distinguishing feature. The hull was the thirty-six-foot model with a ten-foot beam. The catamaran-style design was perfect for the wind-blown chop prevalent in the Keys. The shallow draft would allow him access to areas of the backcountry, places that few vessels over thirty feet dared to tread.

      Mac studied the transom, which was about all he could see of the boat. The rest was hidden by mangroves. That didn’t deter him.

      “And how’d you find this, again?”

      “Ain’t no again, and it might be better if you didn’t know. Plausible deniability and all.”

      Commander was the first name to pop into Mac’s head—Trufante was second. But standing in mangroves with mosquitos and no-see-ums attacking his exposed flesh was not the time for conversation. Mac would have liked to board the boat, but the fading light and the foot of dirty water put him off.

      Mac retreated from the wreck and noticed someone lurking at eye level behind the emaciated man. “That you, Pamela? Thought I saw you back there.” Mac was not about to ask what she was doing here, but he would listen to her opinion. She had a knack for seeing things others couldn’t.

      “Mac Travis.” She stepped forward. “The new Ghost Runner?”

      “Thinking with a little work she might do,” Mac said.

      “I might second that. Got a good vibe.”

      Mac glanced at Pip, trying to hide the relief he felt with Pamela’s approval. He wasn’t sure why. He and Pamela went back five or six years and had been through enough that a bond had grown between them.

      Pip watched as Mac inspected what he could see of the boat. “C’mon, Travis, for old Wood’s sake. Let’s go make a deal.” He fired up his cigar.

      “Alright, Willie, let’s go back and talk to your boss.” Mac stepped back onto the trail.

      Wet Willie nodded. The moonlight reflected on something hanging around his neck. Curious, Mac took a step toward him, but like the feral animal he was, Willie slid backward—but not before Mac noticed he wore a small, gold chain. It didn’t fit the man in style or size.

      Wood had categorized the residents of the Keys into several groups. The indigenous Indians were long gone, replaced by the Conchs—the original families who had managed to weather the climate and inhospitable islands. They had started as wreckers and turtle fishermen. With the advent of refrigeration and the railroad for transportation, many turned to commercial fishing. They were a harsh and unforgiving people, cagey and generally not friendly to strangers.

      Trufante and Wet Willie fell into the second category. They hadn’t been born here, but might as well have been. Defective in some manner, they made up the necessary underbelly of Keys’ society. The last category included the recently arrived. Most didn’t last, but they filled the roles of service workers, divemasters, and mates on the charter boats.

      As they walked back to the clearing, Mac tried to rationalize what Willie would be doing wearing a gold necklace. The only explanations were far from satisfactory. He put it from his mind when he saw Bohart’s swollen foot perched on the porch railing.

      “Damned thing’s killing me. Maybe you could get your witch doctor girlfriend to have a look?”

      “You cut the right deal for the hull and I might.” Mac was bluffing. Pamela had proven over time that she would do what she would do.

      “Interested?”

      “Like to haul her and have a better look.”

      “I can understand that, but we’re gonna have to do an as-is deal. I ain’t in no condition to come lookin’ for you.”

      Mac wondered what the man’s number was and if he would be amenable to trading for the spiny lobster trap tags Mac held. Since he was pretty much done with commercial fishing, this old Munson scratched every itch except for hauling traps. The boat had the reverse layout of a typical lobster boat, which had the wheel house forward and was all deck space in back.

      On this boat, the cabin sat aft, with just enough room for two men to fish behind it. Most of the deck space was forward.

      “Trade for my tags?”

      “Can’t say I blame you for wantin’ out. I’ll bite.”

      A scream exploded from somewhere around the redneck firepit, interrupting the negotiations. Mac, worried that it was Pamela, took off toward the gathering.

      He came across a small group huddled in what could have passed for a Gollum convention. All too thin, tank tops and shorts hanging from their skeletal frames, with gaunt faces and sunken eyes, they turned to look at Mac. He did a quick scan for Pamela but didn’t see her.

      “What happened?”

      One of them pointed. Mac parted the group and moved toward an inert figure lying on the ground. He went to one knee, but before he examined the girl, he studied their faces. He knew a few and the rest he memorized, because whatever had happened to the girl was clearly foul play.

      Mac examined the gash responsible for the pool of blood around her head. From the placement of the wound, he knew this had been no accident. He felt for a pulse, but knew what he’d find.

      When Mac looked up, he saw only Pip standing beside him. The rest of the crowd had melted into the mangroves.

      “She dead?” Pip asked.

      Mac nodded and stepped away from what was surely a crime scene.

      “Looks like one of them.”

      From what he could see of the woman, Pip was right. “Gotta call the sheriff.”

      “So here’s the thing. I might want to disappear before they get here. Kind of skipped customs and immigration on the way in.”

      Mac shrugged. He’d thought about leaving as well, but there was something about the prone body that looked familiar. In order to find out he would have to wait for the ME to roll the body, but if his suspicions were correct, Mel would want to know.

      She was his first call. First, to approve his course of action and second, to tell her he thought it was Sarah Hughes.

      “Crap, Mac. I haven’t seen her in years.”

      “You guys were close in high school.”

      “Yeah, she lived down the street. Lost touch when I went to college, though. Listen, I would call Garrett directly. Having him come out would be a lot easier on you.”

      Mac couldn’t argue with her logic. There were at least four law enforcement agencies in Marathon, and out of all of them the sheriff’s deputy was his only ally. Mac disconnected and made the call.

      Garrett answered right away and Mac explained about finding the body. “I’m not going to ask what you’re doing back in there.”

      “Just come out ASAP. I’ll keep an eye on things until you get here.”

      Garrett estimated it would take him thirty minutes to reach the backwater community. Mac knew the medical examiner would take longer, but he was grateful for Garrett’s promptness.

      “What happened?”

      Mac put the phone back in his pocket and turned toward Pamela, who had come up behind him. He started to ask the question that had been on his mind, but it was no surprise when she answered before he asked.

      “Trying to score some weed. Tru’s out catching bait. He’s gonna pick me up anytime now.”

      Mac didn’t buy it. There were plenty of easier ways to score better weed than coming out to Boot Key. “Might want to let him know to make himself scarce—you, too. Law’s on the way.”

      “If he answers.” She pulled her phone from the pouch of her hoodie.

      There was no reason for her wearing the extra layer other than to keep the locals or the bugs from looking and biting. Neither species had seen a healthy body in a long time. “If you get ahold of him, I’ll run you home.”

      “I like that boat, Mac.”

      Most people would have walked away from what was essentially a wreck, but Mac had immediately sensed the possibilities. Apparently Pamela could as well. While he waited for her to call Trufante, he started to plan the rebuild.

      The first task would be to pump out the hull and tow her to a marina where he could have her put on the hard. Once out of the water and drained, the cleanup would be fairly straightforward. One of the benefits of the boat was its all-aluminum construction. If there was even one sheet of plywood aboard, Mac would be surprised. A pressure washer would make short work of the caked-on muck and mud.

      Originally outfitted with a diesel engine, which was inevitably ruined, Mac planned on welding an outboard bracket on the transom and placing a pair of 300s. The outboards wouldn’t match the diesel for fuel efficiency, but they would push the hull over forty knots. If there was one lesson to be learned in his past decades’ adventures, it was that you could never have too much power.

      The electronics would be straightforward. Twin twelve-inch chartplotters, an autopilot, and a VHF radio were the essentials. The rest could wait. Fitting out the cabin could be done in stages with Mel’s help.

      His immediate decision would be for power: Yamaha or Suzuki?

      Mac’s planning session was disturbed by the sound of an outboard engine. From the pitch, it was approaching. He made his way down to Reef Runner on the small dock, thinking it was either Trufante or Garrett. It would be good to get Pamela and Pip out of here before the law showed. It wasn’t until he reached the dock that he realized he was walking alone.

      But Pip and Pamela suddenly appeared when Trufante’s frame and thousand-dollar grin appeared from behind the wheel of his forward-console bait boat. Mac climbed aboard Reef Runner, tossed the red ball over the side, and readied a line. There was no need for more. He was going to run the Cajun off as soon as Pamela and Pip were aboard.

      “Yo, Mac. What are you doin’ in here?”

      “Could ask you the same.” He tossed the line to Trufante. The cat-like Cajun grabbed it out of the air, placed it around his midship cleat, and pulled the boats together.

      “You know Wood’s old boat’s back here?” Mac asked him.

      “No shit.”

      “Got anything going for tomorrow? I want to haul it out of here.”

      “Sure thing.”

      “Pamela get ahold of you?”

      “Nah, ain’t checked my phone.”

      The baitwell pump was loud enough to cover it if it had rung. “Got a body back here. Garrett’s on his way.”

      The center console swayed as if a wake had hit it. Pamela and Pip passed by Mac as they boarded Trufante’s boat. Within a minute the Cajun was heading back toward open water.

      Before they pulled away, Pip’s voice carried over the water. “Told you it was a bad idea comin’ back here without beer.”

      Mac grinned, but Pamela’s parting words stung him.

      “Girl needs justice, Mac Travis.”
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      Mac waited on the dock until Trufante’s boat had turned the ninety-degree corner and was out of sight. Gauging its speed, Mac stayed another few minutes in case he had to provide cover for the trio if Garrett saw them.  

      A short minute after Mac figured Trufante was clear, he heard another outboard coming toward the dock. One of the Monroe County Sheriff’s boats rounded the corner. A wave of relief came over Mac when he saw Garrett at the wheel. Pausing in mid-channel, Garrett tossed a pair of fenders over the portside and swung the bow to the dock. Mac was ready to receive the lines the deputy tossed at him.

      “Thought I saw Trufante and Pamela with some old man coming out of here. Know anything about that?”

      Mac was pretty sure he didn’t expect an answer. “Lot of water out there. This close to the harbor anything can happen.”

      Garrett seemed to accept his answer. “Where’s the body?”

      Mac helped Garrett secure the boat and led the deputy to the deserted clearing. “Sarah Hughes, I think. Been a while, but looks like her.”

      “From down on Ramrod Key?”

      Mac wasn’t surprised Garrett knew who she was. Take out Key West’s twenty-five thousand residents, and there were only fifty thousand others spread over the hundred miles of islands. Most of the families dating back to the sixties and seventies knew each other. “Yeah. Mel went to school with her.”

      Garrett bent down and examined what he could see of her face. “Sure looks like her. Knew her younger brother.”

      With Pamela’s words echoing in his head, Mac stared down at the body. He wanted to cover her face, or at least close her eyes, but he knew better.

      “Better wait for the ME,” Garrett said, reading his mind.

      Mac nodded. His relationship with the local law enforcement bureaus was tenuous at best. Between the sheriff, the FWC, the highway patrol, and the Coast Guard, he was outnumbered. He decided he had better give his attorney an update.

      “Gotta check in,” Mac said, and walked away.

      The phone had barely rung before Mel picked up. “Let’s have it, Mac.”

      Mac hesitated a moment. “Pip found a hull back in here. It’s a Munson, your dad’s old boat,” he said, as if that would make it alright. As expected, with the discovery of a body, the boat didn’t matter.

      “So, let’s do a little addition. Trufante’s usually at hand if there’s trouble. With him, Pip, and I assume Pamela around somewhere, that adds up to three against one.”

      Mac couldn’t fault her math or her logic. There was no point in rationalizing or trying to explain that Trufante had been out fishing when the body was discovered.

      “Not sure who’s more trouble, Pip or Tru. Anyway, I’d come out, but all that’s here is the skiff.”

      “No worries. Garrett’s here. I can give him my statement and head home.”

      “Probably the best idea. At least you can trust him.”

      “Okay, but I’m thinking this is going to take a while.”

      “No worries, but no vigilante business. You’re just doing your civic duty. You’re not involved.”

      As usual, Mel’s and Pamela’s advice conflicted. Mac put that aside and disconnected. He walked across the clearing, finding it empty except for Garrett and the dead woman—even the firepit showed no sign of life.

      “You need a statement? I’d like to get out of here.”

      Garrett removed a small notebook and pen. “Probably won’t get much from the natives if I can even scare them up. For once, yours might be the most detailed I get.”

      Mac recounted his actions since setting foot on the dock.

      “I remember that Munson. Wood used to run it, didn’t he?”

      “Brings back some memories. Made a deal with Bohart.”

      Garrett’s face twisted as if he had eaten something bitter. “Deal with the devil.”

      “No other way. It’s on his property.”

      “May want to have Mel look into the property rights out here. I’m not sure what the deal is anymore. These folks”—Garrett waved toward the people he expected were hiding in the brush—“might be squatters.”

      “Even so. Don’t want any enemies back in here.”

      Garrett nodded. They both knew the stories. None had been proven, but every time anything untoward happened, from a lost kayaker to a boat break-in in the harbor, fingers were pointed to the island. Mac glanced up at the radio tower behind them. On several occasions, coming into Sister Creek or the harbor, he had seen a reflection off what he thought were binoculars coming from the basket near the top. There wasn’t a better lookout post in the Keys.

      By the time he and Garrett finished, the ME had arrived on another sheriff’s boat. Mac had been listening for the sound of the engine and made it to the dock and aboard Reef Runner before the other boat could tie off to his. The last thing he wanted was to be pinned in. The deputy and Mac exchanged glances as Mac hopped aboard his boat and idled away from the dock as the second sheriff’s boat approached. Mac used the last of his patience to idle into the turn. When he reached the PVC pipes marking the channel, he pressed down on the throttle. The boat reacted quickly, and without the weight of a T-top—which he had lost to a nearby bridge during a chase—he was on plane before he reached the last pipe.

      As he left, Mac knew he’d be back, and for more than the boat.

      Mac sensed that any forensics would be conducted posthaste. Even the most thorough tech wouldn’t find much. Sarah was going to be taken to the morgue, where the investigation would end. There might or might not be an autopsy; no one was interested in the death of a local druggie, especially when the body was found on Boot Key.

      Mac had known Sarah and her parents. They were constantly battling to stay financially afloat, and he expected that sometimes the old man had resorted to activities he wasn’t proud of, but things shouldn’t end this way for Sarah. As he sped toward the deep water between Knights and Pigeon keys, Mac speculated about what might have happened. There was every chance Sarah had died of natural causes, but that was an assumption based on her apparent lifestyle. Anything could have happened on the rogue key. Pamela’s word echoed in his head—justice.

      Justice came in many forms, and Mac had to wonder that if Sarah had died by someone else’s hand, what he would do if he uncovered the perpetrator? Garrett would do the right thing, but the DA and sheriff were less principled—more interested in budgets and keeping tourists safe than in justice.

      Within minutes he had reached an agreement with himself that he would do whatever it took.

      If this was going to be how it went down, he needed more information before the trail became cold. Pamela was his obvious source. She’d said Trufante had been out catching bait. If that were the case, they would probably sleep in tomorrow. Mac spun the wheel and reversed course.

      Crossing back under the Seven Mile Bridge, his earlier feeling was confirmed when he saw both sheriffs’ boats leaving the small channel. If any kind of investigation or forensics had been done, it had been brief. There was little chance any of the residents had been interviewed, either. All the authorities had was the body and Mac’s brief statement. Unless they dedicated time and manpower, it would be a cold case in a matter of days.

      Steering a wide course offshore toward the lighthouse marking Sombrero Reef in order to avoid any scrutiny, Mac ran about a mile out before turning. Sister Creek was easy to see. To the right, the lights from the homes by the beach were clearly visible. To the left, the darkness of Boot Key prevailed. Were it not for West Sister Rock, a small island surrounded by shoals, the navigation would be simple. Mac studied the horizon and finally picked out the flashing red light above the seaward marker.

      Once inside the creek he slowed, motoring by the million-dollar homes. He turned to starboard at a particularly garish, round-shaped house and entered the maze of canals. The backyard water roads of the Keys were often blasted out with dynamite and therefore dead straight. Here, they had been dredged and so instead meandered, often ending in large turning basins.

      As darkness enveloped the water, Mac pulled out his handheld light. Panning the beam back and forth, he located obstacles ranging from protruding limbs to boats. The worst were the boat lifts, whose arms extended well into the waterway, often low to the water or even just underneath the surface. Pamela and Trufante’s house was buried about fifteen minutes inside the inlet. Trufante’s boat was tied off to the dock.

      The lights were on and an old Stones’ tune hit him just before the scent of weed did. Pamela’s music choices were a reflection of her mood and when he heard the opening riff for Gimme Shelter, Mac knew his night wasn’t over.

      Unseen, he pulled parallel to Trufante’s boat and set out the red float ball to cushion the inevitable blow from when a boat came through too fast and threw up a wake. He tied the bow and stern to the adjacent cleats and crossed the smaller boat to the dock.

      Pamela, Trufante, and Pip sat on the concrete patio under the stilt house. Each had at least two empty beer cans beside their chair. He was almost standing on top of them when Pamela noticed him.

      “Mac Travis. Come looking for justice?”

      Sometimes he wished she would speak plainly, but he knew what she meant. “Sheriff and the ME came out. Spent about ten minutes and left. Figured if I wanted answers I’d start here.”

      What Mac really wanted to know was why Pamela had been there in the first place. He wasn’t buying her line that she had gone out to score weed.

      He fixed his gaze on her. “Did you see anything?”

      “Not a damned thing. If I did, I would have stopped it.”

      It had taken him and Mel several years to piece together Pamela’s background. He’d always known there was more to her than the airhead who Trufante had found pulling a three-wheeled purple suitcase down Whitehead Street in Key West. She had turned out to be a badass, and her past, when it was finally revealed, confirmed that. Pamela was not a victim.

      “What about a list of who was out there?”

      “Shoot, Mac, they don’t even exist,” Trufante said.

      Mac kept his focus on Pamela. Trufante was correct that they didn’t exist on paper, but they were very real sitting there drinking beer and smoking weed. He gave her a questioning look.

      She drained her beer and got up. “I’ll go a get a piece of paper and write down everyone I saw.”

      All eyes were on her as she walked upstairs to the main floor of the stilt house.

      “You gonna do it?” Pip asked, more interested in the boat.

      “Think so. Made a deal with Bohart. I’d like to pull it out of there tomorrow and get it over to the marina so we can pull it.”

      “Damn, Wood’s old Munson come back to life.” Pip blew a ring of smoke.

      “Pick me up and I’ll give you a hand,” Trufante said.

      “Appreciate that.” For all his faults, the Cajun could take an engine apart and put it back together blindfolded. “Nine too early?”

      “Nah, we’re about done here.”

      Mac turned to Pip, who pulled furiously on his cigar and blew a cloud of smoke that hid his expression as he said, “Gotta see the wife.”

      Pamela came back down with a small piece of paper, which she handed to Mac. It didn’t need to be very big, as there were only three names on it. Mac had seen at least a dozen people in the clearing.

      “Sorry, don’t know the rest.”

      “Wouldn’t expect you to,” Mac said. There was an entire transient population living off the radar on derelict boats in the harbor and creek.
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      Mac had a restless night. He didn’t sleep well under the best of circumstances, and the barrage of questions from Mel about Sarah and her dad’s old boat didn’t help. With no way to turn the faucet off, he had suffered through her inquisition. Now, as he struggled to get out of bed, he was paying for it.

      He found Mel on the porch, with her coffee mug on a side table and her tablet in her lap. Mac glanced over her shoulder and saw the browser open to the Monroe County Sheriff’s Office’s web page.

      “You think they informed her mother?” she asked.

      Mac shook his head. “Probably not. You want to get involved?”

      “Might be a little easier on her.”

      Mac knew that wasn’t Mel’s only reason. Without her causes, living on a small island with a Type A personality would be a curse. Mel had her projects, most notably her fight with Big Sugar, but Mac sensed she was more than intrigued with Sarah’s death. He guessed it was split 50/50 between caring about justice for an old friend and getting revenge against Jim Bohart.

      She had been incensed that Mac had gone to look at the boat, until she found out the old Munson had been her dad’s. Wood had nicknamed it the Tin Can, more as a curse about its bad attributes than as a boat name, but it had stuck and now was more or less the official name of the boat. Fast and light, with a front loading-ramp and a wide beam, the boat was perfect for running materials and working on the bridges. Wood also had a larger barge with an excavator mounted to it, but that often required an entire day to move. The Munson was capable of forty knots in good conditions, which often made it faster than driving the mostly two-lane highway. But it always had that hollow, tin-can kind of feel.

      Mel was confused about how the boat had ended up back in Boot Key. Her dad had backed down to no one, and what had started as merely a contentious relationship with Bohart had turned into all-out war before Wood died. Wood had his enemies, but in most things he had sided with the local contractors and commercial fishermen, making him a popular if cantankerous character. Bohart was one of the few people who really disliked him.

      Spiny lobster and stone crabs sought out structures and current. The numerous bridge pilings offered both. Add rubble to the equation and you have a crustacean’s paradise. Bohart knew this and started to set his trap lines close to where Wood was working.

      The war had started over boundaries, with Wood cutting the buoy lines of traps he felt were too close to his work space. To avoid notice, Bohart had started using submerged lines to link his traps together, with only a buoy on one end. The heavy rope used was a hindrance to both heavy equipment and divers.

      Neither man tired of the back and forth—in fact, many outsiders said they had thrived off it. When Wood retired, the bad feelings between them continued. Mac had no idea how the Tin Can had found a home in Boot Key, but he was sure Bohart got some kind of gratification from watching it rot in the canal.

      “I’ll check with Garrett. Gonna grab Trufante and see if we can pull the Munson out.”

      “Dad’ll rest easier knowing we have it back. Don’t worry about Garrett. I’ll call.”

      Mac wasn’t sure Mel becoming involved was a good idea, but if she was set on it there was no stopping her. Stubbornness was one of several of the Woodson traits that had been passed through their genes.

      Mac made two sandwiches, then dumped the remains of the coffee pot into an insulated cup. He stopped before he left and made a third sandwich for Trufante—otherwise, he knew he’d be sharing one of his. He left the house and kissed Mel on top of her head before heading down the stairs and toward the dock.

      

      Mel waited until the sound of the outboard faded. She closed her laptop, finished her coffee, and went back inside. A few minutes later, she left the house and, with a dry bag holding a change of clothes, her phone, and her wallet, headed downstairs, where she grabbed a five-gallon gas can from the side of the shed and carried it to the beach.

      A glance at the water told her the conditions were benign enough to take the kayak, but after yesterday’s incident with the shark, she decided on the aluminum skiff. Many days she wouldn’t blink about paddling the twenty-mile round trip, but today she had more on her mind than exercise.

      Mel pulled the mangrove gate open and entered the small clearing. After moving the kayak aside, she released the winch cable they used to crank the boat into the clearing and slowly pushed the boat trailer through the gate and onto the beach, where she inspected the skiff.

      She had expected to find far worse than an inch of rainwater that didn’t quite reach the plug hole. Mac must have used it recently. All it took was a quick tip to drain the water out. She replaced the plug and slung the gas can into the cockpit.

      Mel pushed the trailer partially into the water before starting the old outboard. With the lower unit submerged, she squeezed the small ball to prime the line and pulled the starter cord. The engine coughed. Mel eased the choke out halfway and gave it another yank. This time the motor started, and she was relieved to hear it idle evenly. Leaving the engine in neutral, she pushed the trailer further into the water until the skiff floated loose, then hopped aboard.

      Running a small skiff through the backcountry was a unique experience, even for an experienced boater like Mel. Sitting close to the water, the fifteen-knot speed seemed fast. Despite her mission, Mel smiled as the lightweight skiff cruised over the flats, drawing only inches of water. She was able to run a more or less straight course to Big Pine, something almost impossible in a larger boat.

      She entered the small channel and passed the bubbler her dad had installed years ago to mitigate the weeds that the prevailing winds blew into the canals. Several turns later, she pulled up to an empty dock. As she tied a line around one of the pilings, Mel heard the sound of a door closing.

      “That you, Mel?”

      “Hey, Mandy.” Taking care to avoid the broken boards, Mel stepped onto the dock. The place looked the same as it had twenty years ago. It still felt strange to call her friend’s mother by her first name. Back in high school, she was always Mrs. Hughes. Now, the world had flipped and she was taking care of the older woman, who didn’t seem to notice.

      “What brings you out here?”

      Mel motioned the woman toward a concrete table with two benches.

      “What is it, honey?”

      “It’s about Sarah. Has the sheriff’s office contacted you?”

      She shook her head. “Did something happen?”

      Mel lowered her eyes to the dirty table. “Mac was out at Boot Key.”

      Sarah’s mother dropped her head to her hands. “She’s been hanging out with that lot again.”

      “Mandy, she’s dead.”

      The woman looked up at the sky. “No surprise there. Was it the drugs?”

      “You knew?”

      “Hard not to. First I noticed some things missing. Then she started to ask for money. Didn’t expect it would be long.”

      Mel met her eyes. “It looks like foul play might have been involved.”

      “No surprise there, either. Those people’ll kill each other for a fix. Why haven’t the police been here?”

      “I don’t know, but I figured it might be better coming from someone you knew.”

      “I appreciate your concern. Can I see my girl?”

      Mel had come out just to break the news, but she had a hard time leaving the woman on her own. “I can make some calls and see where she is.”

      “That’d be nice. The law don’t care much for us old-timers.”

      Mel couldn’t argue with that. But the truth was, it wasn’t for lack of caring, it was more not being able to do anything. An unwritten rule prevailed among the Conchs that things would be settled among themselves. Not one of them cooperated with law enforcement. Justice was served by the community.

      Mel returned to the skiff to retrieve her dry bag. She took her phone out and called the sheriff’s station in Marathon. Within a minute a gruff voice came on the line.

      “You had no right to go out there and tell her.”

      “Sheriff, I’m not going to fight with you. They’re old family friends. Consider it a favor.”

      “Ms. Woodson—”

      Mel cut him off. “Where’s the body?”

      “Medical examiner on Grassy Key.”

      Mel had questions, but knew there would be no answers coming. She disconnected and turned to Mandy. “Grassy Key. We’ll need your car.”

      Mel promised herself this was going to be the extent of her involvement. Had the ME’s office been closer she might have taken the skiff, but it was about thirty miles away. Mandy entered the house to change, leaving Mel staring at the canal where she had spent her childhood.

      Growing up here had been good and bad. It was one of those circumstances where you didn’t know how good you had it until you were gone. Her mom had passed when she was ten, leaving Wood, a man unequipped to raise a girl, as her only family. She couldn’t fault him, though. He had taught her what he knew, and by the time she graduated high school, she was as proficient as any captain and adept in and on the water.

      But like most rural teenagers she longed for the big city. Key West then was only a shadow of what it had become today. She wanted out, and with a full scholarship to the University of Virginia, she had gotten her wish. It wasn’t until a near-fatal accident involving her dad brought her back that she realized what she had left.

      Mandy called down to meet her out front. Mel, thankful to leave her memories behind, walked around the crushed-gravel yard to the street side of the house. Sitting there was an old pickup.

      “You mind driving?” Mandy asked.

      Mel moved toward her to take the offered keys and thought she smelled alcohol on the woman. It was not a surprise. Between whatever she had drunk and the stress of hearing about her daughter’s passing, Mandy chatted nonstop on the way up-island. Mel nodded every once in a while as they passed through Big Pine, Bahia Honda, and some of the smaller Keys before the Seven Mile Bridge. Within twenty minutes they were passing through Marathon, and ten minutes later Mel pulled into the Monroe County Medical Examiner’s facility.

      They were expected, which was no surprise. Mel didn’t like the sheriff, but had to acknowledge that he was efficient. A middle-aged man with a slight stoop escorted them to an examination room. Mandy identified the remains of her daughter and quickly left the room.

      “You going to do an autopsy?” Mel asked. She had observed the cleaned-up head wound, but also noted a thin bruise running around Sarah’s neck.

      The man raised a bushy eyebrow. “Sheriff asked me not to give out any details.”

      Mel’s blood boiled. She knew the feeling and had the choice whether to control it or not. She chose not.

      She extended her hand. “Melanie Woodson, attorney for the family.” It was jumping the gun, but she doubted he would question Mandy about it.

      “Are you going to tell me those ligature marks on her neck are from a drug overdose? I’d be willing to bet there will be petechial hemorrhaging if you open her eyelids.”

      “Ma’am. I don’t have any authority outside of getting confirmation of the woman’s identity. I’m sorry for your loss.”

      He sounded sincere, and Mel gauged she had gone as far as she could with him. “Where can I reach your boss?”

      “I’d be happy to give you a card on the way out. He’s at a convention in Baltimore.”

      Mel nodded and took another look at her old friend as the man covered Sarah’s head. The notion of comforting an old friend’s mother was turning into a mission to find the truth.

      With Sarah’s death mask engraved in her memory, she followed the man back to the waiting room, where he handed her a card. She had a few choice words on the tip of her tongue, but held them. The man had shown nothing but courtesy. Mel would take it out on his boss—and the sheriff.
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      Trufante was waiting when Mac pulled up to the dock. Using his cat-like skills, he slipped aboard between the coils of line and pumps packed onto the small deck. Mac had a basic idea about who and what he’d be dealing with, but he only wanted to go in there once. Working inside the confines of Bohart’s empire was too close to being in an infectious disease ward. “In and out” was the mantra for the day.

      “Not messin’ around,” Trufante said, checking the cooler before settling onto a large coil of rope. Within seconds his thousand-dollar grin turned into a subtle smile as he leaned against a pile of hose. In seconds he was asleep. The Cajun was predictable, and Mac knew enough to have brought a six pack along with the sandwiches he’d made.

      After leaving the dock at Tru and Pamela’s house, he idled through the canal system. Mac was deep in thought. Since he had left his island, he’d had his game face on and was thankful not to have to engage in any extraneous conversation—especially any reminder from Pamela. His thoughts drifted between Sarah’s death and recovering the Tin Can. Mostly the latter.

      Mel had told him of her visit to see Mandy and the medical examiner. She had spent the night assembling a next-of-kin request for an autopsy. Mandy would need to sign the paperwork and the medical examiner would need to approve it, although Mel was not confident of achieving either.

      Recovering the boat was more in his wheelhouse, and Mac felt sure he could tow it around to the boat ramp, where he could haul it out. One of the benefits of its aluminum hull was a lighter weight. A similar-sized steel boat would require using a boatyard with a lift, but with the Tin Can weighing just twelve thousand pounds rigged, a triple-axle trailer could handle its weight. The benefit in portability, though, was also the main drawback. Thirty percent lighter than comparable steel construction, the craft lacked the durability of its heavier equivalents—hence the nickname Tin Can.

      There was one other drawback that Mac would need to get over. He had always been a behind-the-scenes, keep-a-low-profile kind of guy. Ghost Runner, though customized, looked like any other lobster boat. The Munson stuck out in a crowd. It might not be his dream boat, but it was worth saving.

      Mac knew better than to trust the weather forecast and scoped out the Australian pines as they passed through the canals. The invasive species were generally a nuisance, but with their light, evergreen branches often reaching a hundred feet in height, they were a perfect telltale. The Gulf had been calm, but Mac knew that was little indication of what the ocean side held in store. Protected by the skinny landmass and shallow enough to prevent a swell from forming, it took what was referred to as a “fresh breeze” on the Beaufort scale, with sustained winds in the twenties, to make the backside waters uncomfortable.

      Faced with the option of leaving by the outside route—out Sister Creek and around the exposed side of Boot Key—or the inside, which entailed a long, slow ride through the harbor, Mac chose the outside. His decision was based as much on not being seen as on comfort. From the commercial fleet docked on the city side to the vagrant population anchored near the mangroves on the Boot Key side, the coconut telegraph would be buzzing after seeing Mac with his boat loaded down with recovery gear.

      Mac joined the string of boats heading past Sombrero Beach. The eager anglers ignored him. Five minutes away from the RESUME SAFE SPEED marker, Mac checked out the boats. He could tell from their gear whether they intended a day on the reef or offshore. Spinning rods and a net meant the reef, while heavy boat-rods indicated offshore anglers. Some had both, which in his opinion was the wise choice.

      Mac lined up the red markers, which he kept on his portside, and headed toward the lone, green day-beacon. To his starboard side were the mangroves of Boot Key; to port, the million-dollar homes.

      Once clear of the green marker, Mac pushed down the throttles and, keeping clear of the low mass of West Sister Rock, lined up the bow with the high spot in the Seven Mile Bridge. It wasn’t his destination, but a good landmark that would keep him off the flats. When the condos at the tip of Knights Key came into view, he scanned the water for the PVC pipes marking the channel.

      Trufante’s radar kicked in. Sensing when the boat slowed, he rose to join Mac at the console. No words were needed, and the Cajun knew him well enough to leave him to his planning. Even though Mac had thought things through ten different ways and brought enough gear for each of them, he wouldn’t relax until the boat was on the hard.

      Making the turn into the side canal, it took Mac a minute to realize the yellow submarine was gone. With the dock ahead, Mac was focused on the water and gave it little thought. He coasted alongside the Tin Can and reversed to slow enough for Trufante to toss one of the handful of fenders over the side and loop a line over the midship cleat. He pulled the boats together.

      Trufante had come aboard wearing his knee-high white boots and waited while Mac put his on. The water temperature was in the eighties, but the murky water in the Tin Can’s hull hid both natural and manmade undesirables. Neither man was going aboard without protection.

      Mac was first over the side. The first order of business was to get the water out of the boat. Scuppers were placed above the waterline along the length of the hull to drain rain and seawater, but they were obviously clogged.

      “Hand over the gaff,” Mac called to Trufante.

      With the long-handled hook, Mac started clearing the small rectangular cutouts. Slowly water seeped from them into the canal. Once all were cleared, the deck began to drain. The next phase was to pump out the pontoons. Generally, boats were equipped with bilge pumps automatically activated by float switches, which engaged the pump when the water level reached a certain level. They worked well until the batteries either died or were submerged.

      Mac moved to the transom and opened the hatch housing the four batteries to find them covered in water. “Bring the pump over.”

      Trufante crossed to the now-visible deck carrying a small gas pump. He handed the intake hose to Mac, who placed it inside the flooded bilge. With the outflow hose running into the canal and tied to a cleat, Trufante primed the pump with a bucket of water and pulled the starter cord. The pump spurted and the outflow hose bucked until the flow evened out. Water poured over the side. With the bilge draining, the transom hold emptied. Mac continued the process until the port and starboard pontoons were dry.

      The hull rode at least six inches higher in the water now, but Mac needed to make sure there were no punctures. He’d have to wait at least thirty minutes, until he could be confident the boat was going to stay dry. While he waited, he rigged a bridle to tow the boat behind Reef Runner.

      The sound of a beer can opening brought his gaze to Trufante, who took a sip and tipped the can in his direction.

      “First one’s either the best or the worst,” the Cajun said,

      Mac wasn’t about to ask which it was today. “Been long enough. Let’s see if we can move her.” Mac knew he was pushing it, but if there were a catastrophic leak the boat would have been sunk. He moved back over to the Tin Can and checked the holds. “Looks good.”

      Where a standard monohull required just a single line, with twin pontoons and a squared-off bow, the cat required two rigging points. Mac hooked the ends of the bridle around the port and starboard bow cleats and adjusted the line so the feed from the tow vessel was in the center of the bow. He tossed the end of the line to Trufante, who fashioned a similar setup that he attached to the rear cleats of the center console.

      “I’ll stay aboard in case something happens,” Mac said. He moved into the wheelhouse and grasped the wheel, turning it hard to see if the rudder was frozen. Bracing his legs against the helm, he gave Trufante a thumbs-up sign and waited while the Cajun started the engine. Mac readied himself for the inevitable tug of war.

      With no idea if the boat was stuck in the mud or on another obstacle, Mac gave Tru the forward sign and held on. Slowly, Trufante held the center console to the middle of the canal. Mac could feel the tension zing through the aluminum hull as the line became taut. The outboard’s propeller churned up the water, but the Tin Can refused to budge.

      Mac wasn’t discouraged. He’d expected some kind of trouble. He’d brought his dive gear, but using that was a last resort. The murky canal was home to creatures he didn’t want to know about. Tourists loved the manatees that cruised the canals, often offering them fresh water from the dockside hoses. What they didn’t know was that crocodiles and sharks cruised the canals as well.

      Mac signaled for Trufante to try again. The Cajun moved Reef Runner to the far side of the canal to change the angle and revved the engines. The boat moved a little, then stopped. Moving back to the near side of the canal, Trufante pushed down the throttles again. Mac felt the hull release and slide off the mud bank that had entrapped it. As badly as he would have liked for Trufante to keep going until they got to open water, Mac knew better. The recovery had gone well so far, but there was plenty that could still go wrong.

      He moved to the bow to check the tow rig and, satisfied, gave Trufante a thumbs-up. Slowly the boat inched forward, and Mac moved to the transom to check the holds. Then, curious, he looked into the murky water to see what the boat had been stuck on.

      “Stop!” he screamed when he saw a pair of bodies floating to the surface. Mac felt eyes on him, and not from the facedown bodies. He scanned the bank, but saw nothing. He cursed to himself. Of all the things he had anticipated going wrong, this was not one of them.

      With the boats floating freely in the canal, Trufante turned back to Mac with a questioning look. He hadn’t seen what lay in their wake. It would have been easy to give him the forward signal and move away as if nothing had happened, but Pamela’s words echoed in his head.

      He slashed his throat for Trufante to cut the engine and waited while the incoming tide pushed the boats back to the dock.

      Trufante stood at the transom of Reef Runner with a fresh beer in hand, confused at Mac’s order.

      “Found a couple of bodies.”

      A gruff voice called out from the brush. “You can just keep on going, Travis. Take the boat and forget what you saw.”

      With the aid of the gaff he used as a cane, Bohart hobbled onto the dock.

      The bodies had Mac mesmerized, like a magnet that wouldn’t let go. The need for justice echoed in his mind, and he knew he couldn’t walk away, but with the apparent local indifference to, and of, the authorities about Sarah’s death, he was going to do this his way.

      “Let’s get out of here,” he yelled to Trufante.
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      Jim Bohart sat on a stack of lobster traps smoking a joint as thick as a cigar. He’d been watching as Travis readied the boat to be moved. For the first time he could recall, he found himself rooting for the man. Once again he checked the two-way radio clipped to his shirt pocket and looked up at the radio tower, where one of his lackeys was keeping watch.

      The sub had gone out last night to make the pickup, but had not returned. There could be numerous reasons for the delay and, with radio communications forbidden, Bohart was in the dark. This wasn’t the first time it had been late. Coast Guard or other law enforcement in the area were the usual reason. Mechanical breakdown was possible, but the unit had no engines or electronics, meaning the tow vessel would have had the problem. That wouldn’t be a first, either, but procedure dictated they ditch the sub and make contact with him.

      The origins of the yellow submarine were a mystery. The nickname wasn’t entirely accurate. From its construction and condition, Bohart figured it was of World War II vintage. Who owned it, or why it had been abandoned in the canals of Boot Key, were open questions, but like everything else on the island, with the exception of the radio tower and equipment which he “borrowed,” the sub had fallen into his lap.

      An old captain had told him it was a dracone, a barge of sorts that was designed to run partially underwater and towed by another vessel. It had taken some experimenting to figure out how an innocuous vessel could pull the barge without detection while underway. In the open water, it was invisible, but bringing it back into the canal was best done at night. Willie had orders that if anything went wrong or appeared suspicious to jettison the barge below the old railway trestles spanning the Bahia Honda Channel. Between the stiff currents and the twenty-foot depth, the bottom was rarely visible there. If conditions were perfect, the shadows of the old structure would easily conceal the submersible.

      Bohart checked the radio again to make sure it was working, but that wasn’t the problem.

      The sun was high in a cloudless sky. In the gin-clear waters of the Keys the sub would be easily visible by air. Unless something had gone badly wrong, he suspected Willie had ditched the sub. Glancing up at the small basket on top of the radio tower, he called the lookout down. The guy didn’t need to be sitting in the sun all day—the man was baked enough. Turning the radio off, Bohart checked his cell phone again. No matter what, he should have heard from Willie. That was disturbing, but there was nothing to be done for it, and he turned his attention back to Travis.

      The hundred tags Mac had traded were worth much more than the boat. Bohart knew the math. There were just shy of a half-million tags issued in Florida, with about three-quarters of those fished in or near the Keys. The same percentage applied to licensed commercial lobstermen, with about twelve hundred residing in the island chain, which resulted in an average of three hundred traps per license. These weren’t fixed numbers, though, as every trade required a ten percent reduction. The FWC allocated allowable tags based on the last three years reporting, meaning the more tags Bohart fished, the more he would be allowed.

      He’d already counted his profits last night, and though they wouldn’t counter the loss of the sub and cargo, the hundred tags were a windfall. Now, the sooner Travis was out of his backyard the better.

      Bohart didn’t have much of a history with the man. They knew each other, as all the lobstermen in the area did. As in every field there were ever-changing friendships, alliances, and rivalries. It had been Wood who had antagonized him. As he watched Travis struggle to clear the mangroves away from the Munson’s hull, he hoped the man’s reputation for competence was well founded.

      He’d won the boat in a card game and had allowed it to sit in the canal. Sinking it had been an option, but he preferred to watch it rot and figured this was as good a resting place as any. At this point in his life, seeing the boat and thinking about Wood rolling in his grave kept the blood pumping.

      He glanced down at the cobalt blue Rolex Mariner that once belonged to a high-rolling fisherman. It didn’t fit in with his island attire, which usually consisted of basketball shorts and a wife-beater T-shirt. The expensive watch was enough to remind the residents of the derelict community who he was. He knew some called him the mayor of Boot Key. It wasn’t a glamorous title, but he let it go. What was important was that they respected—or at least obeyed—him. The handful of lowlifes who inhabited the properties on the U-shaped canal needed a reminder now and then. The sight of the watch was usually enough to penetrate their sun-soaked, alcohol-logged, drug-ravaged brains.

      Ralphie, the lookout, came up behind him. “Ain’t seen nothin’.”

      “I’m expecting he ditched it. Haven’t heard from Willie, though.” He stopped to relight his cigar. “Take a ride over to his place and see what’s up.”

      The largest problem with the operation was finding capable tow drivers and divers. There were plenty of captains with enough experience, but the job required both skill and creativity, as well as a willingness to roll on the wrong side of the law. The last trait was the easiest; finding all three was difficult.

      “Sure thing.” Ralphie took off down the trail.

      Bohart sat back, puffed on his cigar, and watched Travis and Trufante work on the boat. Ralphie would be a while. He wasn’t fast at anything. Finding Willie meant a bicycle ride to the old bridge, then a climb down the embankment to where his kayak was beached, a paddle across the harbor, and a mile-long walk. Bohart could have risked a call, but if Willie were in custody, he didn’t want the number logged. The authorities could trace even a burner phone call to Boot Key and that would be enough.

      At least Travis was making progress. An eerie stillness suddenly pervaded the area as the pump was turned off. The two men talked back and forth, and the boat was soon free of the muck. Bohart stood, wincing from the pain that shot through his leg. He leaned heavily on the cane and started walking toward his house.

      Just as he passed one of the few clear sections along the canal, he noticed Travis look back and stare at the water behind the boat. Travis called out to Trufante to stop, then stood on the transom of the aluminum hull looking back toward the bank. Bohart became concerned. He knew Boot Key held more than a few secrets—some that even he didn’t know about. It would be just his luck if Travis had uncovered one.

      He heard Travis tell Trufante to resume the tow and breathed out in relief. That was, until he spotted what was in the water.

      “Deranged fuckers,” he exclaimed, as he saw the pair of bodies floating in the canal. Keeping the residents of the island in check so that he could run his businesses without the constant prodding of law enforcement for the petty theft and drug-related crimes they committed was a full-time job. This went beyond the limit. “Negligent assholes.” Heads were going to roll.

      He knew right away what he was looking at. One of his minions had reported the capture of two women now being held in one of the huts. Bonuses were given by Bohart for the abduction of healthy females who ventured either by foot or kayak onto the reservation, as he called it. But there were rules—the most important that the women had to be unaccompanied. He knew right away that the floating bodies were male and connected to the women.

      Bohart was the economy of the Boot Key community. The residents were no worse help than what he could find on the mainland, and he made sure they logged sufficient time on the lobster boats to earn enough to eat and drink. Alcohol wasn’t as much the problem as drugs were, and was much less expensive, but meth and oxy were all too common. The resulting dependencies were responsible for the constant crime sprees around the harbor.

      Sailboats were often left open and, even when locked, were easy enough to break into. The thefts were often of small items that when reported were a low priority for law enforcement. But it was the random crimes, some violent like this, that bothered Bohart.

      Sarah Hughes fell into this last category, but her death was more a distraction. The police were rarely concerned when the vagrant population killed one of their own, which if he had to guess, was what had happened to Sarah. It was the more noticeable crimes he worried about.

      He’d preached about keeping a low profile and not attracting attention to the island. Bohart knew the authorities had a hands-off approach to the residents. The Boot Key community solved one of law enforcement’s problems. If the vagrants weren’t out here, they would be somewhere else and—as far as the law was concerned—out of sight and out of mind was a perfect solution.

      That worked well until the first kayakers went missing. Sister Creek was a popular paddling destination. The wide, sheltered waterway surrounded the northern and eastern sides of Boot Key. A creek leading to a small lagoon ran off the main channel that led into the island itself. Birds and fish were plentiful and the water protected. The area was on the opposite side of the island from the community, and the paddlers exploring those areas rarely stepped onto land. When they did, it was usually for a brief second before the roots or muck turned them away.

      A few adventurous souls were curious and able enough to paddle the two or three miles across open water from either Sombrero Beach or the harbor to explore the canals. Bohart had preached his rules to the group. Mostly they obeyed, and the several abductions over the years had netted big payoffs. He’d diverted the authorities’ attention by ditching the empty kayaks by the Money Key channel on the west side of the bridge. Accessible by several nearby launches, the areas’ small islands, some with natural beaches—a rarity here—were popular with paddlers. The current and close proximity to the bridges made it tricky water, and every year paddlers went missing or were rescued there.

      What was more disturbing was the possibility that a killer was in their midst. Bohart wasn’t worried for himself. There was no one on the island who would dare cross him. But the bodies floating in the canal told him he had a problem.

      With Travis around the bend and out of sight, Bohart, leaning heavily on his gaff, picked his way to the water. The bodies looked fresh—probably less than a week old. That was about the same time the women had been taken.

      Bohart took a step back. The gaff hit a soft spot and sank several inches. Cursing, he pulled it free and trudged back to his house with a sinking feeling that things were starting to go wrong.

      He reached the clearing and found the conch shell that was used to assemble the residents. Inhaling deeply, he blew into the opening. A loud, moaning sound emanated from the shell and within minutes the sallow-eyed residents started to appear.

      As they emerged from the clearing, he took attendance in his head. He had a policy of keeping the lobster boats in when the sub was out, so the only one he knew to be missing was Ralphie, who was off looking for Willie. Once the group was assembled, he started to preach.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      With the two bodies in the canal dominating his thoughts, Mac rode the Tin Can back around to the boat ramp. The first step in reviving the Munson had been a success, but he wasn’t reveling in it. Instead, he had questions and Trufante, who was driving the tow vessel just fifty feet ahead, had the answers.

      The tow to the 33rd Street ramp was pretty straightforward, with the current pouring between the pilings of the Seven Mile Bridge the only real concern. Once past the red marker outside of Boot Key Harbor, Mac called to Trufante to slow. The Cajun was savvy enough to do so in increments to allow the Tin Can to slowly lose its momentum. A quick stop would have resulted in a collision. With the boats drifting, Mac pulled in the tow rope, leaving less than a boat’s length between the vessels.

      Ahead lay the swirling waters under the twin spans of the Seven Mile Bridge. Bringing the boats closer was a necessary evil. There was an increased risk of colliding, but a long line would have allowed the Tin Can to swing wide through the offset piers of the old and new bridges. Mac watched the line carefully in case he needed to alter the scope.

      Once past the hazard, Trufante steered toward land to avoid the shoal to the west, and two miles of easy water later guided both vessels to the ramps dock. Mac saw Pip, with his unmistakable gait, moving toward them. He had his trademark smile on his face and an Arturo Fuente clamped between his teeth.

      “She lives,” he called out, as he climbed into his truck.

      The choice of words struck Mac as ironic, but he held his tongue. Once the boat was on the hard, he would decide what to do about the bodies.

      Trufante released the towline and moved to the empty dock by the Marathon Yacht Club. A brain-numbing beeping brought his attention to the ramp, as the backup alarm blared on Pip’s truck. Slowly, with a practiced expertise, Pip dropped the trailer into the water, moving backward until the rear wheels of the truck were at the waterline.

      Pip left the cab and moved toward the winch, where he pulled off about ten feet of slack. Knee-deep in the water, he waited while Mac and Trufante guided the boat onto the trailer. Once it was in position, Pip cranked up the winch cable, bringing the bow to rest against the rubber block.

      “Piece of cake,” he said, as he waded to the ramp and back to the truck.

      Boat-ramp follies are a real thing, with YouTube videos and Facebook pages dedicated to them. Mac was grateful they were pulling the boat midweek and able to avoid the tourists who crammed into the ramp on weekends. He’d been around long enough to know with a quick look whether boaters were competent or not. Stereotypes generally prevailed, with fishermen working like a well-oiled machine and sandbar seekers and jet skiers causing havoc.

      Water dripped from the hull as Pip pulled the boat onto the hard. He cut the wheel to the right and parked out of the way. With a critical eye, Mac walked toward the boat.

      The portion of the hull that had been submerged in the water was covered in muck and barnacles. Above was a thick green slime. It would take a pressure washer and scraper to see what lay below. There was nothing further to be done, so Mac walked to the truck and climbed into the back seat, Trufante having climbed into the front.

      Pip pulled forward and stopped at the light where 33rd Street dead-ended into US 1. “You sure about this?”

      “Good a place as any,” Mac said.

      Pip shrugged and turned left. A half-mile later they reached 15th Street, where he turned right and, after a few hundred yards, turned left into a large lot with a sign advertising live bait. It was hard not to notice the expression on Trufante’s face when they entered the crushed-coral industrial yard. The lot belonged to Commander and was where the Cajun had lost the tip of his finger to a bait grinder several years ago. As with many other things in Trufante’s life, alcohol and drugs helped to repress the memory—usually.

      “Commander ain’t here, is he?” Pip asked. “I’d like to take the backside of a crowbar to that one.”

      Mac would have liked to watch that, and just to rattle the old man’s cage, he didn’t answer directly. “Made arrangements with his brother.”

      “Least that one can count,” Pip said.

      That was pretty much Mac’s appraisal of the brothers as well. “Pull over there.” Mac pointed to an open space surrounded by lobster traps stacked high enough to block the street. Pip swung the trailer around stopped.

      Mac hopped out and unhooked the trailer from the truck. Pip moved the truck to the side. “Go ahead and get started.” Mac ignored their looks as he walked behind the traps.

      In between the rows of neatly stacked traps he pulled out his phone to call Mel.

      

      Mel was at war and the battle was with herself. Living on an island was the dream of many, but she knew firsthand what the drawbacks were. It wasn’t the lack of convenience. Many people couldn’t handle an eight-mile boat ride to go to the grocery store. It wasn’t the isolation, either. One of the things she had come to appreciate after years of practicing law was quiet. From law school on, almost every waking minute was spent talking or debating. Even the excessive amount of reading, which “recreational” readers thought of as quiet time, required focused concentration absorbing arguments. To her, even mundane legal arguments sounded like they were screaming. Mel relished true quiet.

      If asked, she couldn’t have put into words why, but she sat at the table with her head in her hands and tears falling down her face. Fortunately, Pamela had drunk the last of their wine, or Mel would have been well into a bottle by now.

      The day had worn her out and left her depressed. Dealing with Mandy and then the medical examiner had drained her. Not one to be down for long, though, Mel stood and looked out the windows. A paddle would have been good therapy, but after yesterday she wasn’t going out without Mac. The island was too small to go for a run, and the groove she’d worn during her “thinking circuits,” as she called them, of the covered porch was almost noticeable.

      With few options, she stripped down to her sports bra and shorts and headed to the clearing, where she did a fast and hard thirty minutes of body-weight exercises. The combination of push-ups, squats, lunges, and pull-ups using the bar that hung from the shed used to dry dive equipment, did the job, and when she finished, she felt better.

      That in itself was a warning sign she’d grown to recognize. Though still on the outside of menopause, she was well aware of the effect hormones had on one’s body and brain. She knew the rush she felt was nothing other than endorphins coursing through her blood stream. She was smart enough to know it was the same as drug use.

      Toweling off her short hair, she was headed back upstairs when her phone rang with Mac’s distinctive ringtone.

      “How’d it go?” she asked.

      “Fine on that end. Got Trufante pressure-washing it now.”

      “But?” She could hear something in his voice.

      “There’re two more dead bodies out there.” Mac explained how the bodies had surfaced when he pulled the boat out.

      The timeline didn’t add up. “You didn’t call it in, did you?” It wasn’t really a question. She was about to blast him for not contacting the authorities, but bit it back. After today’s encounter with the ME, dealing with law enforcement had left a bad taste in her mouth. “What do you want to do about it?”

      “I was going to call Garrett. We can’t just leave them there.”

      He was right. “Let me do it. I can say an anonymous source told me. He’ll know it was you, but won’t be able to do anything about it.”

      “A whole lot of people probably saw us towing the boat.”

      “Leave it with me,” she said. “You going to want dinner?”

      The line was silent for a long second. What might have been a standard conversation for most couples rarely occurred between them. It was one of the rules of fishing that her dad had preached: “Ain’t no time limit on fishing trips. They’re done when the fish stop biting or I get tired of trying.” Mac was the same when he was involved in a project.

      “I’d like to get the boat cleaned up and start welding the bracket on. Might be able to power her up tomorrow.”

      Mel told him she’d have something ready whenever he got back and disconnected. She moved to the kitchen, where she pulled a package of frozen lobster tails from the freezer. She set them in the sink to defrost and returned to the table.

      The news was troubling. She sat back to think for a few minutes before calling Garrett. Still frustrated by the lack of effort or caring by the authorities about Sarah’s death, she expected these bodies to get the same scant attention. Whether she wanted to or not didn’t enter into the equation. The law was something she could count on, and she wouldn’t subvert it out of spite for the participants. She made the call.

      “Garrett.”

      Mel cursed under her breath. It would have been easier if the call had gone to voicemail. “Mel Woodson here. Heard there are a couple of floaters back in Boot Key.” The silence on the line told her that he hadn’t heard, which meant she was making the initial call.

      “Mac find them? Heard he pulled your dad’s old boat out of there today.”

      Of course he knew that. The Tin Can held many memories, and she was glad Mac was saving it. The biggest drawback was that it was unique. Between the resemblance to a World War II landing craft and the forty-plus knot speeds she could run at, the boat drew eyes.

      “Just letting you know they’re there,” she said.

      He started to say something about needing details for his report, but stopped, knowing he had gotten all she was going to give. “Thanks, I guess.”

      She knew he didn’t want to go back in there. No one did. “Let me know if I can help.” Both of them knew the words held no meaning.

      Mel set the phone down and turned to her computer. If Sarah wasn’t going to get the attention she deserved, maybe the latest bodies would. To know, she had to determine their identities. Of all the things she’d done in the Florida Keys, searching for a missing person was not one. The challenge immediately enveloped her.

      The search engine results led her first to a local Facebook group for missing persons and unsolved cases. That yielded nothing current. Next, she visited the official county website. Any information about missing persons was noticeably absent from the main page. The “Active Warrant” tab caught her attention, but forced her down a rabbit hole she did not want to be in.

      A newspaper would have been her last chance, but there was only a weekly paper here. Mac had said the bodies looked fresh, which limited her timeframe to search to the last issue. She pulled up the Keys Weekly website, but found nothing there either.

      Frustrated, she got up and left the house. After two laps around the porch, she knew she couldn’t stay stuck at home. With the skiff the only motorized transport available, she went back in to change. With any luck, she could tie up with Mac and get a ride back in Reef Runner, but the small boat would be fine for getting her into the dark side of Boot Key.
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      Pamela had waited in the lee of Boot Key until she saw Mac and Trufante pull the boat out. Generally an impatient woman, she allowed her military training to take over and watched as the two boats moved toward the Seven Mile Bridge.

      She felt bad about Tru’s present state. There were exactly two people who understood her. Trufante was one. He got her without judgment. Mac was different. He didn’t even know he got her, but he did. Her past was a closely guarded secret that neither man knew the full extent of. Mel had prodded and pried, but she had set off the alarms Pamela had in place for when someone got too close to the truth.

      Most people guessed that she was a trust-fund baby from a wealthy family. The first part was false—the second true. As with many people, the conditions of her upbringing had forged her path in life, though the path was far from what her father had planned. By high school, Pamela had grown bored and liked the escape pot gave her. With money and designer drugs readily available, her appetite had increased. She’d gotten out of high school without incident—and without attending much school. With neither the grades nor drive for college, she and her father had parted ways, and in her rebellious state of mind, the army appealed to her. Most of her friends had been shocked to hear she had enlisted, but there was one thing they didn’t know: to her, shooting guns, the one passion she shared with her father, was as much fun as getting stoned.

      With her tall, lithe physique that hid her surprising strength, she flew through basic training. Her high PT scores and aptitude for shooting and weapons placed her in the sights of a Special Forces colonel. He took her under his wing and quickly became her father figure—until he decided he wanted more than a patriarchal role. That decision had cost him and the army a rather large monthly disability payment.

      Those payments had created the latest trouble for Trufante. He and Pamela both lived freewheeling, one-day-at-a-time lives. Even when they attempted to budget, they often burned through her monthly stipend, leaving two or three weeks when they relied on the Cajun to provide their income. This led to a disparate lifestyle, from eating steaks on the first of the month to mac and cheese on the thirty-first.

      Since Mac had stopped fishing—or doing much of anything, for that matter—Trufante’s ability to earn had diminished. He’d done what he could catching bait for Commander, but fishing for ballyhoo to supply a gangster was hardly the recipe for a steady income.

      Two summers ago, things had gone from bad to worse. In an alcohol- and drug-induced rage, Commander had shot a tourist, with Trufante as a witness. The sheriff’s department might have been lax on prosecuting the locals for crimes against each other, but when they crossed the line and involved tourists, priorities changed. Mac had arranged for the two men to hole up at Pip’s place on Green Turtle Cay, but then Hurricane Dorian came through and changed everything.

      Commander was still missing, but his brother had carried on the business. It was a typical case common in many boardrooms when the founder stepped aside and turned the business over to the bean counters, who inevitably lost or ignored the compass heading that had made the business successful. Commander had known exactly how much of a cut to give away to the local fishermen for use of his Saltwater Products License and distribution network, so each party made a good living. His brother Diego, in an effort to become more profitable, had changed the formula.

      The group of fishermen Commander had recruited all fell below the minimum requirements to get their own licenses. Those who missed by a finger width were just as disaffected as those who knew applying would only provide a red flag for the authorities already looking for them. Most fell in the middle. Paranoid about their pasts catching up to them, they felt safer working anonymously and for cash.

      When working with a half-desperate demographic it is best to leave the status quo alone. By tweaking the percentages, Commander’s brother—severely lacking in social skills and charisma—had alienated his entire fleet. The monopoly on bait in the Middle and Lower Keys that Commander had built was gone.

      Rather than bring the disgruntled fishermen back into the fold, Diego had called the FWC and turned them in. With Trufante’s luck, he was one of the first to be caught without a Saltwater Products License and was prosecuted accordingly. Already with one offense from his unwitting involvement in a lobster casita ring several years ago, the fine threatened to break them.

      Pamela knew what the answer was, and its name was not Mac Travis. She knew Mac would have helped, but her pride prevented her from asking. Instead, she had turned to Bohart.

      Seeing the boats were underneath the bridge and out of sight, she started the engine of Trufante’s boat and headed toward the first tall piece of PVC pipe marking the entrance to the ramshackle community. The flats were dappled with color here, making it difficult to determine what was passable. Pamela thought she had swung wide enough, but apprehensive about her visit, she had cut the corner too close. First, she felt the skeg on the bottom of the lower unit drag on the bottom. Then, looking behind the boat, she saw the long string of silty, disturbed water. They say if you haven’t run aground in the Florida Keys that you either haven’t been boating long enough or you’re lying. Fortunately, this was a touch-and-go, a reminder to take care in navigating the treacherous waters.

      The channel was about twenty feet wide at high tide. Coming in on the ebb, it was barely passable, as witnessed by the propeller scars surrounding the pass. It was sketchy, but she needed to see Bohart now.

      Money was a constant issue. She had a hard enough time milking her monthly stipend into the third week by herself. Add Trufante to the mix and they were lucky if they made it into the second. Working for Mac had been as reliable a source of income as most fishermen in the Keys had. That ended with the loss of Ghost Runner. Mac still had Reef Runner, his center console, but he seemed to have lost interest in much of anything. Pamela didn’t blame him. She understood.

      This was the second month in a row that she had made the boat ride of shame to see Bohart. Payday or similar loan storefronts required at the least a job. Pawnshops lent on things of value. She and Trufante had neither. The mayor of Boot Key charged the typical exorbitant interest rates, but instead of collateral he called in favors. At first she thought it was sex he was after, but after seeing his condition realized that wasn’t the case. What Jim Bohart wanted was power, especially over people. He hadn’t asked her for anything yet, which was scarier than if he had.

      Pamela turned the corner, noticing the partially submerged tank the locals called the yellow submarine was gone. She peered over the side, thinking it might have sunk and joined most of the other vessels in the canal system. The murky water kept its secrets, but she suspected it was too shallow to hide the steel barge.

      When she looked up, she saw a crowd around the small dock used to convey the traps back and forth to the lobster boats. Pamela slowed and eased the throttle to neutral. Before she reached the dock, the crowd disbursed. The residents of the island creeped her out, but meant nothing to her. They were certainly not a threat. Several had stared at her on previous visits, but when she returned their gaze they slunk back into the bush. At six feet tall, with the build of an athlete despite the hard partying, Pamela was intimidating.

      The man with stringy hair and a hit-and-miss beard they called Wet Willie waited for her. A lecherous grin appeared on his face, revealing a row of shattered teeth. Involuntarily, she gritted her teeth and clenched her abs as she eased the boat to the dock and tossed him a line.

      “Bohart here?” she asked, before he could bombard her with the half-muttered small talk he usually tried on her.

      “Up by the house. He’s in a bad mood.”

      Pamela had only seen Bohart in one mood, and that wasn’t good. She could sympathize after seeing the gout in his foot. It had to be painful, but from the gut hanging over his beltline and the bulbous nose that told her he was a heavy drinker, she doubted he was taking any efforts to mitigate it.

      “Stay off it,” Pamela warned Willie as she stepped onto the dock. Walking up the trail near the conveyor belt, she noticed he was trailing behind. She found herself clenching her fists. Taking a breath, she tried to relax. Coming in here with guns blazing was not going to accomplish her objective.

      Pamela forced herself to smile as she approached the porch. She could see Bohart sitting in his usual position with his swollen foot on the rail.

      “Ain’t you a sight for sore eyes—or any eyes, for that matter.”

      She heard Willie cackle behind her and fought her instinct to turn on him. “How’s the foot?”

      “Throbbin’ like a teenager’s cock.”

      She almost laughed.

      “But I guess that’s not why you’re here.”

      Pamela cleared her throat. “I’m going to need another loan. At least till Tru gets back on his feet.”

      “Boy know you’re back here dealin’ with me?”

      She shook her head.

      “Well, you got some cojones, but you did pay back the last one. What can I do for you?”

      Pamela noticed a glint in his eye that hadn’t been there before. In spite of what Willie had said, Bohart seemed in an amiable mood, and she asked for double what she had last time. It would be worth the interest not to have to come begging again very soon.

      “Willie, go fetch her what she needs. Me and the girl got some business to discuss.”

      Pamela knew the ask was coming. She bit her tongue, wondering if she halved her request to what she actually needed if the favor would be less. The look on his face told her no.

      “Seein’ this is about your boyfriend, I think it’s only right he bail y’all out himself.”

      She started to say something, but he held up a stubby hand. “Now, now. You know comin’ to me was gonna cost you.”

      “I paid the interest.”

      “Your man’s got some unique skills that I could use about now. Seems I’m in need of a captain.”

      Trufante was capable but not licensed. She expected that the distinction didn’t bother Bohart. “This is between me and you.”

      “The money part yeah, but—”

      Willie stepped back onto the porch, interrupting him. He had a stack of bills in his hand and started counting out piles of ten on the flat railing. She was surprised when he reached fifty.

      “Tell you what I’m gonna do. You have him here by sundown and I’ll go easy on the interest this time. Say twenty-five percent till you get your money on the first.” He appeared to be calculating the amount in his head. “That’ll be five large.”

      Math was not in Pamela’s wheelhouse, but she knew he was cutting her a deal. Maybe the ask wasn’t too big. Running a smuggling boat was the only thing she could think of that Bohart would want Tru to do—and it wasn’t like he had never done that before.

      “Okay. He’ll be here.”

      “You come along, too. I’ll need someone to keep me company until he gets back.”
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      The Tin Can cleaned up nicely. The aluminum showed some wear and tear, but that made it more comfortable to Mac. The last thing he wanted was to live in fear of the first ding on a factory-new boat. The next step was adding power and electronics. The latter was not open for discussion.

      “Y’all clean up the boat. I’m going shopping,” Mac said.

      Pip chuckled. “Mac Travis shopping.” He tossed him the keys.

      

      “Truck rides nice,” Mac said, as he unloaded the Garmin boxes from the back seat of Pip’s truck when he returned.

      “Ought to think about upgrading, yourself.”

      Mac shook his head. He kept an old beater pickup near the boat ramp, which was fine for local runs. Living in the Keys, he put about ten times as many hours on his boats as miles on the truck.

      Mac had decided to go with what he knew for the chartplotter, radar, autopilot, and VHF. The twin sixteen-inch screens barely fit the dashboard, but in this case, size mattered. Between the navigation views, depth finder, autopilot, radar, and media controls, he needed the real estate. The only thing not built-in was the VHF radio.

      Mac carried the boxes to the boat. “Where’s Tru?”

      “Got a call and disappeared.”

      “No worries.” The Cajun had done what Mac needed. Though he was a skilled mechanic, installing the electronics would require a factory-certified technician. He had a buddy who worked at one of the local boatyards coming over that night to install the electronics. The next step was adding power, and he knew that was going to be a conversation.

      “Want to grab a bite?” Mac asked.

      “Thought you’d never ask.” Pip checked his watch. “Still early enough to sneak into Franks.”

      Mac shrugged, leaving the restaurant choice to Pip. They left the yard and headed back toward US 1, where Pip took a right. After passing the airport, they turned left into a nondescript strip center. Needing an oversized space for the crew-cab, long-bed truck, Pip parked near the street.

      “Busy already.” Mac noticed the crowd waiting outside. He would have gone somewhere else so as not to wait, but Pip was already marching determinedly toward the entrance. Mac caught him as he opened the door. The small restaurant was full, with only two barstools open. Instead of waiting to be seated, Pip directed Mac to the stools and stepped into the busy kitchen, where he chatted up the owner.

      Pip slid into the seat next to Mac. “Got the order covered. Now I got a thirst to quench. Watching Trufante work is tiring business.”

      With two beers in front of them, Mac braced himself for the inevitable conversation.

      Pip turned to him. “So here’s the thing. I’d go with the Zukes.”

      “Always been a Yami guy.”

      Pip shook his head and took a sip of his beer. “Yamis are old school.”

      Mac shrugged. He knew the pros and cons of each manufacturer. Straight-up Yamaha was his choice, but there was a price difference, and the Suzukis would save several thousand dollars.

      “I don’t need anything else to get mad at,” Mac said. Fishermen were often stereotyped as Luddites, but that was far from the truth. They had been among the first to adopt new technologies. From paper depth sounders that spit out a printout similar to an EKG, and LORAN, to the latest touchscreen electronics, they were always on the cutting edge. The problem was the learning process. Mac had already gone through that frustrating curve with Garmin and Yamaha. He wasn’t planning on changing.

      “You got Yamahas on your Freeman.”

      “Factory rigged. Didn’t have a choice,” Pip said.

      The waiter appeared and set two large plates in front of them. “I don’t get you, Travis. We go to the best Italian place on the island and you order a steak.”

      Mac almost responded that the huge serving of pasta wasn’t going to help Pip’s waistline, but he decided to save that barb for dessert at Sweet Savannah’s. Pip was predictable.

      “Anyway, I’m going with the Yamis.”

      Pip was immersed in his dinner and allowed the discussion to end. It would, of course, be restarted with the first glitch in the new engines, when the “I told you so” would come. Mac didn’t tell him that he already had set up the install for the morning. If everything went according to plan, the boat would be serviceable by this time tomorrow. The rest of the work he could do in his own time.

      They finished dinner and made the requisite dessert stop.

      “So, how did you find out about the boat being in there?” Mac had been dying to ask the question ever since Pip had told him about seeing the Munson.

      “Shit, I got feelers out everywhere. Gotta keep on top of things.”

      “Know anything about missing persons in there?”

      “Bad deal about that woman, Sarah Hughes. Sheriff making any progress?”

      Mac’s phone rang, interrupting the conversation. Pip laid into his double scoop, seemingly thankful for the break. Glancing at the screen, Mac saw it was Mel.

      “Hey.”

      “Saw you got the boat out.”

      “So, I took a little trip into Boot Key.”

      Mac wanted to tell her how bad an idea that had been, then thought again about the bodies. “Find anything?”

      “Maybe we should get together? Where are you?”

      “Sweet Savannah’s, waiting for Pip to have a heart attack.” He expected at least a chuckle. Her serious tone told him that something was wrong.

      “Can you pick me up at 33rd Street?”

      Mac heard the tension in her voice. “Sure thing.” He motioned to Pip that they needed to go. “I’ll drive.”

      The skiff was tied to the stern of Reef Runner and Mel was waiting on the seawall when they arrived a few minutes later.

      “You know what’s going on in there?” Mel asked.

      Mac assumed she had seen the bodies. “I was going to talk to you.”

      Mel accepted that, but she wasn’t satisfied. “Garrett and the boys were already there when I arrived. I think I stayed out of sight, but I did see them pull two bodies from the water.”

      “Hopefully, we don’t know these two.” He regretted saying it the second the words were out of his mouth. Pamela’s words echoed in his head. Mac took a deep breath. Mel had already decided the deaths were, if not connected, then a disturbing trend. Mac preferred to wait for the evidence, but if the sheriff’s department intended on handling these two bodies with the same indifference they had Sarah’s, he would have to find the answers himself.

      “Go on and say it, Mac. I can see it on your face.”

      “Okay. If we want answers, we’ll have to find them ourselves.” He hoped it made her feel better because the realization did nothing for him.

      “Any idea who they are?” he asked.

      “No idea, but no local’s just going to wander in there. I couldn’t find any missing person reports.”

      “That’ll be bad for business,” Pip said. “I’d like to stay and help and all, but the wife is expecting me.”

      Mac and Mel stood on the seawall, watching the truck pull away. Mac knew what needed to be done, but going into the canals at night was dangerous business. If they wanted answers, though, it was the only way.

      “One other thing. Tru’s boat was in there.”

      That changed things. “What time?”

      “I guess about two hours ago.”

      “He was working on the boat then. Must be Pamela.” Mac told Mel how he had seen her in there the other night. “We better go.”

      Mac decided on taking the skiff. The area was creepy enough in daylight. He could only imagine how it was after nightfall. Stealth would be important, and he decided on the quieter, low-profile boat over the faster center console.

      They climbed aboard and he checked the portable fuel tank before starting the seventy-horsepower outboard. As he motored out the short channel, he realized they were unarmed. Both he and Mel were known to the islands’ inhabitants, and Mac expected Bohart had a handle on who carried weapons. Between the mental illness, drugs, and alcohol floating around out there, he would be surprised if the only firearms weren’t in Bohart’s control. He kept his concerns to himself.

      After they crossed under the Seven Mile Bridge, Mac steered a course to the outside of the blinking red marker at the end of the channel leading into the harbor. Once past it, he dropped speed. There were no other landmarks or lights, save the Sombrero Lighthouse over five miles away, and the smaller light marking East Washerwoman Shoal three miles out. Turning back, he could see the lights marking the center span of the bridge and the headlights of traffic crossing over it. The harbor and mainland emanated a low glow, but darkness seemed to envelope Boot Key.

      Mac raised the angle of the engine to gain a few precious inches of draft and idled toward the dark mangroves. The navigation lights of the boat did little to penetrate the darkness, and Mac struggled to see the entrance.

      It happened in slow motion, but when the engine popped up and the sound of the propeller cavitating broke the quiet, Mac gave up on stealth. “Can you shine a light?”

      There was nothing aboard to use other than their phones and Mel used hers, shining it back and forth along the shore. Mac recalled seeing an old marker in the bushes and hoped the small light would catch whatever of the reflective material remained.

      “Got it.” Once Mac saw the reflection, he was able to make out the PVC pipes and steered toward them. Mel killed the light as they entered the canal. Once they were lined up it was easy to see the waterway, or rather the absence of mangroves, where the opening was. Mac noticed the yellow sub was still gone as he turned the corner and entered the canal with Bohart’s dock.

      He jumped when he felt something on his arm. There were all kinds of creatures out here, from monkeys to snakes to bugs large enough to have names. It was only Mel touching him, but he realized he was strung way too tight.

      “Easy, partner. Do we have a plan?” she whispered.

      Mac cut the engine. His usual plan was to go in feet first and see how things shook out, but she was right. With the discovery of the bodies, whatever Bohart had for security out here would probably be doubled. Just as Mac started to speak, a flashing light a hundred feet above him caught his attention.

      “Too late.” Mac pointed to the antennae. “I’d bet he’s got someone up there with a radio.”

      As if on cue, a light appeared on the dock.

      “Mac?”

      It was Pamela’s voice. He felt Mel tense. The women operated on an unspoken agreement that they would stay out of each other’s way. As she did Trufante, Mel tolerated Pamela. The two had been caught in some bad stuff before, and there was a common respect that survivors had for each other, but they were not friends. It dawned on Mac as he grabbed Mel’s hand to calm and restrain her that this might be the first misadventure that wasn’t directly tied to Trufante. The Cajun had a knack for landing in trouble, but this time it was Pamela.

      Mac pulled the cord to start the engine and idled toward the dock. Pamela became visible in the light, and just as Mac was about to touch the dock, he saw Bohart limp out of the shadows.

      “Go, Mac. Tru’s in trouble.”

      Mac didn’t hesitate. He gunned the engine and, thankful that he had taken the smaller boat, turned the steering handle to its stop. The hull spun and in seconds they were headed away from the dock. As the engine settled, Mac heard a scream—and then a gunshot.
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      “I know what makin’ a deal with the devil looks like and this is it.” Trufante had tried to control his temper. There were few people he refused to work for, and Bohart was one. Considering the possibly deceased Commander was on the approved list, that left Bohart pretty low.

      “Mac’s not fishing, you’ve got no other work. The deal was, we lived off my money until it runs out and then you have to work until the end of the month. Those fines aren’t going to pay themselves.” Pamela’s temper almost matched his own.

      In the five or so years they had been together, this was as close as they had come to a fight. Trufante smiled, trying to use his thousand-dollar grin to ease the tension between them. The Cadillac grill had some effect.

      He knew if he waited, she would back down. “Okay, I get it. Mac’s not fishing, lobster prices suck, there’re no stone crabs and the dolphin don’t run like they used to.”

      As in most places, fishing in Florida revolved around seasons, but in the subtropical climate, where there were seven months of summer and five months of hell, those seasons were determined by bureaucrats. Spiny lobster—bugs or crawfish, as they were also called—were in season from August 6th through March 31st, with a two-day sportsman’s season the week before opening. Stone crab season overlapped, starting October 15th and running through May 15th. Mahi mahi, more commonly called dolphin fish, generally started getting thick in May and bridged the gap between the end of stone crab season and the beginning of lobster season. Grouper and hogfish had been added to the seasonal menu, but weren’t found in large enough numbers to make them commercially viable.

      Most years ticked by like clockwork for the commercial fishermen, keeping most of the labor pool employed year round. But there were good years and bad years. Irma had decimated the lobster catch for a year. Stone crab had been hit or miss lately, and the dolphin run had become inconsistent, with fish showing in smaller numbers throughout the year.

      That left Trufante in limbo, and with Mac not fishing, he’d had no choice but to work for Commander and now, his brother. He was aware of their present financial circumstance, but he had no interest in future financial planning. Living day to day was all he had done since Katrina had rolled through New Orleans.

      Growing up in the bayou, Trufante had learned two things: his family’s concrete business, and how to work the water. His course in life—to take over the family business—had been determined at birth. He took to it well and had expanded it from residential and light commercial work to government contracts.

      He might have known concrete, but he hadn’t taken into account the corruption in Louisiana. Payoffs and bribes cut into his working capital, forcing him to cut corners. Katrina’s storm surge revealed all, and when several dikes he had been contracted to repair failed, Trufante had taken the cash from the office safe and “borrowed” a sailboat in Venice. He’d cruised the Gulf Coast, eventually feeling the gravitational pull to the capital of weird, and ended up in the Keys.

      “Maybe we’ve been living too high on the hog, too,” Trufante admitted. “Never was much good at math.”

      Pamela put her arm around him. “Just one run.”

      Trufante knew that would be unlikely, but he had no choice. Had Pamela told him earlier how dire their situation was, he might have asked Mac, but it was too late.

      “Might as well get on with it,” Trufante said.

      Now that he had accepted the reality, his general good humor came back. After a quick dinner at Keys Fisheries, Trufante released the lines and pushed off as Pamela steered clear of the dock. As she idled out of the small cove where just a dozen fishing boats were docked, he wondered what had happened to Celia.

      Until two years ago, the marina had hosted a fleet of the latest sport fishers. Though flashy-looking enough during the day, after dark their multi-colored LED lights illuminating the four or sometimes five outboards on their transoms shone like neon beacons. Celia had run the marina with an iron fist, but something must have happened, because the flash was gone from the docks and all that was left were a few older charter boats.

      The Keys had two other seasons besides those defined by the FWC. Winter, which ran from the week after Christmas through Easter, and summer, from mid-May to the second week in August, when the Florida kids went back to school. That left almost five months when the island chain was really paradise.

      It was a hard cycle for the local businesses, especially those that relied on tourists. Over the years, Trufante had seen them open and close with the same regularity as the tide coming in and out. Surviving through the slow months and hard times took grit and resources that many with the dream of living in paradise didn’t have.

      Pamela motored past the rock jetty and made a hard turn to port. After a hundred yards, they reached the boat ramp where Mac’s boat was tied off.

      “Got any medicinals?” Trufante asked Pamela, thinking things might go better with a buzz. Some people worked better stoned, and he was one.

      “Nah, got to wait till the first to score.”

      Trufante nodded and leaned back to the cooler, where he found a couple of warm beers. He grabbed a can, cracked the tab, took a long sip, and set it in the cup holder. “Nothing like a warm PBR.”

      “Better fuel up,” she said, tapping the gauge that showed less than half a tank.

      Without the digital readouts that had become uncannily accurate at determining fuel consumption, it was almost impossible to know exactly how much fuel remained by looking at the analog gauge. As they passed under the bridge, Trufante noticed the needle swinging between a quarter and three-quarters full. Every change in the trim of the boat sent the needle in a different direction.

      Pamela gave him a worried smile as they left the fuel dock, but when they cleared the entrance to the harbor, Trufante saw it fade.

      “What you worried about? I got this.”

      “I didn’t tell you that he’s making me stay until you get back.”

      Trufante dumped his beer over the side. There were few options open to them. One was to run, but he didn’t think this problem was big enough to leave their home. Both of them knew the end of the line was only sixty miles away in Key West. The authorities would be no help. As long as Bohart and his community of derelicts stayed to themselves and left the tourists alone, local law enforcement regarded them as a leper colony and steered clear.

      Their faces were grim as they entered the narrow channel. The only smiles were Bohart’s and Willie’s twisted grins when they reached the dock. Willie reached for the lines and leaned over to offer Pamela a hand. Trufante slapped it away, took a lithe step up to the dock, and helped her out of the boat.

      “What is it you want from me?” Tru asked.

      Bohart laid out the situation. “Low tide now. That’ll give you and Willie about six hours to find the sub, rig it, and tow it back. You miss the tide and your lady friend here is screwed.”

      Trufante had noticed the tide when they entered the channel. A glance at the crustaceans visible on the pilings told him it was at the ebb. The mission seemed straightforward enough, but he needed every minute.

      He squeezed Pamela’s hand and stepped back aboard. Willie tossed a coil of heavy line on the deck and followed him with a mesh bag containing snorkeling gear. “I work alone.”

      Bohart snorted. “Heard you don’t like getting wet. Willie’ll handle the hookup for you.”

      Bohart was right about the water thing. There were many men and women who made their living on the water who hated to get in it.

      Without another word, Trufante turned to Pamela, gave her a reassuring smile, and pulled away from the dock. The two men were silent until they reached the last PVC marker.

      “Head toward Bahia Honda,” Willie said.

      Trufante calculated the travel time in his head and pressed down on the throttle. Willie was thrown from his feet, which brought a quick flash of the thousand-dollar grin. He might not have been able to deal with finances, but boat math came intuitively to the Cajun. Even without the latest digital readouts, he knew the speed versus fuel equation and was glad that Pamela had made him fill the tank.

      The chartplotter told him it was thirteen miles as the crow flew. Rounding it to fifteen and doubling that number gave him what he expected was the low end of the trip’s mileage. Without a deadline he could have run at the engine’s sweet spot and burned only fifteen gallons, but with the constraint of the tide he would need to run down at near wide-open throttles. Towing the sub back painfully slowly would be almost as bad on fuel.

      After thirty minutes of running into the sun, they passed the state park beach at Bahia Honda. Trufante slowed and turned to Willie, looking for direction.

      “Other side. Less visible.”

      Trufante followed the iconic trestle bridge, a remnant from the railroad. They were well past the opening near the state park when Willie told him to stop.

      “Gotta run your bottom finder.”

      Trufante switched modes on the chartplotter. Within a few seconds, a thin red line appeared on the screen. Bumps and jagged ends became visible as the transducer relayed the contours of the bottom to the display. “How big is this thing?”

      “You’ll know it.”

      After twenty minutes of moving in and out of the bridge pilings, anxiety took a firm hold on the Cajun. They’d been gone close to an hour. Even if the sub were underneath them now, by the time they hooked up the tow line and endured the slow four- or five-knot ride back, the tide would be ready to change.

      Another tense five minutes passed and Trufante was about to give up when he noticed the line indicating the bottom on the display rise sharply. Instinctively, he peered over the side, but the water was darker than the night sky. Willie crammed next to him as he circled the spot.

      “That’ll be it.” Willie moved forward and removed the fins and mask from the bag. He leaned over and wet the mask in the water, spit in it, and dipped it again. Within a minute he was in the water. “Let me check it out. I’ll come back for the line.”

      A long minute later, Trufante wondered what he would do if the man didn’t reappear. The current was swift and the skinny man’s lungs couldn’t possibly hold enough air for this long. Finally, Willie’s head broke through the surface and he called for the line.

      Trufante fed the slack over, and after two more drops, Willie climbed back aboard. As soon as he was out of reach of the propeller, Trufante dropped the engine into gear and made a wide turn, facing backward to watch the line as it formed an arc behind the boat. Once clear of entanglement, he set the bow toward open water and waited for the inevitable tug.

      Even though they both knew it was coming, they were almost thrown off their feet. “Take a minute for the ballast to clear. Then you’ll be good.”

      Once they felt the line take the load, Trufante slowly increased speed. As he moved off, he could feel the pressure drop as the venturi vents released the ballast. He started to accelerate.

      “Gotta stay below six knots or she’ll surface,” Willie said.

      Trufante slowed and looked back. He saw no sign of the tow behind them and settled back for the long return ride.
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      Mac slowed when they reached open water.

      “What was that all about?” Mel asked.

      “I don’t know. Might not have been the brightest thing going in there like that.” Mac knew the tactical advantage went to those on land. The canals were isolated and dark, but still stood out from the dense brush on the island. Mac expected if he had shone a light into the brush, it would have revealed a dozen pairs of beady red eyes. There was also no telling what state the island’s half-feral population was in or if they had any kind of weapons.

      “You thinking about calling the sheriff?” Mel asked.

      “Hell no. I’m guessing they walked in, picked up the bodies, and got out as soon as they could.”

      “Well, we know Pamela’s alright, at least for now. What about Trufante? He’s got to be tied up in this somehow.”

      Mel was usually the first to point a finger in the Cajun’s direction and she was usually right. “Figure’d that. The question is, where is he?”

      Something on the water caught Mac’s eye. Unlike the busy waterways in Dade and Broward counties, where the nightlife extended to the Intracoastal Waterway that paralleled A1A and bar-hopping by boat was a popular pastime, these waters were generally quiet at night. Because of their navigation lights, boats could be seen from a greater distance in the dark, and when properly illuminated, they were easy to identify.

      From Mac’s vantage point, seeing a white stern light and a red or green bow light of a vessel meant the boat was heading toward them from offshore. A stern light by itself indicated it was running in the opposite direction, toward deep water. During the summer months, many snapper fishermen chose the cooler nights to fish. Vessels running up and down the island chain would have the white all-around light visible, and either the red or green bow light, but not both. Red meant they were heading east, and green west.

      Navigation lights in their simplest form indicated the direction of travel and whether the vessel was underway or anchored. On small craft, red and green bow lights represented port and starboard, respectively; along with a white stern light, they meant the boat was underway. From there, things became complicated quickly. Few boaters knew that a yellow light over a white light meant the vessel was either towing something or being towed. Fewer vessels other than tugs and dedicated tow boats had yellow lights. To add to the confusion, a green-over-white light meant the vessel was engaged in trawling, and a red-over-white light meant it was fishing. Sailboats had several allowable configurations of mast lights at different levels to show whether they were underway or anchored.

      Having held a 100-Ton Masters USCG License since his days working with Wood, Mac knew what the lights meant. He also knew what he was seeing wasn’t right.

      Bright, white masthead lights from the vessels anchored outside of the harbor were visible, as were the stern lights of the smaller boats tarpon fishing by the bridge. The red and green lights coming directly toward them alerted Mac that something was wrong. Anyone making either for Sister Creek or the harbor would run aground if they continued on the boat’s present course.

      “Boat’s got a tow, but no light.”

      “How can you tell?” Mel asked.

      “See the trail of phosphorescence? There’s a small trail from the boat, and then a hundred feet back it’s more visible.” Mac strained to see if there was a wake, but the boat was too far away. “Coming right toward us, too. I’m betting it’s Tru,” Mac said.

      “Surprised you can’t see that stupid grin from here.” Mel paused. “If it is him, what are we going to do?”

      “Might be worth a look.” There was little chance the skiff could handle a chase with the larger vessel, but the other boat was hindered by the tow. With the boat coming toward them running slowly, they could kill their lights. With the low freeboard and quiet motor, they could get close enough to see what was going on without being seen.

      Mac swung the bow toward the oncoming boat and killed the bow lights, then pulled the stern light from its socket. He idled forward slowly, then steered a course that would take him to the seaward side of the approaching vessel. If they needed to bail, the last thing he needed was to be stuck between the approaching boat and the bridge or anchored vessels.

      He settled on a heading that would hold them about fifty yards away. With each boat running at about six knots, the gap started to close.

      “We’re not going to be able to see who’s aboard,” Mel said.

      She was right, but Mac had an idea. “Watch their helm.” He reached into the pocket of his cargo shorts and pulled out his phone. Selecting Trufante’s number from the contact list, he pressed connect. The bright screen temporarily ruined his night vision, but Mel averted her gaze.

      “There. It’s his phone,” she said.

      Mac squinted and could see a dim light coming from the helm of the other boat.

      It could have been a coincidence, but the odds were very much against it. What surprised Mac was that the call went unanswered. It probably meant the Cajun was not alone. That made sense if Pamela was being held on the island.

      The boats were now a hundred yards away, and Mac had to decide what to do. Any closer and he would risk being seen, but they were too far away to determine what was going on.

      “I’m going wide. Then we can swing around and see what they’re towing.” He hoped as they approached the skinny channel the focus of anyone aboard the other boat would be forward.

      “Okay, but nothing stupid.”

      Mac shrugged and turned toward the blinking light marking Sombrero Reef. He continued on a ninety-degree course until the tow vessel reached his previous location, then turned back. Mac opened up the throttle and closed the gap, figuring with the direction of the wind, the two-foot seas, and no running lights, they would be invisible.

      From fifty yards Mac could see a bulge in the water. He knew immediately what it was. “It’s that yellow dracone I saw back in the canal.”

      “Wonder what he’s smuggling?”

      There were only a few answers: drugs, guns, or people.

      

      Pamela turned to the man with the gun and, with a sharp chop to his neck, threw him off-balance. The shot appeared to go wild, and a second later the small boat turned around and shot out of the canal. She hoped no one else had noticed, but she knew it had been a mistake to call out Mac’s name.

      “What the hell’d you do that, for you crazy bitch?” The man spat at her.

      Pamela glared at him. “You want to see crazy?”

      “Easy, you two. Just some lost fishermen. Get ’em all the time,” Bohart said.

      “You need to restrain that bitch,” the man said.

      “She is feisty.” Bohart turned to Pamela. “You can either behave or I’ll have to tie ya up.”

      Pamela nodded, but continued to glare at the man with the gun. She knew she could take him one on one, but like the glow of a pipe to a crack whore, the shot had attracted some of the other residents. Most were in no shape to fight, but she knew the value in numbers. Ten-to-one was the ratio for when well-armed and experienced troops could be overwhelmed by an inferior fighting force. Those were the numbers she faced, and she was unarmed. The ratio didn’t account for drug-induced courage, either.

      Bohart swatted a bug that had landed on his neck, leaving a large, red blotch. “Come on back to the house. Ain’t nothin’ to be done till they get back.”

      “And then we’re even.” Pamela followed him off the dock.

      He muttered something, but she couldn’t make it out over the whine of the assaulting mosquitos. Pamela started to worry as they moved back to the clearing, as several of the outcasts fell in behind them. The vibe was different from what she had experienced the other day.

      Her skin crawled and not from bugs as they entered the house.

      “Tie her up,” Bohart grunted.

      One of the men was too happy to comply. Pamela knew she had to remain calm. Shooting had taught her how to relax her body, yet remain alert. That usually meant inhaling deep, diaphragmatic breaths through her nose. But when she tried, she choked on the man’s stench and was forced to inhale through her mouth. His rough hands rubbed against her breasts as he wound the rope around her body and the chair.

      “Be a good girl now, and I won’t have to gag you,” Bohart sneered.

      Pamela knew it would be pointless to yell. Even with the mainland and harbor close by, there was no one to hear if she screamed, and if they did, they were not coming to save her. She burned to retaliate, but knew there was no chance until she could even the odds.

      “I thought we were good with Tru running your little mission?” she said.

      “Might have to extend that contract.” Bohart pushed himself off the chair he was leaning against and muttered something to the crowd around him. Taking the gaff that he used for a cane, he hobbled out of the house. Most of his contingent followed, but a man and a woman remained.

      The man peered out the dirty window until he deemed the coast was clear. He nodded toward the woman, who went directly to the refrigerator. Within a minute they were making sandwiches and drinking Bohart’s beer. Both ignored Pamela.

      Slowly, she tested her bonds. Despite his attempt to ogle her, the man had done a good job of securing the ropes. Pamela shifted her position in an attempt to reach the knot.

      “I’m still watching you,” the man said, with his mouth full.

      Pamela averted her gaze and stopped moving. The last thing she wanted to do was interrupt the couple’s foraging. He might have been watching, but he wasn’t very observant. The movement had allowed the fingers of her right hand to reach the knot. Carefully, as she kept an eye on her jailers, she worked her fingers into the tight knot. It seemed forever until she felt the first piece loosen, but as she probed harder, she met only resistance. Pamela sat back, frustrated. She would need both hands to free herself.

      Giving up was not in her DNA, and she studied her surroundings looking for any way out. The knife the woman had used to make the sandwiches lay on the kitchen counter, but it was across the room. Before she could find another option, she heard the sound of the group returning. The couple started to clean their mess. Pamela took the opportunity to slide her chair back against the wall. She wasn’t sure what it would accomplish, but she found she was able to rub the knot against the rough pine wainscot. In what she hoped were imperceptible movements, she worked the rope back and forth against the splintering wood.

      The knot caught on something. She took a chance and rubbed harder, hoping the object was a screw or nail, but before she could make any progress, the door flew open.

      Trufante was pushed forward and landed on his knees. His eyes met Pamela’s, but before they could communicate Wet Willie walked in and slammed the Cajun on the back of the head with a board. He fell to the floor.

      Pamela lost her cool. “What the hell?” she screamed.

      Bohart popped Willie on the leg with the handle end of the gaff. “Boy’s got some value left.”

      “He didn’t do nothing I couldn’t have done myself.”

      “I ain’t seen your boat out there.”

      Willie dropped his head, but Pamela had seen something in their interaction that might help.

      “Back up in the tower,” Bohart ordered Willie.

      “No one seen or followed us.”

      This time the gaff was reversed and the pointed end caught Willie in the arm. He quickly turned and slunk out of the house. Pamela could only hope he was wrong. Mac had been here and seen her. She was sure of it.
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      Trufante had brought the barge through about an hour ago. Mac had initially wanted to follow him in, but Mel killed that idea. Approaching unannounced, unarmed, and in the dark were bad odds. Mac needed to talk to his mate, but a phone call might put the Cajun in a bad position, so he hoped to catch him as he left for home.

      Mel handed Mac her phone just as the rod tip twitched. Mac pushed it aside and slowly pulled the rod from the holder. They were anchored between two pilings about a quarter of the way down the bridge. The water was deeper here than the other spans, crowded with boats hoping for tarpon. It wasn’t the best for fishing, but Mac had chosen it for the unobstructed view of the channel.

      The spring tarpon run in the Keys was legendary. Hundred-pound fish were regularly caught in the swift waters running under the bridges, with the Seven Mile Bridge one of the popular spots.

      “It’s a conspiracy,” Mel said.

      The tip bent hard, and Mac felt the strain on the drag as the fish took the bait. Hooking one had been a fluke. With a rod and reel more suited for snapper than a giant tarpon and a dead crab he had pulled from the bottom of the skiff, the chances weren’t good, but as Mac waited for the fish to make its first run, some primal instinct took over and his tunnel vision kicked in.

      Anyone purposefully fishing for anything this size would have an anchor ball set out. Once the fish took off they would release the ball, which was attached to the anchor, and be free to chase the fish.

      “Think you can get the anchor, or do you want the fish?”

      Mel laughed and took the rod from his hand while Mac went forward, hoping he could get the anchor in before the fish rounded one of the barnacle-encrusted piers. He felt the five-pound Danforth lift, then pulled quickly until the thirty feet of line was gathered in the boat. Moving back to the transom he started the motor, then checked the direction of the line.

      The only chance to land the fish on the lightweight tackle was to move the fight away from the bridge. Slowly, he pointed the bow toward open water and opened up the throttle to power the boat forward.

      Mel was experienced enough to allow the fish to take line until they were clear. “Just keep an eye on that channel. Remember why we’re here.”

      Mac hadn’t lost sight of their objective and had based his strategy for fighting the fish on it. Where he might otherwise have headed for the deeper water around Moser Channel, they were just outside of the entrance to the harbor when he slowed. “All yours.” He set the engine in neutral, leaving it running in case he needed to reposition or if Trufante appeared.

      He was careful now to let Mel fight the fish. Tarpon were strictly catch and release. If it had been a dolphin, tuna, or wahoo, he would have had no problem using the boat to help Mel, but with a tarpon the release was as important as the catch. Breaking it off too soon would mean a hundred yards of monofilament dragging from the fish’s mouth. The hook would rust and fall out within a week, but the deadly line would be adrift and could endanger turtles and birds.

      Slowly she gained line, but once the fish was close enough to sense the boat, it jumped. Seeing a tarpon’s six-foot length clear the water was special; being on the other end of the line was what anglers paid thousands for.

      Mel braced herself, with her back against the far gunwale and her feet anchored to the near side to support herself, much like a fighting chair on a sport fisher. She leaned forward as the tarpon launched out of the water, then pulled back again, bringing in as much line as she could. The process was repeated several times before they both sensed the fish was tiring.

      Mac knew it wouldn’t be long, but there was always one more run, the last usually spectacular. As the fish came closer to the boat, Mel tried to turn its head, which usually meant the end of the fight. The fish knew this too, and the reel screamed as it took off again.

      By the time Mac was able to lean over the gunwale and grab the leader, both the tarpon and the angler were exhausted. Mel released the drag, giving Mac some slack to work with as he pulled the hook from the heavily scaled mouth. Holding the fish by the gill, he aligned the mouth with the flow of water, allowing it to recover before finally releasing it. There was a long moment when the fish lingered, but with a swish of its powerful tail it took off.

      The fight had taken close to an hour, and with no sign of Trufante, Mac idled toward the bridge.

      Mel leaned back to show Mac a news site on her phone. He was barely recovered from watching her fight the tarpon and had no idea how she was back to business so quick.

      The headline read: Missing kayakers victim of boating accident

      “Not quite the story as we know it.”

      Mel pulled her phone back. “Even if they connected the dots with the men you found in the canal, they won’t say it happened on the island. Bad for business, being that close to the harbor.” She continued to read. “Guess they found the kayaks in that channel by Money Key.”

      “Kinda why float plans are important,” Mac said.

      “Like you do them?” Mel scolded him.

      Letting someone ashore know the details of a trip was important. Just communicating the general area and expected time of return would at least let someone know if the boaters were indeed missing and give search and rescue teams a starting place. “You know.”

      “I know, like Dad used to say: a fishing trip is over when it’s over. You’ve kept pretty well to that template.”

      People are predictable; fish are not. Running to the same spot two days in a row often produced entirely different results. There was some science behind it. Tidal flows, moon phases, and currents all had an effect, but the combinations were as endless as the intangibles. Mac had been on a good yellowtail spot too many times only to see the bite turn off like a switch. Sharks were the usual suspects, but unless you caught or actually saw one, it was all conjecture. Few fishermen were willing to leave a spot after sitting for hours waiting to see if the fish started biting. As a result schedules went out the window.

      “I’d bet Bohart had one of his boys haul the kayaks over there.”

      Mac let her go on, hoping the tirade would blow over. He knew she wasn’t really mad at him, but rather at the authorities and media for misreporting the facts. Unless there was some hydrological phenomenon, it would be impossible for the bodies to move across the length of the bridge without getting sucked into the Gulf or Atlantic.

      “I’ll try Tru when we get back, but if there’s no answer, I’m going in there in the morning,” Mac said.

      “Like that’s gonna get you justice?”

      There was that word again. “What do you suggest?” Mac had been thinking about that since they had watched Trufante tow the yellow sub back into the canal. “We find Trufante and Pamela and we’ll get answers.”

      “I suppose they both fall into that category of ‘unwanteds,’ like everyone else on that island. Maybe you can take Pip and lose him as well. His wife’ll probably pay for that.” She continued reading. “Authorities aren’t going to give a crap.”

      “Unless we find out what he’s doing with the yellow submarine.”

      Mel looked up. “I see where you’re going with this. Don’t go all Boy Scout and do something stupid.”

      “Why, you coming with me?” Mac asked.

      “Someone has to keep an eye on you. And it’s for Sarah.”

      They were clear of the bridge and Mac accelerated, the engine noise ending, or at least delaying, the conversation. He steered a course back to the yacht club and swapped boats in order to take Reef Runner back to their island.

      The ride back went quickly, as it often did at night. With landmarks visible for only a short distance and not for miles like they were in daylight, it just seemed faster. Reaching the island, Mac steered around the rock that stood sentinel over the channel and pulled alongside the dock in front. They tied off the boat and headed to the house.

      Once upstairs, Mac grabbed a couple of Yuenglings from the refrigerator. The lager from the country’s oldest brewery was a Keys staple. He cracked the caps and handed one to Mel. She had moved from her phone to her computer. Peering over her shoulder, he saw she was on the sheriff’s website. While she browsed, he sorted out the details for tomorrow. Before he investigated any further he needed a boat that could outrun and outmaneuver anything Bohart had. He needed the Munson.

      “I’ll get the engines on tomorrow and take the Tin Can for a sea trial.”

      “You going with Yamaha, or is Pip trying to talk you into cheaping out on the Suzukis?”

      The question sounded out of character for Mel, but she had grown up around boats and engines. “Yamis.”

      “Good.”

      Mel signing off was a relief. He could fight with Pip all day, but not her. “Sticking with Garmin, too.”

      “Makes sense.” She returned to the computer.

      Mac knew it wasn’t going to get any better. He had her endorsement, which meant there wouldn’t be any “told you so’s.” With a smile on his face, he sat back and finished his beer, then headed back to their small bedroom.

      After rinsing off under the outside shower, he lay in bed hoping sleep would come quickly, but between the anticipation of getting the Tin Can running and worrying about Trufante’s latest predicament, he lay awake for what seemed like hours.

      “Hey. You never tried Trufante.”

      He might not have been asleep, but Mac felt like he was in a trance as he got up. Mel handed him his phone. The screen lit up, the clock showing it was just short of midnight. He checked the missed calls and messages screens before placing the call. Trufante slept less than Mel. If he were out of harm’s way, he would answer.

      With each ring Mac became more apprehensive. The call finally went to a generic voicemail message. Mac disconnected, knowing the missed call would be enough. Pamela’s phone was the same.

      “It’s not the first time those two have gone off the grid,” Mel said.

      Mac realized there was every chance they were too wasted to answer, but knowing the events of the evening he doubted it. The only other explanation was they were Bohart’s guests. Mac lay back down, but he knew sleep was not coming.
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      Mac heard the piercing sound of the backup alarm from Pip’s truck wondering why anyone in their right mind wouldn’t have disabled it and looked up. Finally satisfied with his parking job, Pip got out of the truck and walked to the work area where the Tin Can sat on the trailer.

      “Glad to see you’re made of money, Travis.”

      Two new Yamaha 300s hung from a bracket welded to the transom of the Munson. “Didn’t think I’d slip that one by you.”

      Pip stepped around the engines inspecting the work. “Man’s gotta do what a man’s gotta do. Good thing the crane’s forward. Counteract those bad boys.”

      Out of the water the engines looked massive.

      “You get the electronics installed?”

      “Yeah, Fred did everything except the radar last night. Just about done here if you want to run the sea trial with me.”

      “Wouldn’t miss it. Need to get some supplies first. Breaking engines in requires refreshment.” Pip strode back to the pickup.

      Thankfully, he had backed in so Mac didn’t have to listen to the loud beeping as he pulled out. He checked the bolts one more time and climbed the stainless-steel ladder mounted between the engines to finish the rigging. With Trufante AWOL, Mac had enlisted the help of one of the yard workers. Though not as mechanically inclined as the Cajun, Bennie was a quiet guy, which was almost an even tradeoff for Mac. Pip and Trufante’s incessant chatter drove him crazy.

      “Almost done here. You want the honors?” Bennie asked.

      Mac shook his head. He couldn’t care less if he were the first person to start the engines. Bennie turned the portside key and the engine coughed, then fired up. He immediately shut the engine down and tried the starboard side with the same result.

      “Good work. Soon as Pip gets back, we’ll take her around to the ramp and splash her.” Mac peeled a couple of hundreds from his billfold and handed them to the man.

      “Thanks, Mac, anything you need.”

      The backup alarm from Pip’s truck interrupted their conversation. “Guide him in, would you?” Left to his own devices, it would take Pip several attempts to align the trailer ball to the hitch, and that meant more beeps.

      Bennie hopped off the ladder and directed Pip as he backed up to the ball. Thankfully, it took only one attempt and the sound stopped. Pip shut off the truck and watched over Bennie as he hooked up the chains and electrical connection.

      “See ya, Mac.”

      “Back at ya, Bennie.”

      Pip pulled a bag of ice, a twelve-pack of beer, a shopping bag, and a small, black box from the backseat and handed them up to Mac. He brought the provisions onboard, realizing only then that one of the drawbacks of the craft was the lack of insulated boxes. “Got a cooler?”

      Pip nodded and opened the tailgate. He pulled out a thirty-quart Yeti and handed it up to Mac. “Now who’s got money to burn?” Mac had never understood the need to pay hundreds of dollars for a cooler. He knew from long days on the water that it was more how you packed them than the need for the extra insulation. A saltwater slurry could last all day. Breaking open the bag of ice, he dumped it in, then added the beer, and placed the two sandwiches and chips from the bag on top.

      Mac took one last look around the cockpit and transom, gathering the few loose tools before dropping down the ladder. He helped Pip tighten the long strap draped over the transom and climbed into the passenger seat of the truck. Pip pulled out and headed toward the ramp.

      Once a quiet backwater, Marathon was now a vibrant vacation destination, and the traffic at the ramp reflected that. The few parking spaces were full, but with Mac’s relationship with the yacht club, Pip was able to park the truck and trailer there. He hobbled over to the dock, where Mac had the engines running and the boat held against one of the concrete pilings, with a single lined wrapped around it and tied to the midship cleat.

      “You gonna break her in right, or do I have to keep an eye on you?”

      Mac had checked Yamaha’s website and knew the protocol. Running a new marine engine like it was a car fresh off the lot was asking for trouble. Parts needed to seat properly and wear in evenly. Short engine life, increased oil use, and catastrophic failure were common if the procedure wasn’t followed. Fortunately, it wasn’t as bad as he remembered.

      Pip offered Mac a beer that he declined and cracked his first. He brought it to the helm and looked around. “Gotta figure in some cup holders. If there’s nowhere to put down a beer more gets drunk. Just sayin’.” He held the beer and placed his waterproof cigar case in a small compartment beside the wheel.

      “Grab the line and let’s get this over with.”

      The first hour was the worst. Having to run at less than 2,000 rpms was painfully slow. Mac used the time to head into the harbor and fill the fuel tanks. Three hundred gallons and a thousand dollars later, they pulled away from the dock.

      He looked at his watch. “Another fifteen minutes and we’ll take her up on plane.”

      “Should have brought some rods.” Pip cracked another beer and fired up his cigar.

      They were out of the channel now. “Gonna run by the entrance to Bohart’s place. Tru’s gone missing.”

      “Shit, good thing I brought this.” Pip opened the small, black box, revealing a pistol packed neatly in foam lining. He removed it and inserted the magazine. “Just in case.”

      Mac continued to run at just under 2,000 rpms until they were sitting outside the channel.

      “Might wanna watch the draft.”

      Mac had been keeping an eye on both the water and electronics. The chartplotter showed a boat icon in exactly their location and the depth finder read six feet. Fred had done a good job on the installation.

      “You going in?”

      “Not yet. Can’t run her wide open yet. Let’s see how she planes out.” The second hour the engines could be brought up to 3,000 rpms, which should bring the boat up on plane. Mac idled out to deeper water, pointed the bow toward the lighthouse, and gently pressed down on the throttles. They reacted immediately. Mac was ready for it, but Pip jerked backward, spilling some of his beer.

      “Might wanna give a little notice.”

      Mac could easily hear him over the gentle whine of the engines. As he eased up to 3,000 rpms, the bow slowly lowered until the hull planed out. For the next hour he cruised out past the reef, working between 2,000 and 3,000 rpms.

      “Got the boring part over and only four beers in,” Pip cackled.

      The remainder of the eight-hour break-in could be done at pretty close to normal operating speeds. The manufacturer had advised against running at full speed, or WOT, meaning wide open throttle. Mac was anxious to see how the boat would perform at higher speeds and started back to the bridge running at 4,000 rpms. Everything looked good, especially the depth finder, which he was worried about. Transducers, the reading mechanism used by the units, were notoriously fickle and needed to be placed perfectly for each hull so they weren’t affected by the cavitation of the water running against the hull at speed. Fred had installed a thru-hull unit, which tracked the bottom flawlessly.

      “Boy does good work. Can’t stand him myself, though.”

      Mac smiled and increased speed to 4,200. The GPS showed they were running at thirty-five knots, and the engine display indicated two miles per gallon. So far, his expectations had been met.

      Pip glanced at the gauges and looked back at the wake. “Trim her up some and you’ll get a few more rpms.”

      Being a catamaran there were no trim tabs like were typically installed on monohulls. Instead, the angle of the engines was used exclusively to trim the hull. He pressed the UP button for a few seconds and noticed the pitch change.

      “See that. Old man knows a thing or two.”

      Both men sat back enjoying the ride as the Tin Can coasted along on top of the waves. About a mile from the bridge, Mac leaned forward and squinted into the sun.

      “Looks like Trufante’s boat.”

      Pip followed his gaze to a small vessel on the horizon. “Damned sure looks like it. From the course, it came out of Bohart’s place.”

      Mac was torn between catching the boat and properly breaking in the engines. Slowly, he increased speed to 4,500. The boat reacted and shot forward, hitting forty knots. Without his binoculars aboard he would have to get closer to see if the Cajun were behind the wheel. Mac swung the bow until the center console no longer appeared to be moving.

      Pip noticed the collision course. “You gonna ram him or use that fancy ramp to board him?”

      Mac was pretty sure the Tin Can’s front loading ramp would need some work before it raised and lowered as intended, but that wasn’t his intent. “Just wanna see who’s aboard.”

      “They got phones for that.”

      Mac knew Trufante wouldn’t answer his cell phone while underway, but thought Pamela might. He handed his phone to Pip. “Give Pamela a call.”

      Pip took the phone. “Voicemail.”

      Mac wasn’t surprised and concentrated on his course, adding a little more speed. The boats were clearly converging, but he knew as long as he stuck with the break-in protocol, Trufante’s boat was faster.

      Pip moved forward and shielded his brow from the sun. “Don’t look like Trufante.”

      Now Mac could see the man driving the boat. His long, stringy hair flew back in the wind like Trufante’s, but he was at least a foot shorter. He knew right away who was at the wheel.

      “Wet Willie.”

      “Shit, and the SOB’s seen us,” Pip said.

      The big negative about using the Munson had come into play already—he was visible. Mac pushed the throttles forward again, catching a look from Pip.

      “That fool ain’t worth wrecking six-hundred horses.”

      “Don’t worry,” Mac said, as he adjusted the course to fall in behind the center console. “Just want to see where he’s going.”

      “Well in that case, I’ll have another blue Gatorade.” Pip reached back into the cooler and pulled out another Bud Light.

      Mac ignored him and focused on the boat ahead. “Looks like he’s going for Bahia Honda.” He could tell by the course Wet Willie was running along the mainland. Confident of the destination, Mac eased back on the throttles.

      “Might be a tin can, but she runs nice,” Pip said. “Could use some upholstery and shit. I got a guy.”

      Pip’s decorating advice was interrupted by a gunshot. Mac ducked behind the helm. Pip juggled his beer, spilling half on Mac. “Get down.” Another shot rang out. “What’s he doing?”

      The lead boat had spun 180 degrees and was heading directly for them. Pip leaned forward and pulled his pistol from the compartment.

      “Don’t. I think we just spooked him. Look, he’s running straight for Bohart’s.” Mac turned toward the Seven Mile Bridge, hoping to make it appear he was just heading home. “I doubt he’ll care if we’re not following.”

      Mac cut the wheel to starboard, and a minute later they passed under the new section of the bridge. A long line of concrete poles supporting the electrical lines feeding the Lower Keys ran between the old and new sections of the bridge. With most of the fishermen in the Gulf side because of the outgoing tide, the path was wide open. By the time they hit Pigeon Key, Mac was able to confirm where Willie was headed.
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      The sky was dark when Mel saw the running lights heading toward the island. She was ready and waiting on the dock when Mac got back. A large dry-bag lay at her feet. He hadn’t wanted her to come, but also knew fighting her was pointless. While he had been listening to Pip and breaking in the engines, she had been researching every missing persons report filed in Monroe County over the past few years, and what she found out was startling.

      Almost two dozen people were reported missing every year in Marathon alone. Many were lost divers who didn’t really fit her search criteria, and others were tourists who had not really disappeared at all. Even taking those two groups into account, Mel had figured there were a dozen truly missing. It turned out those were mostly women, and from their pictures, attractive women.

      It wasn’t the kind of thread anyone would pull unless they already suspected something. But with the discovery of the kayakers’ bodies, Mel knew what she was looking for. If even half of those dozen women were victims of crimes, and half of those again were by Bohart’s crew, she was going to do something about it. She was at the least convinced there was more going on out there than the mess Trufante and Pamela had fallen into. Unfortunately, the first steps to discovering what was happening was to rescue those two.

      Though her skin was far from lily white, even when dressed in black yoga pants and a black, dry-fit top, she knew her attempt at camouflage would need some work.

      “Thought we were going to dinner?” Mac joked, as he used the twin engines to spin the Tin Can in place and dock bow out.

      Mel ignored the comment, tossed the bag onto the deck, and followed. She was getting settled when he stepped off.

      “I got what you asked for.”

      “Willie took a couple of potshots at us earlier. I want the shotgun, too.” His 12-gauge Remington had been lost aboard Ghost Runner, but a smaller .410 “snake charmer” sat behind the front door. Though the sharks stayed in the water, there were an incredible number of dangerous and annoying critters that found their way to the island. At close range, the shotgun loaded with buckshot was effective for the larger snakes and vermin.

      Mac returned a few minutes later with the shotgun. While he’d been gone, Mel had inspected the work. Being aboard the Tin Can again had brought back memories of high school—and Sarah. When Mac stepped aboard, Mel was more determined than ever to bring Bohart and his cast of characters to justice.

      “Nice job. How’s she run?”

      “Standing out in a crowd is about the only drawback I see. Pip had a few other comments, though.” He told her about the cupholders and got a laugh.

      “You have a plan?”

      “I think we need to come in from the harbor side and just walk in. I’m pretty sure he’s got a lookout up in that radio tower, and if he doesn’t, they’re sure to hear the sound of the engines once we enter the canal.”

      The way sound carried over water at night was an interesting phenomenon. Maybe people’s senses were better tuned because of the darkness, or there was less ambient noise. It didn’t matter. He was right.

      “So, a lookout would spot any kayakers coming into the canals.”

      Mac gave her a questioning look. While he idled out of the small channel, she explained about the rash of missing persons. “Wouldn’t put it past him. We know he’s smuggling something. Might be people too.”

      Mel was glad he hadn’t questioned her theory. They fell into a relaxed silence as he turned to starboard after passing the submerged rock, then accelerated. As the boat came up on plane, she watched the engine display. “Run her wide open yet?”

      “Four more hours until then. Hope we don’t need it. Got up to about forty as it is.” On the ride in, he told her about the chase with Willie.

      “Bahia Honda’s a little public for a drop.”

      “I’ve been thinking about that. I’m pretty sure the yellow sub has no power. If it were me, I’d tow it to the reef for the meet so you can blend in with the snapper fishermen out there at night. Maybe they had to ditch it there. Might be a good place for that.”

      “If they did ditch it. Maybe Willie was bringing the cargo for the next run out today. He may be rode hard and put up wet, but in his day he was a fair freediver.”

      “You want to wait out here?” Mel asked. “See if they make another run and follow?”

      “Not in this. I think we keep the plan the plan and see what we can discover from land. If there’s a dark secret in there, eyes-on is the only way to find it.”

      Mel opened the dry bag and pulled out a bottle of insect repellent. “We’re going to need this, then.” She sprayed every inch of her exposed skin, then handed it to Mac.

      “I’m going to leave the boat by the bridge abutment. We’ll have to climb the bank and hop a fence, but it should be easy going after that.”

      “Easy going” in a Florida swamp was not easy. “I studied the maps earlier. We can reach the old road from Sister Creek. Be a longer walk in, but we won’t be as noticeable.” She glanced at the boat.

      Mac nodded and eased the bow toward deeper water. Mel was glad he agreed. The access from the harbor was the route the residents used to transit back and forth to the mainland. Several kayaks lay on the banks beside the bridge abutment and stashed on either side of the old bridge were a few bicycles that provided a transportation network for the residents to reach the mainland.

      It was a ten-minute cruise through the harbor and around to the inlet for Sister Creek. Mel pulled her phone out so they could see the landing spot in relation to the old road.

      “As many times as I’ve been in and out of here I never knew the road ran this close.”

      The icon for their current location moved toward the end of the road. Mel pointed to the landing spot. The tiny, debris-strewn beach was the only break in the mangrove-lined shore, but gave no clues as to what lay beyond.

      “Gonna have to get wet, but at least the tide’s in.” Mac used a quick thrust from the engines to ground the boat. He leaned over the side to check the tideline and make sure that if they were delayed they wouldn’t get stuck. He seemed satisfied and tossed a line to a nearby mangrove tree.

      “Ready?”

      Mel hopped over the side and started wading the half-dozen feet to land.

      Mac shut down the engines and left the keys in the battery compartment in case they got separated. With the .410 under his arm, he climbed over the gunwale and followed her, securing the line to a stout branch on his way.

      Mel grabbed a handful of muck and smeared it over her ankles, hands, and face. It was no spa treatment, but it would help with the bugs and darken her skin. She was surprised to find that the brush thinned out after about fifty feet of nightmarish footing. Twenty feet later, she stepped onto the old road.

      Time and weather destroy everything in subtropical latitudes. Enough of either, and even man’s best attempts to overtake nature fail. Years of neglect, and finally Irma’s storm surge, had made the road almost impassable. Despite its cracks, potholes, and even large sections of heaved-up asphalt, the road was still better than going cross-country through the brush.

      “Let’s stay to the side, just in case.”

      Even on the edge of the road, Mel felt exposed. The moonlight made it much brighter away from the brush. Mel edged closer to the side and stayed behind Mac, who led with the shotgun in the low-ready position.

      The scene was apocalyptic: Eyes of feral cats shone as they hunted among the many abandoned cars. Debris was strewn everywhere and an entire boat sat upright on the pavement, courtesy of Hurricane Irma.

      The irony that this was conservation land wasn’t lost on Mel, and she vowed to herself to do something about it.

      After exactly a mile, the road made a ninety-degree turn to the right. It was marked as Route 931 with a weather-beaten sign laying sideways alongside the road, though most of the old-timers knew it as an extension of 20th Street, the road from US 1 to the bridge. From the intersection, they followed the road another quarter mile until they reached an intersection without a sign.

      Mel glanced at her phone. “This should be Boot Key Road.”

      “Yeah, I can smell the stinkweed from here. Better shut that off.”

      Mel turned off the light on her phone and followed Mac as he turned left. Knowing they were close, Mel tuned into the surroundings. They walked another quarter of a mile when he held up a hand to stop. Clearly audible were the sounds of a guitar and hushed voices.

      Mac seemed to know where he was going and made another left. Through the branches of the mangroves she could see water and the orange flicker from a bonfire.

      Mac pointed to the left at the next intersection and started down a road that dead-ended into a canal. “Just up here,” he whispered.

      Mel nodded. She wasn’t sure what to expect when they reached the clearing, but she was prepared for some kind of Lord of the Flies-type scene. When they reached the clearing where a single house stood, she wasn’t disappointed.

      As she inched closer to Mac, she watched the circus playing out in front of her. “Primitive ritual” was the first phrase that came to mind, as a dozen or so half-naked men and women circled the fire. She peered at them, half-expecting to see Pamela and Trufante tied to a stake in the middle of the blaze.

      Knowing that staring at the flames would ruin her night vision, she averted her eyes and scanned the perimeter of the clearing. Her eyes stopped on the porch of the house, where she saw Pamela with her mouth gagged and her hands tied to the railing. Mel nudged Mac and pointed toward her. He acknowledged it, but was more interested in something else.

      Following his gaze, she saw a few men standing near a long length of conveyor rollers. She’d been around the Keys most of her life and knew it was the conveyance that fishermen used to move their traps back and forth between land and their boats. But the men were not moving traps.

      She and Mac had suspected the yellow submarine was used for smuggling. It was almost a relief to see the bales moving from the water to a small shack at the end of the rollers. Not that drug smuggling was good, but the other possible alternatives were guns and people—both much worse.

      Her relief was short-lived, as Wet Willie and another man escorted two women out of the shack.

      A muffled cry came from the direction of the porch, where Pamela struggled against her restraints. She clearly knew what was going on. Mel started to rise, but Mac pulled her down.

      “Back out slowly. I’ve seen enough.”

      “But the women?”

      “Not now, but I have an idea.”

      They backed away from the clearing. Once they reached the road, their pace increased to a jog and then a run as they made for the boat.
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      “Grab the line.” Mac called to Mel. He was already aboard and had the engines started. She untied the line from the mangrove branch and brought it aboard. As soon as she was situated, Mac gunned the engines. The hull stuck for a long second before the thrust of propellers pulled them free of the mud.

      Once clear, he continued to back down until there was enough water in front of the bow to turn. Cutting the wheel hard to port, he pushed down the throttles and made a run for open water. Mel gave him a stern look that he ignored. Though technically in a no-wake zone, there were no boats nearby and they were past Sombrero Beach, just a few markers shy of the RESUME SAFE SPEED sign.

      Leaving the green #3 marker to starboard, he cut around the outside of West Sister Rock, the low-lying island visible only because of the waves breaking over its exposed coral. Mac continued heading offshore until he passed the point of Boot Key. Several masthead lights from anchored sailboats were in the foreground of the Seven Mile Bridge. He looked past them, finally locating the red portside light and the white running light of a vessel that had the cut of a lobster boat moving west. Behind it, visible only as a hump in the water and by its small trailing wake, was the yellow submarine.

      Mac turned toward it and started forward.

      “You just going to run up on them?”

      “No, just getting close enough to see if Trufante’s aboard.”

      “Any idea where the drop would be?”

      “I’d think the reef or just beyond.”

      Mel looked around the boat, her gaze stopping on the shotgun.

      “I know what you’re thinking. Sure, during the day, this thing’s identifiable from a mile off, but at night the lights are the same as any other boat this size.”

      While Mac corrected course to close on the boat, he started to formulate a plan. Knowing whether Trufante was aboard was the missing piece of information he needed, but getting any closer to the boat was too risky.

      “Can you see who’s aboard” he asked Mel.

      She moved forward and stared at the center console. From a quarter of a mile away, Mac could make out the outline of the boat and what appeared to be two people by the helm. If Trufante smiled, the moonlight might catch his thousand-dollar grin and confirm he was aboard, but they couldn’t count on that. Mac already knew it was pointless to try his phone.

      “Two people. One’s Willie for sure. The other’s tall, but I can’t make out any features.”

      “No matter.” Mac had made up his mind. The priority was to save the women. If they were not on the boat, they must be on the sub. He had to admit the sub, barge, dracone, or whatever it was, was a brilliant idea. For centuries, smugglers had been concealing contraband aboard their vessels. Even the most creative caches were eventually found and all aboard arrested. Towing their goods in what was essentially a disposable container was good insurance. If there was any threat of the deal going bad or of being boarded by the authorities, the smugglers would simply release the cable and allow the container to sink to the bottom. Recording the GPS position would ensure that it could be recovered later. With thousands of square miles of shallow water, there was little chance it would be found.

      Plus, a lobster boat was the perfect tow vehicle. Hundreds of similar vessels plied these waters trapping lobster and stone crab, as well as commercially fishing for snapper, grouper, and dolphin. They were everywhere and out at all hours. Seeing one would not raise suspicion. Besides the covert part, they all had heavy duty winches capable of pulling the sub close to load and unload, as well as to haul it from the ocean floor if it needed to be recovered.

      Once the lobster boat’s course was clear, Mac settled back, dropped some speed, and followed the lights. Now that he understood the smuggler’s modus operandi, he needed to prevent the sub from being jettisoned. The hard goods would survive, but he was certain there would be minimal life support systems available for the human cargo.

      Mac checked the gauges. They were running an easy 3,800 rpms. Unless they ended up chasing a go-fast boat, they were in no danger of damaging the new engines.

      Ahead, Mac could see a dozen boats clustered in several areas. One was well east of the light toward Key Colony Beach. The other was a smaller group west of the light. Both were popular snapper spots. It was common enough for friends to share a spot and fish close together. No one would take notice of a couple of boats making an exchange.

      Mac took a gamble that the transfer was going to take place on the west side of the light. The avenues for escape were numerous there, with both the Seven Mile and the Bahia Honda bridges within easy range.

      Changing course to the west of the boat ahead would give him several advantages. First, they wouldn’t appear to be following, and second, they could approach from the seaward side of the reef where they would look like a boat returning in to port—not a threat.

      Mac explained his plan to Mel as he increased speed to distance himself from the lobster boat. His only regret was the Tin Can’s lack of radar. The twin displays were configured for the addition, but it would be another week or so before the unit would be installed. Running blind, Mac adjusted his course a few degrees to port and headed toward deeper water. The choppy waves they encountered over the shallow reef turned to longer period swells as they passed a hundred feet.

      “You going to the Bahamas?”

      “Just a little more. I want to make it look like we’re running in from offshore. They shouldn’t expect trouble from that quarter.”

      “But what about Tru?”

      “He’ll know.”

      “You two have your secret decoder rings on?”

      “Something like that.”

      Over the years there had been more than a few incidents that had caused Mac and Trufante to institute a system of signaling. Mac just smiled, knowing it was killing Mel not to know, but it fell under the heading of secret men’s business.

      When the only lights visible were from the lighthouse and a faint glow from the mainland, Mac turned and headed back. He calculated a reciprocal bearing, hoping that the lobster boat had remained on its heading. It was the biggest gamble so far. If the lobster boat had changed course, it would be impossible to identify them at night.

      A few minutes later, the anchor lights of the boats on the reef became distinct. Mac had studied them on the way out and had a general idea of the configuration of the fleet. During the day boats came and went all the time, but at night it was usually the more experienced fishermen who would run out to fish a particular tide. Off to the side, exactly where he expected to find them, was the lobster boat.

      “There.” he pointed to Mel.

      Mac fixed his gaze on the boat. It took a long minute to confirm that it was moving against the background of the anchored boats. That made sense and showed why two people were needed to run the operation. One would have to work the winch to bring in the sub, and the other to monitor traffic and keep the boat in position.

      Mac pulled up to one of the waypoints he had loaded onto the new chartplotter from an SD card. He dropped a small grapnel anchor and played out most of the two hundred feet of line before clipping it to an anchor ball. Before he tossed the ball, he ran a dock line through the shackle on it and tied both ends to a cleat. If he needed to release the anchor, all he had to do was free one end of the line and the boat would be free. The setup wasn’t heavy enough to hold the boat in any kind of sea, but it would work for the time being.

      “Now we wait.” Mac picked up the shotgun and checked the chamber. He’d intentionally left it empty to prevent an accidental discharge, but now he chambered a round and smiled at the iconic sound. Hollywood had programmed people to think that click was enough to discourage an attack, but Mac always felt that an actual shot was more effective.

      He lay the weapon beside him and scanned the water to the east. Mel moved to the bow and watched as well. They didn’t have to wait long.

      Five minutes later, a boat came steaming from the direction of Key West. That made sense to Mac. The Middle Keys and water from Marathon up to Islamorada were fairly straightforward to navigate. From the Seven Mile Bridge to Key West and beyond the geography changed from more open water to  a maze of islands and narrow waterways. Pirates and smugglers had used them for centuries.

      It was also no surprise when Mac saw the outline of a go-fast boat in the moonlight. Miami Vice had romanticized the go-fast boat as a smuggler’s best option, but though they were fast, it was hard to outrun the Coast Guard with its fleet of cutters and helicopters. ICE and other law enforcement agencies also used captured vessels against the smugglers, further evening up the odds. But for offshore work and long runs, they were the craft of choice. Their biggest drawback was their visibility, and by not coming close to shore and meeting on the reef they avoided scrutiny. Commercial fishermen knew the inshore waters better than most, and their vessels were generally overlooked. With their choice of craft and delivery method, Bohart and his partners had calculated the odds well.

      The boat pulled closer, ignoring the Tin Can. Mac could see activity on the deck from Bohart’s crew. He had thought about monitoring the VHF, but he was sure both boats were using burner phones.

      “They’re pulling it in.”

      The whine from the straining winch motor came across the water. A disturbance appeared on the surface. Mac moved to the helm and flicked the anchor light switch three times, then did the same for the bow lights. He fixed his gaze on Bohart’s boat and saw the Cadillac grill reflected in the moonlight.

      “Get the anchor,” Mac whispered to Mel, who went forward and released the dock line. She pulled the loose end through the shackle and left the ball to drift. Mac had chosen the anchorage with the wind and current in mind and waited patiently for the boat to drift toward the smugglers’ crafts.

      He was counting on two things. The first was almost a certainty and the reason Bohart had used the sub as a delivery method, rather than the boat itself. Smugglers knew the risks and calculated the inevitable losses when cargos needed to be jettisoned into their business plans. Most wouldn’t hesitate to ditch their cargo and live to smuggle another day.

      The second thing was not as certain. He needed Trufante to understand what he intended to do and react accordingly. The boats were only a few hundred feet apart and drifting closer when Mac picked up the shotgun and fired what in naval terms was a shot across the bow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            18

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The reaction to the warning shot was immediate. The go-fast boat peeled off and sped toward Key West. Mac set the shotgun down after getting the reaction he wanted. In the meantime, Trufante had seen the signal and had Willie pinned against the wheelhouse. The thinner man was a scrapper, but Mac expected the Cajun could take him. Mel took the wheel while Mac moved forward.

      There was nothing he could do except watch Willie and Trufante. The Cajun took a wild swing at Willie. The smaller man ducked under it and went for the winch. Mac knew what he was up to and called out a warning.

      Trufante heard him, but the split second he took to glance at Mac to show he didn’t understand allowed Willie enough time to free-spool the cable. The weight of the sub dragged the line out as it dropped to the ocean floor. Trufante recovered and grabbed hold of Willie, who had a pair of bolt cutters in his hand. Tru reached him just before he could cut the cable.

      Mac watched, wishing the Munson were fully operational. Even if the cable were cut, he wouldn’t be able to use his own winch to retrieve the sub. He had tested it earlier and found it frozen, coated in rust. He looked around. With the seas running about two feet, it would be difficult for Mel to get close enough to the lobster boat to put him aboard. Having the drop-down landing platform in the bow would have solved that, but he was where he was. Now he had a choice to make.

      Believing there were two women trapped inside the sub with minimal if any life support, his first priority was to save them. Trufante would have to fend for himself.

      The sub dragged out the entire length of the winch cable. With the dracone now acting as an anchor, the lobster boat swung with its bow to the waves. All Mac had to do was follow the cable’s trajectory through the water and he could place the sub. Mac had Mel change course to bring him directly over where he anticipated it would be, then realized the Tin Can had no diving gear aboard. In forty feet of water he or Mel could have reached the bottom without supplemental air or even a mask, but without fins it would be difficult. The only other option was using weight.

      Mac looked over at the lobster boat again. The two men were still struggling. He scanned the Munson for anything heavy enough to take him to the bottom, wishing he hadn’t released the anchor earlier.

      There was little gear aboard. He saw the tool box against the transom, and thinking it was the only thing heavy enough, retrieved it. He lifted the heavy steel box onto the gunwale and started to step over the side.

      “Let me. It’ll take a lot less weight to take me down,” Mel called over.

      Mac knew she was the better freediver. He hesitated, but knowing every second they delayed endangered the lives of the women trapped below, he relented. He nodded and stepped back. There was nothing he could say to her, but he reached for her hand and gave a reassuring squeeze as she went into the water.

      Before he could say anything, he noticed the tool box still on the gunwale. Mac looked up and saw Mel stroking smoothly for the cable. She was one step ahead of him as usual and, as she reached the line, took several deep breaths and descended.

      There was nothing he could do to help her or the women now, but a glance at the lobster boat showed Willie about to cut the cable. Mac had no idea how he had gotten loose from Trufante, but he had to do something. If the cable were cut, the boat would drift away from the sub. Mel might be able to rescue the women, but in the darkness it would be impossible to see them on the surface.

      Running to the helm, Mac hit the Man Overboard button on the chartplotter, then grabbed the wheel. Cutting it hard toward the lobster boat, he pressed down on the throttle, knowing the aluminum construction of the Tin Can was no match for the steel-hulled lobster boat. Aware that he could be endangering himself and the boat, he slowed just as he was about to strike and nudged the larger boat hard.

      Mac’s intention had not been to disable the vessel, but to throw Willie off-balance before he could cut the cable. Mac had braced himself as he’d dropped the engines to neutral a second before the boats collided. He had no time to evaluate if there was any damage or if he had accomplished his goal. Running to the bow, he grabbed the line they had used to secure the anchor ball to the cleat and jumped across the foot of water between the boats.

      The squared-off bow of the Tin Can had struck amidships, and Mac was easily able to make it to the deck of the lobster boat. As his feet struck, he reached behind him and tied off the line, securing the boats together. He turned to see Trufante down on the deck with a small pool of blood around his head. Willie had proven to be more agile than the cat-like Cajun. He had recovered from the collision and had the jaws of the bolt cutters around the cable. His forearms tensed as he applied pressure.

      Mac lunged toward him. The two men fell in a pile on the deck, but not before the cable parted with a loud bang. Mac ducked as the frayed ends of the steel wire flew by his head. By the time he recovered, Willie was over the side and in the water.

      Mac scanned the surface of the ink-black water, only to see him swimming toward shore. He heard a grunt from behind him and turned to see Trufante struggling to his knees. Mac could see from his eyes that he probably had a concussion, but the Cajun was used to dealing with altered states of consciousness.

      “You alright?”

      “Slimy bugger got the drop on me.” Trufante rose to his feet, wobbled, then recovered.

      Mac gave him a stern look, trying to judge his injury, but had no choice. “Take the wheel.”

      While Trufante moved slowly to the helm, Mac went back to the bow and studied the water behind them. With the cable gone, he had no idea where the sub was, but guessed with the wind and tide they were probably passing over it. The larger problem was Mel’s lifeline. A rope would have stayed afloat, but the heavy steel cable would quickly sink.

      He needed to get back aboard the Tin Can. The only way to locate the sub now was from the waypoint he had set. “Stay close,” he called to Trufante, and he jumped between the boats. He landed awkwardly on the deck of the Tin Can. His knees were not what they used to be and the right one ached badly, but he ignored the pain. Mac released the line holding the boats together and moved quickly to the helm.

      As he had expected, the boat had drifted toward land and the Man Overboard mark was ahead of them now. Mac idled forward, standing on his tiptoes so he could see the water directly ahead of the boat. Besides not having any dive gear aboard, he also had not stowed any safety gear. The sea trial was supposed to be a quick run to test and break in the engines, not an open-water rescue mission. The only useful things aboard were the two dock lines. Mac left the boat in neutral and looped them together to make a single longer length. He laid it on the deck next to him and started a slow circle around the waypoint.

      Even if he cared, there was no point in looking for Willie. There were two reasons for his nickname: he always looked wet and he was good in the water. With minimal effort the wind and tide would carry him to Boot Key in a couple of hours. Though he had about three ounces of fat for buoyancy, Willie was experienced enough to know that most people who drowned in these kinds of situations did so because of fatigue and cramps. He would let the conditions do most of the work.

      Mel and the women were Mac’s only concern. Trufante had control of the lobster boat and was within earshot. Mac yelled over to him to look for Mel, hoping the Cajun’s eyesight would aid the search.

      Man overboard drills during daylight hours were hard enough to execute. Protocol was for one person to physically point at the person in the water. Nighttime conditions were exponentially worse. Between the ink-black water, the dark horizon that made it hard to see shapes, and the waves, Mac needed to rely on all his senses.

      

      Mel had hit the water and stroked hard toward the steel cable. Grabbing her shirttail, she wrapped it around her hand to protect it from the frayed and rusted steel and took a deep breath. She had no time to properly prepare for the descent, but knew that taking at least a couple of oxygen-rich breaths would give her that much more time underwater.

      Three breaths were all she gave herself, and as she pulled her body down the cable, she hoped it was enough to stave off the effects of the building carbon dioxide in her system. Knowing the physiology behind breath-holds helped. There was a misconception it was lack of oxygen that forced people to surface; it was actually the buildup of carbon dioxide.

      The right state of mind was also important. Stressing out and rushing to the bottom would only limit her time once she reached the sub. She had the cable and knew it would bring her to her destination. Aligning her body at the same angle helped reduce the friction of the water against her, and without being able to see the bottom, she counted each deliberate hand-over-hand movement as she descended.

      Twenty pulls of each arm brought her to the hard surface of the submarine. She had estimated it had taken forty seconds to reach the bottom. That was about a third of her average, untrained breath-hold.

      She held onto the eye hook welded to the bow. The lack of additional weight was a disadvantage, and she regretted not taking even a wrench from the tool box—even a few pounds would have made a huge difference. Focusing on what lay ahead, she released the ring and pulled herself along the pitted surface of the sub. Thankfully, its condition was deteriorated enough to allow her handholds as she made her way to the hatch.

      She had her eyes open, but there was really no point. It was pitch black at this depth, and she had to rely on waving her free hand in front of her to feel for any obstruction. Finally, her fingers struck something round and hard on the surface of the sub. Mel wasted no time, and with both hands on the hatch, started turning the wheel counterclockwise. Surprisingly, given the condition of the barge, it moved easily.

      Mel figured she was about a minute into her breath-hold when she swallowed. As the hatch released, she knew she was approaching the halfway point in her dive. Her instinct was to swim into the hold and find the women, but as she started to pull herself through, she was pushed back by something floating out of the hatch. Her surprise was total and she lost her grip. As she was thrown back, she reached out and was barely able to get a finger on the wheel. She felt an object start to rise to the surface and moved away as several more packages followed.

      While she waited, she checked in with her brain, trying to calm herself from the shock. Stress used almost as much oxygen as physical work, and she felt her first convulsion. Training told her that she had plenty of time to rescue the women and return to the surface, but her lungs thought otherwise and she felt her diaphragm contract again.

      Wasting no time, she pulled herself into the sub and, with both hands extended in front of her, tried to locate the women. Toward the nose, she touched what felt like an elbow and grabbed it. Pulling hard, the inert body came easily. She let the woman float up and reached for the second body. Gripping one woman with each hand, she made for the hatch. It took longer than she wanted to manipulate them through the narrow opening, but within a few seconds she was free and kicking hard for the surface.
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      A shot of white water sprang from the bow of the lobster boat as it moved toward something on the water. Mac squinted to see. It looked square—not like a body. He cursed the Cajun’s built-in radar that had located the contraband and was about to yell across the water for Trufante to forget the bale and find Mel and the women when he saw something moving on top of it.

      Several other bales popped to the surface and settled. At least one more had movement on top of it. Trufante was close to the bale he had first spotted, so Mac turned toward the other one. After years of trial and error, contraband was now packed with several layers of different materials protecting the product. While generally as buoyant as a cork, a bale was extremely unstable with two people on it.

      As he approached, he could see one of those people was Mel. Relief spread through him, but she wasn’t safe yet. They were becoming acclimated to the movement of the swell, but a wake from a different direction might upset them, and if they fell from their illegal PFD, they would be lost to the night.

      Mac slowed as he approached, careful not to dump Mel and the other woman. He would have preferred to rescue them from downwind so the boat would not accidentally drift into them, but balancing the pros and cons, he decided against it. About fifty feet from the bale, Mac dropped the engines to neutral and allowed the boat to drift toward the women. Time seemed to stand still as the boat slowly approached, and he could see the anxious looks on their faces.

      Again, without having taken the time to set up the boat, he had little to work with. A gaff would have been the perfect tool to snag the bale and bring it close enough for the women to climb aboard. The only thing available was the line he had doubled, which could easily pull them into the water.

      Fortunately, Mel was coherent and understood what he intended when he coiled the line, leaving a third in his right hand and the remainder in his left. Mac wound up much like he was throwing a cast net and tossed the line in his right hand to Mel. The line uncoiled as it flew across the water. Mel grabbed the end and said something to the other woman, who grabbed her around the waist.

      Mac saw they were ready and pulled the bale closer. The rectangular shape listed with the pressure placed on it and threatened to capsize, but Mac took his time and slowly brought the bale to the engine bracket.

      He saw the terrified look in the woman’s eyes as Mel tried to explain that Mac was one of the good guys. Slowly she nodded, and with Mel’s help reached for Mac’s extended arm. Mac noticed blood seeping through her blouse as he pulled her aboard. She landed on the deck in a lump, then Mac brought Mel aboard.

      “You okay?”

      “Yeah. She’s hurt.” Mel shook out her short hair, then went for her dry bag and removed a small roll of fabric. She laid the first aid kit out on the deck and moved to the woman.

      “At least someone’s prepared.”

      “Someone needs to be the responsible adult when you and Trufante are together.” She looked out at the water. “You gonna grab the bale? Be helpful to see what Bohart’s dealing in.”

      Mac shook his head. “Trufante’s got one for sure. I think he’s got the other woman, too. Should I call the Coasties?”

      Mel had turned the woman’s arm so Mac could see the gash on it. The laceration was long and ugly, but Mel had the bleeding under control. The woman would need stitches and some powerful antibiotics, but there was no need to wait for someone else to transport her to Fishermen’s Hospital. They could reach it before help arrived.

      “They’re going to ask a lot of questions and, in the end, not care. Could cause some trouble for Wonder Boy over there.”

      Mac understood that if the authorities saw Trufante on Bohart’s boat with a bale of contraband, the assumption would be that he was guilty. “We need a plan.”

      “Let’s get these women back to their families for a start. Got any water?”

      Mac went to Pip’s cooler, but the only thing inside were the sandwiches and some beers. He pulled out two and offered them to Mel.

      “They’ll do.” She took them and handed one to the woman, who gave Mac a weak smile.

      “I’m Brandy.”

      “Hey. I’m Mel and this is Mac.”

      Brandy took a long sip. “My friend?”

      “My buddy’s got her aboard his boat,” Mac said. He turned his attention away from the women to locate the Cajun. He was still approaching, but had stopped to grab another bale. Mac called him over.

      Trufante dropped a couple of fenders over the gunwale, then eased over to the Tin Can.

      Mel hopped to her feet to catch the line and bring the boats together. The other woman didn’t appear to be injured and moved across to the Munson to join her friend. Mac let them have their reunion and turned to Trufante.

      “What’s in ’em?”

      “Shit, Mac, I ain’t looked.”

      Mac glared at him. There was no doubt the Cajun had opened one. He moved closer and saw the opened bale. The outer covering was Tyvek, a building material used to weatherproof houses, probably chosen for its puncture resistance. Inside a layer of plastic sheeting was probably fifty individually wrapped packages covered in the same material and secured with duct tape. One was open, revealing a stack of bills.

      “We ain’t turning this shit in, are we?”

      “No, but you’re not keeping it, either.” Mac saw Trufante’s eyes shift to the water. He followed his gaze and saw several other packages. There was no winning this one, and he wanted to get the women back to land. “Do what you want, but lose that boat and be at your house in an hour.”

      “Sure thing.” The moonlight caught the thousand-dollar grin.

      Mac checked the horizon for other boats, expecting to see a Coast Guard Cutter or RHIB approaching, but there were only the dozen or so fishermen, who showed no interest. He released the line.

      “We good to travel?” he asked Mel.

      Mel helped Brandy and the other woman to the transom, where they sat on the deck. “Go.”

      Sailors lived for what they called “fair winds and following seas,” but that condition was not the best aspect for a catamaran hull. Mac eased the throttles forward, pleased with how easily the boat planed out with three bodies in the stern. He trimmed up the engines and adjusted the speed for the seas.

      Cruising at thirty knots provided the best combination of speed and comfort, and with Brandy’s wound not seeming life-threatening, they were able to reach the mouth of Sister Creek in twenty minutes. Mac slowed at the green #3 marker and idled into the channel.

      “Do they have anyone who can pick them up?” Mac asked.

      Mel talked to the women. Though the engines were surprisingly quiet, they hadn’t spoken on the way in. “Yeah, toss me your phone. They can get picked up at Trufante’s.”

      Satisfied, Mac turned to starboard at the second opening and navigated the maze of channels through Flamingo Key, stopping at the empty dock. The house was dark and quiet, but Mac knew where the spare key was.

      By the time the women were off the boat and settled around the outside table, Mac had found the key and went upstairs. Brandy had been adamant that she was okay. The bleeding had stopped, so Mel agreed. They seemed relieved, though that could have come from drinking the beers on an empty stomach. With their ride an hour away, Mac figured he’d better feed them. Now the question was, did Trufante have any food?

      The refrigerator held about the same contents as a frat house’s. Plenty of beer, a half-loaf of bread, some assorted condiments, and peanut butter and jelly. Grabbing a couple of large glasses, he filled them with tap water. Keys’ water was something he tried to avoid, as he was suspect of the pipeline that ran from Miami to Key West. As the plumbers’ saying went, shit flowed downhill, and he suspected that was the case with local water. At best, the water had an off-taste; he didn’t want to think of the worst.

      Using all the bread, he made PB&Js and took them downstairs. They were gone in seconds. Mac went back out to the boat and found the Publix subs that Pip had brought. He divided them up and they, too, quickly disappeared.

      With the patience of a seasoned attorney, Mel waited until they finished eating to start asking the slew of questions she’d been holding back. The first one started with the inevitable “so.”

      The interrogation revealed that they and their boyfriends had launched their kayaks from Sombrero Beach several days ago. The seas had been calm and they paddled to West Sister Rock, then continued around Boot Key. They were curious about the pipes marking the entrance to the canals and decided to explore. They had seen the yellow sub and continued into the canal, soon realizing that this was no place they wanted to be.

      “Creeped us out,” Brandy continued. “When we turned and started to paddle out, there was something in the water that we couldn’t get past.”

      Mac suspected it was a boom, a wire or chain raised across the canal to stop traffic.

      “We decided to go to shore and do a portage around whatever it was, and they took us. If you think the canal is scary, you should see the people in there. I don’t know what happened to the guys. I fear for them.”

      Mac wasn’t about to tell her what he had seen. He nodded and placed a hand on Mel’s thigh. Her curiosity would keep the questions coming, but Mac didn’t think there was any point forcing the women to relive the nightmare. He and Mel knew what had happened. The question was, how many more had been lost there?

      The table fell quiet, and it was a relief when their ride arrived. The man, who appeared the father of one of them, was overcome with relief and profusely thankful. Mac pulled him aside and asked if they had filed a missing persons report.

      “Sure did, but they called a day later and said the kayaks were found on the other end of the bridge. That it looked like a boating accident.”

      Mac nodded. “Do me a favor and let the authorities know they were found. Saying they ran off to Key West to party is always a good excuse.”

      “Not that I don’t appreciate you and your people saving my girl, but why aren’t the police involved?”

      “Let’s just say they’re a little slow here,” Mac said. He noticed the man’s face harden. “We’re kind of involved in this.”

      “Whatever it takes so this doesn’t happen to someone else.” He embraced Brandy. “What a relief. As long as she’s back and okay, I’ll do whatever you need to get these bastards.”

      A few minutes later, they thanked Mel and Mac again and took off.

      “At least we did some good,” Mac said, as the taillights of the car disappeared.

      “Still got a lot of unanswered questions. We helped them, but this is going to keep happening.”

      Before they could decide how to proceed, a car pulled up. The passenger door opened and Trufante emerged with a bale under his arm. He tossed something to the driver, who took off before Mac could stop him. In this community, word would get out about the cash and probably reach Bohart before Trufante finished his first beer. That turned out not to be the case as he shotgunned two, then turned to Mac.

      “We gotta get Pamela out of there.”
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      Trufante was determined, but Mac convinced him to wait until the following night before they attempted to rescue Pamela. Bohart was smart enough to know better than to harm or kill her while she still held value. Alive, she would provide leverage against any rash actions by Mac and Trufante, and if that failed, she was a good-looking woman. Both Brandy and her friend were attractive. Bohart might be a psychopath, but he was pragmatic.

      They left the Cajun drinking beer, with a warning to meet Mac at the ramp early in the morning. The ride around to the Gulf was quiet, and when they finally crossed under the Seven Mile Bridge, Mac was able to relax.

      He wasn’t close to shutting down, though. The boat had performed admirably, but he needed to replace the winch and repair the bow ramp. Knowing Pip was a night owl, he handed the wheel to Mel and texted him to meet in the morning.

      They arrived back at the island an hour later to find it dark and quiet. After the night’s activities, Mac left Mel aboard with the shotgun while he checked out the house. He was convinced Bohart was not going to retaliate against Pamela, but there was a good chance he would take his loss out on Mac. The one thing he had going in his favor was that Willie was probably just reaching land, and Bohart wouldn’t lash out until he was fully informed.

      He didn’t expect any trouble tonight, but he decided to spend the few minutes it took to secure the property. With his other boats in Marathon, he shut off the battery switch and took the keys to the Munson with him. A determined thief wouldn’t be deterred, but it would slow them down—if they got past the boom.

      Wood had placed the rock in the mouth of the channel when he had dredged it. As the only deepwater approach, the obstacle, barely visible at the lowest of tides, would stop anyone who didn’t know it was there. Before Wood had set it, he had drilled a hole and epoxied an eyebolt.

      Mac gave Mel the all-clear and she went up the house. He opened the mangrove-covered gate and moved to the winch. Dragging the cable to its full length, he pulled it under the dock, and around the old piling, then swam out to the rock, where he clipped the hook to the eyebolt. Once back in the small clearing, he cranked down on the cable until it came taut. A quick check told him it was invisible.

      The boom was both a deterrent and an alarm. Anyone trying to reach the dock now would lose at least their lower unit and make enough noise to wake him from the soundest sleep—not that it mattered. He didn’t expect he’d be getting much.

      

      Mac was grumpy when he got up. It was his usual morning state of affairs, and Mel steered clear until well after his first cup of coffee. Even though he’d been getting up before dawn for most of his life, that first half hour was hell—and more so as he got older.

      “You want to stay out here or run in with me?” he asked, after about half a mugful.

      “Thought Pip and Tru were going to help you? That’s too big a party for me.”

      Mac grinned. “At least come in and pick up the center console, but I’d rather not have you out here alone.”

      It was Mel’s turn to smile. “Okay, but I got the snake charmer and I’ll put the boom back up when I get back.”

      Mac knew an argument would be fruitless. She was capable of taking care of herself. “Alright. I’m about ready.”

      “Got rid of the grumps, at least.”

      Mac smiled and kissed her as they walked down to the dock, where Mac relieved the pressure on the cable and let it drop to the bottom. When Mel returned, she would just have to crank it tight. Before they left, he made two trips to the small shed near the house and loaded the boat with everything from fishing poles to dive gear. A final check, then he idled out of the channel, steering clear of the submerged rock.

      The wind was up from last night, but the twin hulls cut through the small waves easily. The area was a network of deep channels and grass flats. The shallow waters prevented anything larger than a two-foot wave from building. As they approached the bridge, Mac could see the deceptively small bumps as he looked out to sea. Known as “elephants on the horizon” if they were noticeable from this distance, they were easily four- to six-foot seas at the reef.

      If there was one certainty in the backcountry, it was that running a straight course would lead to trouble. Several shoals, some marked and others visible only by a change in water color, passed to port and starboard as he adjusted course. When he was a half mile from the bridge, Mac cut the wheel to port and headed east. He pulled up at the 33rd Street ramp a few minutes later.

      “I’ll drop you and take your slip. We’re going to run down to Cudjoe and pick up a new winch.” Mac dropped Mel on the pier and backed into the small turning basin while she got the center console started and left the slip. They waved as their boats passed each other. A minute later, with the Tin Can secured, Mac walked over to the small parking area.

      “You guys having coffee or what?” Pip and Trufante were huddled in the cab of Pip’s truck. He peered in the tinted windows and saw them hunched over Pip’s phone watching a video. He ignored them and climbed into the back seat.

      “Why didn’t you call? We would have helped you dock.”

      Mac didn’t reply.

      “Be like that.” Pip started the loud diesel.

      At least Pip’s truck was facing forward and Mac didn’t have to suffer the backup alarm as they pulled onto the street and headed toward US 1.

      Traffic was light heading toward Key West. The eastbound lane was busier, mostly with truck traffic. With only the mostly two-lane road servicing the entire 120-mile chain of islands, the truckers knew to come down at night or in the early hours of the morning and head out before the tourists got moving. The only exception was Saturday, when the exodus from the vacation rentals clogged the roads early.

      Pip steered the dually F350 down the Seven Mile Bridge. The open windows blew around the beads of perspiration on his shaved head and let the classic rock blare out to the boats below. Mac found himself dozing off, but was jarred awake when the truck plowed through a large pothole situated squarely in the entrance to the boatyard.

      “Caught you napping,” Pip said. He pulled up to a flatbed truck with a small crane strapped to the bed.

      “Why couldn’t he have brought it up to us?” Mac asked.

      “Yeah, then I wouldn’t have had an excuse to ditch the wife.”

      Mac shook his head and got out of the truck. He walked over to inspect the crane while Pip went into the office. A few minutes later he emerged with the owner. Mac was satisfied and handed the man a wad of cash, which he stuck into his pocket without bothering to count.

      “Heard you got the Tin Can back,” the owner said. “Wood would be proud.”

      “Runs nice, too, even with the Yamis,” Pip said.

      The guy shook his head. “Don’t listen to him, you did the right thing.”

      “You got a winch motor and a generator? The bow door’s froze up.”

      “Figures it would be after all that time. Climate’s hard on stuff.” He looked squarely at Trufante when he said it. The man led Mac back into the yard, where he found a winch motor and a new cable. “How big a genny you lookin’ for?”

      “5K would be good. Just got to power the winches.”

      “Get him a 10K and we’ll talk him into air conditioning the wheelhouse,” Pip said.

      “AC’d be nice, Mac,” Trufante added.

      Mac knew that more power never hurt anyone and agreed to the larger generator. Half an hour later they were loaded up and headed back to Marathon. Mac was starting to drift off again when Pip pulled off the highway. He looked up and saw the sign for the Square Grouper.

      “I know. Gotta eat,” Mac said, resigning himself to an interminable lunch. He wanted nothing more than to install the equipment and set up the boat. A fast food burger would have worked just as well for him.

      “A tad thirsty, too,” Pip said.

      Mac promised himself he would limit Pip and Trufante to two beers each. It turned out to be four, but they drank quickly and Trufante was sober enough when they reached Marathon to help install the equipment.

      “Wanna pull her?” Pip asked.

      “Take a lot less time than working on the water.” Mac knew the bottom below most docks and marinas held more tools and fasteners than a hardware store.

      They pulled the Tin Can out of the water and went to work, finishing just before dark. They were able to test the winch, but with the boat loaded on the trailer the only way to see if the landing deck worked was in the water.

      “Let’s go ahead and drop her,” Mac said, and prepared his ears to endure the backup alarm as Pip positioned the trailer. Once clear, Mac gave Pip the signal to pull forward. Once the trailer was clear he pushed the boat’s throttles to forward idle. The boat crept toward the concrete ramp. Mac dropped the engines to neutral just as the bow touched. He pressed a button, and like a World War II landing craft, the square bow dropped down perfectly on the ramp. Satisfied, Mac retracted the bow. It came up easily, but it was only then that he realized his mistake.

      Mac was alone aboard the boat, and he knew that unless he did something Pip and Trufante would escape to the closest bar. He lowered the ramp again and strode off the boat to the truck. Standing by the driver’s window, he had to almost yell to be heard over the diesel. “We gotta talk about getting Pamela out of there.”

      “Count me in, Travis,” Pip said.

      Mac had really been talking to Trufante, but having Pip along to watch the boat wasn’t a bad idea.

      “We got time. It’s just now dark and I could use a bite,” Mac said.

      “Be about the best time out there. Most of ’em got no power so they have to do everything when it’s light. About now, the party’ll be getting going. You don’t want to go in there at zero dark thirty, or one of those yahoos’ll be all lit up and do something stupid,” Trufante said.

      Mac knew he was right. Ordinarily the best time for nighttime action was in the hours before dawn, but with meth heads, dawn was a moving target.

      “Right. Let’s get a sandwich and I’ll run through my plan.”

      Sitting in the Overseas Bar down the road, Mac laid out what he had come up with.

      “Tru, you take one of the kayaks they leave by the 20th Street side of the bridge. You can paddle across and use one of the bikes they leave there. Half of them won’t know anything happened last night, the other half’ll be happy to see you. You’re the distraction.

      “Pip, you drop me by the old road off Sister Creek and bring the boat around and into the channel. Be ready to head out one way or the other. I’ll find Pamela and bring her out to the dock.”
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      When Willie had finally crawled ashore late the night before, Bohart’s fury woke anyone on the island who was asleep. Pamela had been restrained in the house, but was able to discern what had happened. Fortunately, Bohart had been so concerned about the loss of the boat and sub that he missed the smirk on her face. Trufante had escaped, and she knew he would come for her.

      Rather than alert the hangers-on, who had little to entertain themselves other than gossip, Bohart had chosen to debrief Willie inside his house. Pamela was taken back to the bedroom, but she could clearly hear Willie’s whiney voice as he described what had happened. The only unknown was the fate of the cargo and the two women aboard the sub.

      She slept, not well, but more than she had in recent nights. Relieved that Trufante had escaped, she was one step closer to getting off the island.

      The next day was full of activity, something unusual for a community that ran on bar time. The lobster boat had been found aground in the mouth of the canal. Bohart had sent two smaller boats to tow it back to the dock. The mood lightened when it was discovered that the only damage was a few spark plug wires yanked from the distributor cap and the loss of the keys. Both were easily remedied. Pamela was in the kitchen bound to one of the chairs when Willie told Bohart the boat was operational and the waypoint for the sub intact.

      Bohart had sent Willie along with the soberest of the residents to retrieve the sub. They returned several hours later with the dracone in tow. The mood changed—again—as it was discovered the contents, including the women, were missing.

      Pamela was relieved, until Willie and two other thugs came for her. It was almost dark when they led her from the house.

      Once she knew the destination she started to fight. Their first mistake had been to remove the cord that bound her ankles together so she could walk. The second mistake was to assume she was a helpless woman. That nearly cost one man his life as she nailed him in the temple with a sweeping roundhouse kick. She followed him to the ground and clamped his head between her thighs. Another second and she would have snapped his neck, but Willie called in reinforcements and she was overwhelmed, though not before doing more damage.

      She blinked hard to keep the blood from a gash on her forehead from reaching her eyes as she was dragged to the dock. With all her appendages secured there was little she could do. She’d made her play and lost. Fighting at this point would only cause another layer of bruises or an injury that might hinder her later.

      The sub sat with its hatches barely out of the water. Two men were pulling the conveyor rollers out of the way. Willie went forward and grabbed her roughly. Her sight went dark as a blindfold was tied around her head, and before she could scream a rag was jammed in her mouth.

      Willie walked her onto the dock, and when they were just in front of the hatch, he squeezed Pamela’s butt before he pushed her into the loaded barge. In a last ditch effort, she spun to lash out but lost her balance and fell. She landed hard on the steel deck, but a bale had broken her fall. Her clothes soaked up the few inches of bilge water. As she tried to stand, she realized that the dark and musty interior was in rougher shape than the exterior. Pamela easily isolated the smells of acetone and resin, residue from cargos past and present. An unmistakably human odor hit her as well. She quickly recognized it from her army days. It was the particular scent associated with fear.

      Before she could investigate further the sub jolted forward, throwing her against several bales and onto the wet deck. Whatever had been dry before was now soaked as well. The movement became steady and she expected they were moving through the canal.

      Pamela sensed a vibration running through the sub. Guessing it was from the tow rope, she listened for the engines of the boat, but the only sound she could hear was water rushing against the rough hull. She felt her stomach drop as the sub seemed to stop. Bracing herself for the jolt of the cable coming taut after the lobster boat completed the turn, she was ready this time.

      From the vibration she could tell the speed had increased. The sound of the water seemed to encompass her and she expected they had submerged. Her first concern was for air, and instinctively knowing there was nothing she could do until they reached their destination, she slowed her breathing and soon entered a trance-like state.

      

      Mac knew the lay of the land after following the same route the night before and reached the clearing in half the time it had taken on his first trip in. He checked his watch, expecting Trufante to come barreling down the road any second. Mac figured with Pip dropping him first he would arrive at the same time as Trufante.

      The clearing was quiet, almost like something was wrong, but before he could investigate he heard the creaking sound of a Keys bicycle coming down the road. Between the noisy rusted chain and wobbly tires, he knew it was Trufante. Mac ducked into the brush just in case someone else had noticed and waited for the Cajun to pass.

      Trufante’s tall, lean figure bending over the small frame of the bicycle was comical, reminding Mac of the Wicked Witch of the West. He allowed a few minutes to pass before he stepped out of the brush and followed.

      Mac had expected a commotion when the Cajun reached the clearing, and he wasn’t disappointed. The voices of the residents drifted toward him on the easterly wind. As Mac approached he could make out individual voices and realized it was like a homecoming. The only reason he could think of for the warm welcome was that they didn’t know what had transpired the previous night.

      Mac’s guess was confirmed when he heard a gunshot, then Bohart’s guttural bark. “Off the goddamned bike.” There was a pause, and Mac imagined Trufante conforming to the command. With everyone’s attention directed elsewhere, he ran to the clearing. He checked the sight lines, and seeing no one visible, he crossed to the back of the house and pressed his body against the siding.

      Moving from window to window he peered into the dim interior. It was just light enough to see inside. Slowly, he worked his way around to the front porch. Trufante continued to command the attention of the group as Mac peered into the last window.

      “If you’re looking for your woman, she’s gone.” Bohart’s voice carried to the house, confirming what Mac suspected.

      Mac stepped back into the shadows. With Pamela gone, there was no point risking being seen. Trufante continued to plead his case to Bohart, but it didn’t seem to matter.

      “Why shouldn’t I just kill you now?” Bohart asked.

      Mac heard a thud and then a groan. He needed to do something quickly before Trufante was incapacitated. There was no way he could get the Cajun off the island if Trufante was unable to walk under his own power.

      Mel had the shotgun, leaving Mac without a firearm. While he searched for anything that might help Trufante, he heard him respond.

      “I’ll get you Travis. I know you want him,” the Cajun muttered.

      Mac was initially taken aback, but then realized Trufante had nothing else to bargain with. He regretted not scuttling the lobster boat last night, but there was little point aside from spite. Bohart either owned or had access to a fleet of other boats. Mac had hoped returning the boat to the island would ease Bohart’s anger, but it had done nothing. It wasn’t the fatal mistake—that was not going after Pamela before Willie returned with his story. Mac had no doubt he had survived.

      “You got twenty-four hours. Bring him dead or alive, I don’t care—and that woman of his with him.”

      “Sure thing, Mr. Bohart. Sure thing. But what about my woman?”

      Mac heard Bohart’s sadistic laugh. “She’ll be playing patty cake with some emir in a week. Nothing to be done about that. Be smart now—save yourself.”

      Having seen Bohart’s business plan firsthand, Mac backed away from the house. Once he was clear, he ran far enough down the road until he was sure he was out of sight and texted Pip to pick him up by the bridge abutment. He only hoped Trufante would be there.

      There was no time to wait for the Cajun, and Mac ran out of the neighborhood at a fast lope. He retraced his steps until he reached the old extension of 20th Street, where he turned left instead of right. Five minutes later, he reached the steep bank leading down to the harbor.

      The daily summer thunderstorms had barely started, but even without them things never really dried out. He started down the embankment thinking he could walk straight to the bottom. The soft material quickly foiled that plan and sent him sliding several feet, until he grabbed hold of a mangrove branch.

      “That you, Travis? Ought to be careful out there,” Pip laughed.

      “Yeah,” Mac muttered just loud enough for Pip to hear him. He hadn’t yet told Pip what had happened and didn’t slight him for the joke.

      The slide had brought him to the chain-link fence, which he scaled, landing a few feet from the water. “Lower the ramp.” He could have easily waded to the boat and climbed aboard, but Mac wanted a clear path for Trufante. There was no telling if Bohart was serious about releasing him. He could just as easily have turned it into a fox hunt with a reward going to the derelict that brought Trufante back.

      Pip lowered the ramp, and just as Mac climbed aboard, he heard a rustle in the bushes at the top of the embankment. He turned back and saw Trufante tearing down the hill. He flew up to the fence and was over it in half the time it had taken Mac, and in one giant stride he landed on the deck.

      Pip wasted no time and backed away, bringing the loading ramp up at the same time. With the water brushing past the stern, the open bow stayed dry until the ramp seated itself. Pip turned toward the channel and pushed down the throttles.

      Mac looked back and saw a crowd watching them from the bank. His instincts were right. This was a game for Bohart now—but it was life and death for Pamela.

      “Wide open,” Mac called to Pip, as he and Trufante used the railing to make their way to the wheelhouse. Though they were in a no-wake zone, Mac didn’t care. Every second counted.

      The Tin Can came up on plane in seconds. Instead of backing off the throttle, Pip accelerated. Mac looked back at the wake as it rocked the derelict vessels on the side of the channel. They passed a cluster of boats rafted to an old sport fisher and made their way to open water. Cries of “Slow down!” could be heard from the marinas on their starboard side. Within seconds, they were in open water and heading to the reef.

      Mac only hoped they would find the sub in time.
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      The logical place to look was where they had seen the boats meet the night before. It was really all he had. Even knowing the constraints of the lobster boat and tow, there were hundreds of possible spots. Mac ruled out everywhere shallower than twenty feet where during daylight hours the visibility was often top to bottom. Part of the beauty of using the sub was the ability to jettison it and let it rest on the ocean floor until it was recovered. The human cargo would perish when they ran out of air, but that was all part of the smuggler’s blues.

      Thinking of the limited air in the dracone narrowed the search area as well. Mac settled on an hour in any direction of the island as the high end. That still left an awful lot of water to search. He thought briefly about bringing in the Coast Guard, but once the sub was in deep enough water to scuttle, he knew Willie would just cut the cable again if they forced his hand.

      The reef made the most sense. Mac directed Pip to the Man Overboard waypoint, which remained on the chartplotter’s screen.

      Pip rolled the cigar in his mouth. “They ain’t going to the same place two nights in a row.”

      “You got something better?” Mac asked.

      “Radar’d be nice, but we got what we got.”

      Mac thought about their options. Many vessels could be tracked by their AIS transponders, but he doubted the lobster boat carried as much as a VHF radio to communicate. The only thing to do was scan the reef. At least his boat was now fully equipped and he had a pair of binoculars.

      Mac moved forward. Resting his elbows on the gunwale, he braced himself and scanned the water. Even with the two- to three-foot seas, the ride was fairly smooth, although focusing the binoculars was almost impossible. Mac came up with a technique where instead of a constant scan, he chose targets, then placed the binoculars on them. Most of the boats, as he had expected, were snapper fishing.

      Smugglers were smart enough not to use the same rendezvous twice when a transfer went well and last night’s had gone badly. Mac was sure that after having to abort the previous attempt they would chose a different spot. He expected the business plan to remain the same, in an area between twenty and a hundred feet of water, in case the sub needed to be jettisoned and then recovered.

      With his parameters constraining the search to a swath of water running north to south about three miles wide, Mac focused on the other portion of the equation. While the latitude was fairly confined, the longitude was wide open. A hundred and seventy miles of reefs and backwaters lay between Miami and the Dry Tortugas.

      His instincts told him to look west. He discarded the waters contained in Everglades National Park for being too shallow. Plenty of smuggling happened in the myriad of small islands and channels there, but it was limited to plane drops and shallow-draft boats. Along with the distance to reach the area, it didn’t make sense with the sub and the go-fast boat Mac had seen last night.

      Everglades park and the waters from Key Largo to Islamorada were well patrolled. The makeup of the backcountry between Islamorada and the west end of the Seven Mile Bridge was wide open. Unlike the islands further east, the area was comprised of shoals and sandbars. Though an open water meeting in the deeper Gulf was possible, the sub would have to transit miles of shallow water to reach it. Mac settled on searching the reef that ran off Big Pine and west.

      Mac directed Pip to steer a westward course holding to sixty feet of water. Trufante, having the better eyes, focused his attention toward the deeper water, which had neither the reflection of the moonlight on the waves or the ambient light bleeding from the mainland to make his task more complicated. Mac scanned the shallower water. He knew better than to expect to see running lights. What they were looking for was something not there—the dark silhouette of a boat blocking the light behind it.

      With every passing mile, Mac’s confidence diminished and Trufante grew more agitated. Mac figured at most the lobster boat towing the sub could make eight knots. In the three hours since nightfall, that meant they could cover twenty-four miles. He didn’t need a chart to know they were reaching the end of that range.

      The mainland was darker now that they had reached the western end of Big Pine, and the three men gathered around the helm. “Think we oughta go back and check up toward Islamorada?” Mac asked Pip.

      “Fool’s errand, Travis.”

      “What do you think?” Pip knew the underbelly of society as well as anyone.

      “It’s done. Best we can do now is find out who they sold her to.”

      Both men turned to Trufante. The grin was long gone and his face showed his years. “They must have slipped out just when we went in. We been here before. Only thing to do is soldier on.”

      Pip and Mac nodded in agreement. They turned to Mac, who remained quiet for a long moment.

      “Best we can do is see if the sub and the boat’re back. Then we’ll know for sure.”

      Pip spun the wheel and turned back to Marathon. “We still breakin’ her in?”

      “We need speed.” Mac was hoping they could catch Willie on the way back. He wondered what it would take for the weasel to spill his guts.

      Pip pushed the throttles down. He looked at Mac, who nodded, and he inched them further to the stop. “Fifty-two knots, brother.”

      Trufante had gone forward to scan the water for any sign of the lobster boat, leaving Mac free to study the gauges. They were running at 5,300 rpms. The speed settled at fifty knots and showed a fuel burn of 1.6 MPG. He was pleased with the numbers but kept it to himself.

      The Tin Can shot over the waves, eating the two-foot chop easily. In minutes, the Bahia Honda bridge was in sight, then the dim orange lights of the state park broke the darkness. Another fifteen minutes and they passed by Moser Channel, the two-thirds point of the seven miles the bridge spanned.

      Pip steered straight for the small inlet. “Might want to make a plan before we shoot in there.”

      Before Pip slowed, Mac saw Trufante move closer to the bow. A second later he came back to the helm.

      “See that?”

      Mac and Pip scanned the water then looked at each other, shaking their heads.

      “Boat up ahead. Looks like the right size.”

      A few minutes later, they could see a red running light moving slowly on the horizon. They were still several miles away, but the size and direction of the boat looked promising. Willie was crafty. He would know running dark was a bigger risk. On the way out and back he would use his navigation lights and only shut them down for the transfer.

      Mac knew boarding a boat at sea was no easy task. It was similar to a car chase on land, except without defined roads and an even surface. He thought again about calling in the Coast Guard. Mac wasn’t a fan of the Coasties, but that was more about the bureaucracy and chain of command. They were very good at search-and-rescue and boarding hostile vessels. He dismissed the thought. By the time they reached the scene, Willie would have either made it back to the dock or would have ditched the sub. There would be no evidence of the night’s activities aboard the boat.

      They had to do this alone. The Munson did have advantages. The vessel was faster and could run in two feet of water. “Run up on the outside. We’re going to corral him and run him aground.”

      Knowing the water around Boot Key better than Pip, Mac relieved him at the wheel. Trufante moved back to the bow to keep watch. Pip jabbered on about the angle of approach, but Mac mostly ignored him, knowing he was just filling the void.

      Mac’s first priority was to confirm the vessel was Bohart’s trawler. He moved the throttle forward again and steered a direct course for the boat, not caring if Willie saw him or not. He wasn’t after the sub—he was after the man. The lobster boat appeared to be off Pigeon Key now, about two miles from its destination.

      The gap quickly closed to a quarter mile. “That’s him!” Trufante called out.

      Mac’s priorities shifted. He aimed to keep the boat from entering the canal or Boot Key Harbor. Grounding him on the flats on the ocean side of Boot Key was his goal. The island blocked any view from the mainland, and only boaters with an intimate knowledge of the area dared cruise the flats at night.

      In order to do that he needed to get the lobster boat between him and the landmass, then push the trawler onto the flats.

      “Got that Glock?” Pip was rarely without his dry box. It usually contained his waterproof cigar case and implements, as well as a variety of do-rags and sunscreen. Anyone who spent their youth in the Florida sun either had skin cancer or knew someone who did. With his shaved head a magnet for the sun, Pip was usually prepared.

      “Nothing that big. But I got a 9mm.” He reached into the compartment below the seat, pulled out the box, and withdrew a compact Glock. “Only one mag, though.” Pip pulled back the slide enough for Mac to see the glint of brass before he released it.

      “Last resort.”

      Trufante must have seen the gun and moved back to the wheelhouse. As the two boats converged, Mac explained the plan. The Tin Can came even with the lobster boat and quickly overtook it. Those aboard not suspecting trouble, the dracone remained in tow. They were closer to the canal than Mac wanted. He had no choice but to show his hand and slowed, forcing the trawler to turn slightly to starboard and the ocean side of the island.

      Two shots fired from the lobster boat. Mac wasn’t sure if Willie was a good shot or not, but it would have taken an expert marksman to hit them in the pitching seas. Another shot rang out, changing his mind as this one hit the landing ramp. Pip was about to return fire, but Mac stopped him.

      Now that Mac had turned Willie away from the channel, he dropped behind the lobster boat. Moving back and forth, he herded Willie toward the outside of the island. Willie had nowhere to go and knew it. He fired several more shots before gunning the engines in an attempt to reach deep water. As Willie continued to fire, Mac remained patient. The best case was for his opponent to use all his ammunition while they remained a safe distance behind.

      Hindered by the barge behind him, and with Mac close enough that he didn’t have time to ditch it, Willie continued to make for open water. Both men knew the smuggler’s only chance was either to reach Sister Creek or Boot Key Harbor, both about a half mile from their present position.

      Willie chose Sister Creek and started to head toward the outside of West Sister Rock. It was the smart call. Though not as populated as the harbor, there were enough homes and activity inside the inlet to prevent Mac from a military-style boarding.

      With the small island dead ahead, Mac accelerated and passed the barge, then pulled even with the lobster boat. Willie had a narrow window that required all his focus and prevented him from firing. He shot for the skinny slot that led to deep water, but the Tin Can shot forward, and knowing it might cost him his boat, Mac cut the wheel hard to port, forcing Willie to either ram him or ground.

      The two boats entered a life-or-death game of chicken.
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      Mac inched the boat closer as Pip held the Glock pointed at Willie. Trufante stood on the bow with another grapple hook he had taken from the shed. When anchoring on the reefs here you couldn’t have too many anchors. With the hook in his right hand, several loops of line in his left, and a rusted bait knife between his teeth, the Cajun looked very much like a pirate.

      Willie had run out of water. To his portside was a wide rocky shoal that the lobster boat didn’t have the draft to cross. Directly in front was West Sister Rock, where the hard bottom rose above the surface. To starboard was the Tin Can. Knowing he was trapped, staring into the barrel of Pip’s Glock, Willie stopped the boat and raised his hands.

      Trufante tossed the hook across the ten feet of water and pulled until it caught the gunwale. Mac inched forward, allowing the Cajun to retrieve the line. When the boats were only a foot apart Trufante released the ramp. It landed with a thump on the starboard-side gunwale. Trufante quickly crossed to the lobster boat.

      Mac saw his intentions and called out, but it was too late. Trufante backhanded Willie in the face, sending the smaller man to the deck. In seconds, the cat-like Cajun straddled Willie and held the knife to his neck.

      “Where is she, you piece of shit?”

      “Hey, man, don’t be killing the messenger. Why don’t you back that blade away before we both die of tetanus?”

      Willie was no lawyer, but his words had an effect on Trufante, who pulled the man to his feet and frog-marched him across the ramp to the Tin Can. Tru pushed him hard against the deck.

      “Travis, you got to believe me, man. I’m just following orders. I got no war with you.”

      This wasn’t the place to negotiate. They were in plain sight of Sombrero Beach and the houses near the entry to the channel. The beach was closed at dusk, but that didn’t stop the bicycle riders and walkers who frequented the wide sidewalk down the two-mile street.

      “We gotta get out of here,” Mac said.

      “What about Bohart’s boat?”

      “Scuttle it.”

      The thousand-dollar smile was back as Trufante stepped across the ramp to the trawler. He disappeared in the engine hatch.

      Willie started to rise.

      “Right where you were.” Pip stepped closer, with the barrel of the Glock pointed at the derelict’s head.

      Willie raised his hands again.

      Several minutes later, Trufante emerged from the hold with a handful of wires. The smile remained on his face as he tossed the grappling hook across to the Tin Can and climbed aboard. He raised the ramp and kicked Willie on the way to the helm.

      “We goin’ to get Bohart?” Trufante asked.

      “Not yet. We need to get our friend here someplace we can talk to him.”

      “My place’ll work,” Trufante said.

      Mac had thought about it, but he needed a defensible position. His decision to scuttle Bohart’s boat would result in some kind of retaliation. Mac almost regretted it until he looked back and saw the boat listing to starboard. From its position, Mac was sure the boat was grounded. The gunwale was inches from the water and with the incoming tide in an hour, seawater would pour into the cockpit and find its way to the engines.

      Mac turned back to the water ahead, but the blinking red light on top of the radio antenna above Boot Key caught his eye. He couldn’t see anyone, but he knew that with Willie still out on the water Bohart would have someone on watch.

      He cursed to himself, but there was no way to avoid grounding the boat in plain sight of the tower. Whoever was up there had surely seen the action. Though it might make things more dangerous in the long term, for now Bohart would put all his resources into saving the boat and sub. That would give Mac time to make it back to his island.

      “We’re heading back to the island. Be easier to defend if it comes to it. You coming?” Mac asked Pip.

      “Shit, Travis. This, that, and the other thing. I ain’t had this much fun since Dorian.”

      Mac shook his head and headed to the bridge. With the boat up on plane and running at 4,200 rpms, the cruising speed was thirty-five knots in these seas. Twenty minutes later, they reached the island.

      Mac braced himself for Mel’s reaction. “Spontaneous” was not her middle name, and he figured a face-to-face discussion would be better than trying to explain what had happened over the phone. He also knew that asking forgiveness was easier than asking permission.

      Mac steered the Tin Can around the rock, but after seeing the center console at the dock, realized the boom was probably in place. Instead of docking, he eased the bow against the skinny beach and lowered the ramp.

      “Better wait here while I fill Mel in.”

      “Good luck with that, Travis. Got any beer?” Pip smirked.

      “Just wait a minute.”

      Pip fired up his cigar, pulled hard, and blew out a large cloud of smoke. It was not as much for enjoyment as to keep the bugs at bay.

      Mac stepped onto the beach and made his way along the trail to the house. He walked up the stairs, finetuning the argument he had put together on the ride out. Stepping firmly onto the deck, he called out to Mel to give her warning, surprised that she hadn’t already come outside.

      Mac found her buried in her computer. “Hey.”

      She looked up. “Any luck? Thought you would have called.”

      Mac explained what had happened and that he had brought Willie back with him.

      “First time that SOB’s ever been worth a damned thing,” she said after a long pause. “Guess we better have a chat with him.” She held up the legal pad sitting beside the computer.

      Mac didn’t need his glasses to see the list of names stretched down the page.

      “It might help to get Trufante’s story first. I assume he’s here.”

      “Yeah, Pip too. You want me to bring them up?”

      “Be better to leave them down there.”

      He waited while she put on a long-sleeved shirt and lathered insect repellent over her exposed skin. Thinking this might take a while, he grabbed the tube and did the same. You might be able to mitigate the heat, but the bugs were relentless.

      Mel grabbed the .410 from behind the door on her way out. They walked single file down the trail to find Pip and Trufante sitting on the dock in a cloud of cigar smoke watching Willie, who they had tossed on the beach. Bound with a dock line, the deckhand swatted at his face to ward off the bugs.

      “I can help you, Travis.”

      “We’ll get to you in a minute,” Mel said.

      Mac let her take the lead. After years of breaking down witnesses, this was child’s play for her. He watched as she wiggled her index finger at Trufante. The Cajun rose slowly, knowing he was about to be interrogated.

      They walked to the end of the dock.

      “So, you might want to start with why you two idiots are hanging around Bohart?”

      Trufante paused, but knew there was no way to avoid the question. He started one of his long tales of misery and defeat, but Mel cut him off several times. She didn’t want the details, just the why.

      It turned out they were about to lose their house.

      Mac was startled. He thought the couple’s share of the gold recovered from Batista’s downed plane in the Bahamas last year would have easily paid it off. Gambling was the only reason that came to mind. Alcohol and drugs were endemic in the Keys, but the cash they had netted on the recovery would literally buy a mountain of coke. Mac decided some questions were better left unasked. He’d been around her long enough to know better than to judge and that the important thing was what you did with your present circumstance, not how you got there.

      Finished with the Cajun, Mel moved to Willie. If he had appeared somewhat cocky in his captivity before, that all changed with the first intimidating “so” from Mel.

      “Who’s got her?”

      “You got this wrong, Ms. Woodson.” Willie reverted, as many Southerners did, to using courtesies when they weren’t really meant.

      Mel had grown up here and heard enough ma’ams for several lifetimes. “That crap’s not going to work, William,” Mel countered.

      That got a chuckle from Trufante and Pip, who had somehow managed to find a couple of beers. They sat on the dock watching the interrogation like it was a sporting event.

      Mel cast them a sideways look that stopped the commentary. “Tell me what I got wrong. You were the only one aboard for the transfer. Are you going to tell me you don’t know who you met?”

      “Bohart sets everything up. I’m just the errand boy.”

      Mac was pretty sure he was telling the truth, but that didn’t mean he didn’t know anything.

      “There’re already a couple of graves out back by the flats. Imagine crabs have gotten the bodies by now. Is that where you want this to end?”

      Mac knew she was bluffing, but Willie didn’t.

      “You got to believe me. I meant her no harm, but I got a job to do. Bohart, he gives me the coordinates for the transfer and I go. The only thinkin’ I need to do is to decide if I need to cut loose the cargo.”

      “Okay. I believe you.” She paused. “I don’t care about drugs, or money, or even guns. I want to save these women you are kidnapping back there.”

      Mac saw the defeat in Willie’s eyes.

      Mel saw it as well and her tone became compassionate. “So, why don’t you tell me what’s going on in there.”

      “I got nothin’ to do with that. Bohart calls it insulation. He had different jobs for everyone.”

      “I don’t know much about him.”

      “Oh, shoot.” Willie smiled, showing two rows of crooked teeth. “Ain’t no secret he used to run some brokerage house up north. Big shot till the oh-eight crash, I heard. Then he lost it, I guess.”

      “Wall Street to Boot Key,” Pip chuckled.

      Mel shot a look that sent him and Trufante after more beer. She left Willie sitting in the sand swatting no-see-ums and mosquitos with his bound hands. Grabbing Mac’s arm, she led him to the end of the dock.

      “I think he’s telling the truth,” she said.

      “He knows what those guys look like, anyway. Maybe that would help.”

      “No way the boss is going to make the rendezvous. They’ll send someone on Willie’s level,” Mel said.

      “What do you think we should do?” Mac asked.

      “Trade him if it’s not too late. I doubt that SOB has anyone else besides Willie to run his boat. That’s why Wonder Boy over there got sucked in. He was more than happy to lend Pamela the money.”

      Mac knew she was right, and by going to him there was less of a chance he would try anything. Pip and Trufante had returned with fresh beers. Mac wasn’t worried about either after a couple of drinks. They were seasoned professionals.

      “Saddle up. We’re going to see Bohart.”

      “We takin’ him?” Trufante asked, jerking his head at Willie.

      Mac glanced over at Mel. He already knew the answer. She wanted Willie gone. “Yeah, load him too.”
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      There was no point going in slowly. Mac brought the boat directly to the dock.

      “Bohart!” Mac yelled as they idled past the broken docks. He could sense the eyes peering out of the bushes.

      Trufante walked over to Willie and kicked him in the leg. The Cajun had been giving him the evil eye since they left the island.

      “Hey, Jim, it’s me, Willie.”

      “What the hell!” Bohart's voice echoed off the still water.

      “We just want to talk,” Mac yelled back. He scanned the mangroves. Coming here at night hadn’t been the brightest idea, but he didn’t want to give Bohart time to arrange for any trouble out on the island. He had been careful on the trip over and had planned on turning around if any suspicious boats were in the area, but the water, as it usually was at night in the backcountry, was quiet.

      The one precaution he had taken was to let his closest neighbor, Jesse McDermitt—who had a compound over in the Content Keys—know what was going on. His place was three miles as the crow flew, but closer to five by water. The retired marine had offered his assistance, but Mac declined, just happy that he was on hand in case Mel needed anything.

      “Turn over my man and we’ll talk.”

      “I mean to trade him for Pamela.”

      “Too late for that, Travis.”

      Mac let silence hang over the water. He had always been one of those guys who thought of the perfect comeback only after a conversation was over. Mel was better at witty rejoinders, but as he saw several pairs of beady eyes peering out of the bushes, he was glad he’d left her at the island.

      Most negotiators knew that silence was often better than talking. Mac could see Trufante becoming anxious, and he put his hand on the Cajun’s arm to quiet him. Mac could tell Bohart was agitated as well by the sound of his gaff thumping on the wooden decking. “Let him make the next move,” Mac whispered to Tru.

      It was Willie who broke the silence. “We got a run scheduled for tomorrow. Just get them to bring her back.”

      “You goddamned pissant,” Bohart snorted.

      “I don’t care about the drugs or cash or whatever else you’re smuggling. We’re onto you about kidnapping the kayakers. That’s gotta stop, but it’s Pamela we want back.” Mac thought for a second and added. “And you’ll never see me again.”

      “Double the tags,” Bohart said.

      Mac had already given away close to half his trap tags in exchange for the Tin Can, but Pamela’s life was worth more than that. He decided not to negotiate. “Deal.”

      “Y’all bring them out tomorrow morning and we’ll see what we can do about the Cajun’s woman. Now let Willie go. He’ll need to make the rendezvous.”

      Mac wasn’t about to give up his leverage or his tags until he knew Pamela was safe. “Not a chance. I have a buddy with a boat similar to yours. We’ll take that and do the meet. Once Pamela is safe, the tags and Willie are yours.”

      “Ain’t a good idea for you to be aboard, Travis. They get one look at that Boy Scout face and the deal’s off. Send Trufante with Willie.”

      Mac thought about that for a second. It might be better if he were nearby, ready to act if things went south. “Deal.”

      “You give Willie the tags. He’ll confirm it and I’ll give you the coordinates for the meet.”

      “Okay.” Mac backed the boat out of the canal. The waterway was too narrow to make a turn, so he slowed and dropped the port engine to neutral and the starboard to reverse. The screws churned up the water behind the boat as it turned to starboard. Just as the bow began to point toward open water, he disengaged the port engine and shot both throttles forward. The boat jerked up on plane and launched them into open water.

      They flew under the bridge, catching nasty looks from several of the boats fishing for tarpon nearby. He checked his wake, knowing that he was doing them a favor. A lesson he had learned from paddling small craft was that a planing hull’s wake was much smaller than the same craft running slower as a displacement hull. As a paddler, it was unnerving until you got used to it, but then you appreciated the boat not slowing.

      After cutting to starboard in front of the shallow bank by Knights Key, Mac reached the boat ramp a few minutes later. Pip hopped off and limped to his truck.

      “Old man’s knees are about wore out,” Trufante said.

      “Yeah.” Mac didn’t want to say his hurt as well. The aluminum hull seemed to transfer every bump through his body. “You want to come out to the house? Keep Willie company.”

      “Sure thing,” Trufante smiled.

      With all the activity of the past two days, Mac realized that he was just shy of completing the break-in period for the engines. Once they cleared the pair of markers at the small inlet by the ramp, he had Trufante take the wheel while he programmed a route home. For backcountry travel, the three course-corrections required to miss several shoals were not bad. He saved the route and engaged the autopilot. “Run her at forty-two hundred, I’m gonna have a chat with our guest. Explain the house rules.”

      Trufante nodded and laughed. The Cajun’s mood had lightened considerably since the negotiation. Mac was glad for it, but still wary. Trap tags aside, Bohart was giving up a lot to get Willie back—maybe too much. Trufante sat back with his feet on the dashboard as the hull skimmed over the tops of the waves. As they reached each waypoint along the route, the autopilot corrected course and fifteen minutes later Trufante hit the standby button to take control back from the electronics.

      “I’ll get the boom.” Mac waited until the hull touched the beach and hopped over the side. He opened the mangrove-covered gate and released the pressure on the cable, allowing it enough slack to fall to the bottom. Back on the dock, he gave the all-clear sign to Trufante and waited to assist with the lines.

      

      Bohart’s followers moved aside as he struggled down the path. They were careful to remain on the trail but out of reach of his gaff. He snorted at one straggler and smacked him in the leg.

      He never really thought of these people as residents. He actually owned the land—though it was near worthless—that his operation was based out of. In his mind, that gave him rights the derelicts and vagrants didn’t have. Though they would have survived without him, many of their lives were easier and even richer for his businesses.

      Statistics might show otherwise, but there was as close to zero unemployment in the Keys as you could get. The two percent who claimed unemployment were those unwilling to work. Anyone who wanted could find a job. Include the subterranean economy of those working off the books and you really had to work at being unemployed. Bohart didn’t provide handouts for his people, but he did provide work.

      From the outside, the island’s economy appeared similar to a commune. Little money exchanged hands, as little work was done. Aside from partying, most of the residents had little interest in building up the community. Willie and a few of the other capable people were compensated. The rest were mainly hangers-on, preferring to live on land rather than one of the derelict boats in the harbor.

      Bohart’s foot was pounding with pain after the encounter. Even the short walk to the dock had inflamed the gout-ridden appendage. Bohart took the stairs slowly, cursing the need for them, but knowing they were necessary to keep the wildlife and water at bay. A king tide driven by a strong southerly often flooded the island.

      Finally, sweating profusely and cursing loudly, he made it to his chair and heaved his foot up on the railing. He called for the woman who attended him to bring a drink, and after downing a shot and a handful of pills, the pounding slowly subsided to a bearable level. He finished the second bourbon and grabbed the joint already in the woman’s outstretched hand.

      Eventually, he reached a level of homeostasis where things were as good as they were going to get. He reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone to call his contact. The call ended badly, but he got the assurance he needed that Pamela would be returned.

      Calling for another drink, he finished the joint. Years on Wall Street had taught him how to negotiate, and he thought he had done well considering his position. On the surface, the trade was a loss. The trap tags had value, but the fishery was struggling. Between the increasingly frequent off-years and the tariffs on the Chinese, it was a hard living. Willie was important to him as well. He never admitted it to the man, but he knew how hard he would be to replace. But neither fairly compensated for the money he had received for the woman.

      The important thing was to get Melanie Woodson off his back. He’d known her father better than he’d wanted and from what he had heard, his daughter had inherited the old man’s stubbornness. Persistence was one thing, though—her skill as an attorney another. Having a lawyer who took every challenge like a dog with a bone could shut him down.

      He knew he was skating on thin ice. If the missing women were traced back to Boot Key, the sheriff might finally take an interest.

      

      Pamela felt helpless, and though many people might have suspected she normally was, in most cases it was an act. Between her military background and living with Trufante, she was more than capable of taking care of herself.

      It was a relief when the hatch was opened, even though she knew her chances to escape were dwindling. Before she could even take a breath of fresh air, she was herded aboard a go-fast boat by two men. Bandanas covered their faces, making her think she knew them. Her gaze fell to their arms and she noticed they both had long sleeves, probably to cover their tattoos.

      She was thrust into a bench seat by the transom and tied to one of the cleats while the men moved away to offload the cargo. Once the dozen or so bales were exchanged each way, the men released the lines and moved directly to the helm without a glance at her.

      Pamela had been trained for these kinds of situations and knew the best thing she could do was to take in every detail she could. You never knew what might become useful when it was time to attempt an escape—and she would. The boat was in the thirty-foot range and fast, but the size and speed would limit its range. The fact she probably knew the men meant they were taking her some place close. That thought gave her some comfort. The more often she was transferred, the better her chance for escape. It wasn’t until she reached her final destination that the odds would become insurmountable.

      They were heading southeast, which surprised her, but limited their options to either the Bahamas or Miami. As the trip wore on, she started to feel guilty for those she had left behind, especially Mac. She would never ask or let him place his life on the line to fix a problem she had gotten into—but she knew he always would.

      The pitch of the engines suddenly dropped after what she guessed was an hour. The change caused her to look up, and what she saw brought the curtain down on her plans. In the distance, a large shape on the horizon became visible. At first it looked like a dark shadow blocking the stars behind it, but as they approached, she saw it was a container ship.
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      Leaving Willie with Trufante by the dock, Mac made his way to the house.

      “Set the boom up,” he called back to Trufante, as he started down the trail. He had texted Mel that he was on his way to the house to give her a heads-up, figuring the conversation was better had face to face.

      “And you brought that lowlife back here?” Mel asked, after listening.

      Mac shrugged. There hadn’t been any other choice.

      “So, my question is, why did he give in for some trap tags and a weasel?”

      “He wants us to go away.” Mac stated his theory. “I made no other promises.”

      Mel placed her hands on her hips. “Where you gonna put those two? And the answer is not here.”

      The forward cabin aboard Ghost Runner usually acted as their guest room. The Tin Can had a small wheelhouse that could accommodate one man; the other would have to sleep on the deck. It would be hot inside, but the one on deck would have to suffer the bugs. “I’ll leave it up to them. We got the beanbags.”

      A marine-friendly iteration of the iconic ’70s chair substitute had found its way onto boats in recent years. There was nothing more comfortable on a long ride to the fishing grounds. Mac left Mel in the house and grabbed their two beanbags from the shed. He carried them to the dock and tossed them aboard.

      “Make yourselves comfortable.”

      He wasn’t surprised when neither man complained. They had both slept in a lot worse places. Trufante grabbed one and tossed it in the wheelhouse, claiming the space for himself. Willie picked the other up with his bound hands and moved it to the transom.

      “Goodnight, boys,” Mac said, and turned back to the trail.

      He found Mel on the porch with a bottle of wine and two glasses. Mac preferred harder alcohol, usually a good bourbon or sipping rum, but he knew the wine was not about drinking. Mel wanted to talk.

      Mel poured a glass each and handed one to Mac. She took a sip of hers. “You put the boys to bed?”

      “Yeah, they’re good.”

      “So—”

      The prefix was usually the beginning of something he didn’t want to answer or hear.

      “You planning on letting this go once we get Pamela back?”

      Mac was ready for the question. Once he determined what he thought Bohart’s motive for agreeing to the deal was, the question was obvious.

      Wood had used several sayings that had stuck with him. Known to most as an ornery and cantankerous old man, to those who really knew him there was a stoic streak running through him that usually put him on the right side of an argument, regardless of the pain or difficulties the solution presented. Mel’s attitude was a product of growing up around him, and Mac had absorbed a good deal of the philosophy, too.

      “Without honor we are just animals,” was one quote that had stuck with him. Bohart was a lot of things. There were rumors of his dealings back in New York, but Mel had not uncovered any warrants or convictions. That didn’t mean his hands were clean. As far as Mac was concerned, anyone with Bohart’s pedigree was guilty, at least by association.

      Putting the man’s past aside, Mac knew a few things after observing his cult-like following on the island. Most cult leaders were sociopaths. Bohart was different. His people wouldn’t remain loyal to him if he didn’t treat them fairly. There were a lot of options for the deviant and destitute crowd in the Keys—Key West being the most notable one. Wood had always said that people flowed into the Keys like a river running from north to south. Some fell into eddies along the way like Key Largo, Islamorada, and Marathon. The one thing they all knew was that Key West was the end of the road.

      “So, we get justice for Sarah and the others?”

      “Yes.”

      “Hey, I forgot to tell you that Brandy called earlier.”

      It took Mac a second to place the name, and he nodded.

      “They’re back in Tampa. She offered to help if we need it.”

      “How’d her dad get her so quickly?”

      “He lives in Miami.”

      Mac had liked the woman. It took a lot of resilience to bounce back from an ordeal like that. “Better if we did it ourselves.”

      “I know. Any ideas?”

      “One thing at a time. I’ll have to deliver Trufante and Willie to the island tomorrow. Maybe something will strike me when I’m over there.”

      They sat in silence, finishing their glasses. Neither wanted a refill. “I’m gonna take a walk down there and see what those boys are doing.”

      “Sure.” Mel corked the bottle, picked up the glasses, and headed back in. Mac walked down the steps and onto the path. He stopped short, hearing voices as he neared the end of the trail.

      A loud burst stopped him in his tracks. Both men started to giggle and another blast followed. It took about ten seconds for Mac to realize they were having a farting contest. Mac almost smiled as he turned around and walked back to the house. As crazy as the last few days had been, there were some things you could always count on.

      He stepped into the bedroom. The light was off, but the dim glow from her laptop’s screen illuminated Mel’s face.

      “Thought you’d had enough?” Mac asked.

      “Just making a list. I’m going to contact the families of these other missing persons tomorrow. A lot of reports are filed in error. Their loved ones are just not where they expect them to be. Some turn up and others don’t. Most of those cases are still open.”

      Mac sat on the edge of the bed and undressed. He went to the bathroom and brushed his teeth, then lay down on his back and stared at the ceiling fan.

      “Am I keeping you up?”

      “Nah, gonna be a long night.”

      

      Mac was surprised when the sun hit him in the face. He’d tossed and turned for what seemed like most of the night, but apparently he’d dozed close to dawn. Shaking the cobwebs from his head, he saw the empty space next to him and got up.

      Mel was on the phone when he entered the living room. She pointed to the coffee pot on the kitchen counter. Mac poured himself a cup and brought the decanter to the table to fill hers. Taking the mug with him, he left the house to check on Trufante and Willie.

      He found them sitting on the dock, each with a fishing pole in their hands and looking more like kids than men. They were gabbing back and forth about whose fish was bigger as they reeled in juvenile snapper, which lived around the dock pilings. Mac shook his head and walked over to them. As he approached, he noticed Willie’s bonds had been cut. He was about to say something, but he guessed it didn’t matter.

      “Good tide for tarpon this morning. Maybe we can kill some time before we do the deed,” Trufante said.

      Fishing was the last thing on Mac’s mind. “We need to finish the work on the boat.”

      Over the next few hours, they went over every system aboard. The only thing left was the radar. Around noon, they prepared to leave. Mac had Willie call Bohart to confirm their arrival and was given the okay and coordinates.

      “I’ll go make some sandwiches and bring them back. Then we’ll head out.”

      “Ain’t letting me near your old lady.”

      Mac laughed. He’d been around men like Willie for years and knew how to filter them. “Trufante’s not even allowed up there.”

      “Travis, I only got one nerve and you’ve managed to get on it.”

      “Shit, he’s only lookin’ out for you. Mel’d bite my head off like I was a Louisiana crayfish.”

      They laughed, and Mac headed up the trail to the house. He found Mel where he had left her. “Any luck?”

      “Actually, yes. More than half were never really missing. It turns out that, according to the FBI, out of sixty thousand reports filed last year, all but two thousand were either marked found or were canceled by the reporting party. Close to half of those are under twenty-one.”

      “Runaways,” Mac said.

      “Yeah. From my list there were fifteen from this area who are unaccounted for over the past three years. Two of them were the women we rescued, and another two were the pair you found in the canal. Looks like at least this isn’t his primary business.”

      “Opportunity knocks,” Mac said and walked to the kitchen, where he put together a half-dozen sandwiches. “You want to come?”

      “Not leaving you out there alone. Be down in a few.”

      Mac grabbed the sandwiches and a thermos of water. He headed back to the boat. Trufante and Willie gobbled down the sandwiches while they waited. Their little party ended when Willie saw Mel appear from the trail. He went right to the transom and dropped into the beanbag. She stepped aboard with her dry bag and the .410.

      Trufante cast off the lines and Mac idled out of the narrow channel and circumvented the rock. Once clear of the hazard, he selected the route he had created the night before and sat back as the electronics steered the boat toward Marathon.

      A different lobster boat was tied up at the small dock when he dropped off Trufante and Willie. Mel recorded the registration and commercial fishing numbers, while Mac turned the boat and headed back out. Though he hadn’t seen anyone on the dock or in the mangroves, he suspected that Bohart had a lookout up in the radio antennae. He needed to at least make it appear that he was honoring their bargain and headed back toward the bridge.

      Once underneath the new span, Mac looked back to make sure the bridge blocked the view from the tower. He cut the wheel to port and followed the choppy water between the bridges until he reached Pigeon Key, the site of the old work camp from the Florida East Coast Railway. Several buildings remained and the island was a popular tourist destination.

      Mac slowed the boat and worked his way around the shallow waters surrounding the island until he reached the far side. From there, he found a spot where the radio tower was still obstructed and anchored in the shade of the bridge. He and Mel settled in to wait. They were quiet for a while, but both were anxious and they started talking. The conversation inevitably turned to what to do when they got Pamela back.

      “What’s your end game?” Mac asked.

      “Clean up that Boot Key real estate. It’s supposed to be a wildlife sanctuary, not a leper colony. If the damned sheriff were worth a shit he’d intervene. Given a couple more missing persons and he might do something, but I’m not of a mind to wait until he gets around to it.”

      Mac felt the same way, but that wasn’t the answer to his question. “How bad do you want to hurt Bohart?”

      “Whatever it takes.”

      That was definite enough for him, and Mac retreated into his own thoughts. He’d gotten a glimpse into Bohart’s state of mind over the past few days and didn’t like what he saw. Eventually, he acknowledged that he felt the same way that Mel did.

      The resolution cleared his mind, and as dusk settled over the water, they saw the lobster boat leave the channel. “Take the wheel. I’ll get the anchor.”

      Mel eased the boat toward the anchor as Mac retrieved the line. Just before the line became vertical in the water, he held up a fist. The momentum of the boat brought it directly overhead, allowing Mac to easily pull the anchor from the bottom. He brought the line in hand-over-hand and stowed the hook before moving back to the wheel. Mel slid over, but he stopped her.

      “You run her.” He removed the binoculars from the compartment below the helm and focused them on the lobster boat. He could clearly see Trufante and Willie.

      “We’re a go.”
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      Mac squinted at the horizon, pointing the lobster boat out to Mel whenever he sensed it made a course correction.

      “You can’t see ten feet in front of you. Drive.” Mel took the binoculars and left him no choice but to take the wheel.

      Mac followed her directions, keeping his distance so as not to interfere with the transfer. They crossed Hawk Channel and entered the shallow area of the reef. The water jumped from thirty-five to twelve feet in a matter of seconds. A half-mile later they were back in deep water, and he watched as the depth finder ticked down to eighty feet. When it reached one hundred, he suspected that something was going wrong.

      The brilliant part of Bohart’s operation was the ability to jettison the sub and recover it later. Few freedivers could reach one hundred feet and, if they could, they would only have a few seconds at that depth. It was even dangerous for scuba divers. At ninety feet, nitrogen narcosis—a malady that distorted a diver’s judgment—became a problem. One hundred thirty feet was the limit for recreational diving. Technical divers could go much deeper, but the need for long decompression stops undermined a quick recovery.

      Slowly, Mac closed the gap. “Something’s going on.”

      Mel returned from the bow, as the running lights of the lobster boat were clearly visible now.

      “Can you see the sub?” Mac suspected from the speed the other boat was traveling that they were unencumbered.

      She put the binoculars to her eyes and scanned the water. From this distance, Mac knew she wouldn’t actually be able to see the sub or tow rope, but a small hump or the bioluminescent trail left by the disturbed plankton in its wake should be visible.

      “Nothing.”

      The bottom dropped off quickly in this area, from a shallow reef to a couple of hundred feet in less than a mile. They were well into triple digits when they saw the lobster boat dowse its lights and go dark.

      “Shit.” Mac followed suit and turned off his navigation lights as well. “Wish we had the radar working.”

      “I can still see them,” Mel said, pointing to the dark patch on the horizon. Thankfully, the night was clear and the stars extended to the water.

      The depth they were in was a dead zone at night. It was a busy area during the day. Dolphin, tuna, and wahoo ran here, as did the south- and westbound shipping. Even when weather fronts pushed the edge of the Gulf Stream close to the reef, the area was still a wide enough swath of water for the southbound tankers to safely avoid both the reef and the six-knot current of the Stream.

      East- and northbound traffic used the current to their advantage and could be found further out. Seen from above, the waters of the Gulf Stream looked like a two-lane highway. But at night it was dangerous. With limited visibility and often notoriously lax watches aboard the commercial vessels, the only boats out were usually sword fishing, and that was generally in deeper water than the shipping lanes.

      Mac checked his fuel gauge when they reached four hundred feet. Fortunately, the Tin Can was efficient. There were still close to two hundred gallons remaining, enough to get him to some parts of the Bahamas and back.

      Mac smiled to himself, thinking of people’s misconceptions about that island nation. With an area of over 5,000 square miles and at 400 miles long, the 700-island country covered an area almost as large as the Florida peninsula. Mel often laughed when she read novels that grossly misstated the region’s geography—from authors placing caves and tidal pools along the beaches of South Florida, where there was nothing but sand, to having a boat cover the almost two hundred miles from Miami to Nassau in an hour—and all that often in just the first chapter.

      It was a vast and difficult-to-navigate area. Mac doubted they were heading that way, though. The Royal Bahamas Defence Force was active in the waters adjacent to the Exclusive Economic Zone. Bohart would know better than to send his boat and Willie there.

      The questions ended when Mel pointed out another dark shape on the horizon. Even from this distance Mac could tell it was a large container ship. Mac relaxed slightly. He still needed to remain in binocular range so he could see the transfer. He wished he had gotten the coordinates from Willie before heading out, but Bohart had been careful. Trufante had not answered his phone since boarding the lobster boat, which led Mac to assume that Bohart had taken it. Over the next few minutes, the two vessels converged. Mac crept closer, knowing the container ship was equipped with radar. The lobster boat might have it as well, but he didn’t think Willie would be too concerned with it, since no contraband was aboard.

      “We’re good here,” Mel said, as she monitored the boats.

      Mac could see the ships were together now. He applied only enough power to hold their position and waited as Mel described what was taking place. The lobster boat, at over forty feet, looked like an ant at the feet of a giant. Mac wondered how they were going to make the transfer.

      “I can see a crane. Looks like they’re going to put her aboard with that.”

      That maneuver was dangerous in the best of conditions. Being dropped from a mammoth, moving vessel, bobbing in waves that had little influence on it, onto another, smaller vessel that was more greatly affected by the same waves, was better suited for Coast Guard rescue swimmers, and even they might find it challenging.

      Mac instinctively pushed the throttle forward. If something went wrong, he wanted to be closer. Mel called out a play-by-play as a woman, probably Pamela, was placed belly down in a sling and lifted over the side of the ship.

      On hearing this, Mac edged even closer. A basket or harness would have been the preferable way to transport a person, but he didn’t expect they were prepared for this type of operation. It had become the norm for commercial vessels to register in Panama or other countries where taxes were reasonable and safety laws not as stringent as the US.

      “She’s over the side.”

      Mac moved closer. “Is she swinging?”

      “Like a pendulum.”

      Mac pressed down on the throttles. In rocking seas the only way to keep an object from swinging was by physically stopping it. The laws of momentum were working against her. As force was added by the motion of the waves, Pamela would swing further. Mac could barely see her and knew this was going to end badly.

      He increased speed. The Tin Can hopped on top of the waves and closed on the two boats. Trufante and Willie were focused on Pamela, but voices from the container ship carried across the water. Mac could see men pointing and yelling on the deck.

      Suddenly, Pamela seemed to go into freefall. From about twenty feet above the surface, she hit the water hard. At the same time Mac heard the huge diesels rev, and a white froth kicked up from the stern of the container ship.

      “She’s in the water.”

      That was both good and bad. She had been dropped near the stern of the ship and would be clear of the bow thruster, but easily could be sucked into the propellers.

      “Hold on.”

      The commotion and engines made it difficult to hear, and Mac was expecting to see muzzle flashes, showing shots were being fired from the larger ship. He pulled Mel down beside him, but it appeared they thought he was law enforcement and were just trying to disengage from the situation.

      Mac was within a hundred feet of the two boats when he spotted Pamela flailing in the water. “Grab the ring!” Mac yelled to Mel, who had gone to the bow to assist if needed. She grabbed the life preserver and prepared to toss it, but before they were close enough Mac saw someone dive from the lobster boat.

      He hoped it was Willie. As good as the Cajun was aboard a boat, he was just as uncomfortable in the water. They were close enough that Mac called across to the other boat, but his words were lost in the engine noise coming from all three craft.

      The container ship eased away, leaving Pamela in the white water behind it, but she was far enough from the propellers that she was no longer in any danger of being sucked into the spinning blades.

      Mac edged closer, careful where his own props were. He could handle that part, but with both boats jockeying for position, communication was essential.

      “Back off, Travis,” Willie yelled from the wheel of the lobster boat.

      That meant it was Trufante in the water, and this would likely be a double rescue. “No way. We’re better equipped for this.”

      The rules of the sea dictated that the vessel in the better position should enact the rescue, but maritime law had little influence on Bohart’s laws. Mac moved to take the inside position, only to see Willie raise a pistol and fire at them. With Trufante and Pamela on their starboard side and gunshots coming from the port, Mac was in a bad spot.

      Mac had no choice but to focus on Trufante and Pamela. He was startled when he heard the shotgun blast but smiled, knowing that Mel had Willie in hand. In rocking seas, a shotgun with buckshot creating a cloud of lead was considerably more dangerous than a pistol shooting a single bullet. It didn’t matter if it was from a 12-gauge or the smaller .410. Willie was outgunned and he knew it.

      Mel fired again and Mac heard the engines rev on the lobster boat.

      “He’s going,” Mel said, and picked up the life ring.

      They weren’t in the clear yet. This close to the edge of the Gulf Stream conditions were dicey. The strong current pulled at the boat and the bodies at varying speeds and also created large, steep waves. Mac braced himself against the seat and the helm as he turned into the current.

      Mac turned into the Stream, motored back a hundred feet, and dropped to neutral to eliminate the danger of the churning props. Calculating the drift, he made an adjustment to the wheel and moved forward beside Mel.

      “Toss it when you’re ready.” He grabbed the long-handled gaff that was clipped to the roof of the wheelhouse and moved to the transom. In theory the ring would float back to them, and he would use the hook to snag the line and bring them close enough to the boat for them to board.

      Mel threw the ring but it was too late, and before she could get the line to the flailing bodies in the water it was past them. That left Mac as the last resort.

      “Grab ahold of each other!” he yelled, as he extended his body over the gunwale to add a few feet of reach to the gaff.

      Trufante’s long arm reached out, but Mac could see the effort was going to fall short. He leaned out even further and was in danger of going overboard himself when he felt a tug on his legs.

      “I got you!” Mel yelled.

      Mac shimmied his waist past the gunwale, knowing he was past the point where he could get himself back aboard. Mel was a strong woman, though, and he trusted her.

      The extra few inches brought the hook within reach and Trufante grabbed hold. The initial tug almost yanked Mac from Mel’s grasp, but she held. Slowly, Mac allowed himself to be pulled back past the point of no return, and when he was safely aboard he pulled the gaff toward him.

      Hand over hand, he pulled Trufante and Pamela close enough to grab the line Mel had tossed over. Trufante reached it and pushed Pamela toward the boarding ladder set between the engines. She hauled herself aboard and collapsed on the deck. A few seconds later, Trufante followed her, water spurting from his mouth as he landed.
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      Trufante, of course, was fine. The Cajun had more lives than a clowder of cats. He quickly recovered from his ordeal in the water while Mel focused on Pamela.

      They all knew she was tough, but the bruises on her face indicated she’d had a rough go of it. Though their goal now was to shut Bohart’s operation down, Mac couldn’t put all the blame for Pamela’s injuries on him. Turning a woman over to human traffickers required that she be in pristine condition to obtain the maximum value. The abuse had happened aboard the container ship. Mel had caught the name and registry from the stern as the ship pulled away. Justice for the captain and crew would be hers to serve.

      With the steep waves of a following sea, Mac had to work the throttles to hold the Tin Can behind the crests. Catamaran hulls were often difficult to trim in these conditions, forcing Mac to work the wheel as well to achieve a smooth ride. He had noticed the wind picking up throughout the day, and it was now blowing at almost twenty knots. The boat tossed and turned, but no one seemed to mind.

      Mac reviewed the botched transfer in his mind and decided that it had been mainly due to the conditions and Trufante’s impatience—and because of Willie shooting at them. Mac decided that might have been an act of self-preservation on Willie’s part. Bohart would surely react badly to his mate’s recent failures, and killing off Mac or Mel would put him back in a positive light.

      They reached the mouth of Sister Creek forty minutes later, and a wave of relief seemed to sweep over the crew as the water calmed and the engines were throttled down to an idle. It took a long second to acclimate to the quiet.

      “Does she need medical attention?” Mac asked. The decision was moot until then. Fishermen’s Hospital could be reached faster from a nearby dock than by meeting an ambulance.

      “I’m all good, Mac Travis. Thanks for coming after me.”

      She sounded like he had just picked her up from the movies. “I’m thinking we head back to y’alls house and make a plan.”

      “Good deal. I don’t need a doctor, but I could use some medicinals.”

      Glad that she was alright, Mac turned his attention to navigating the maze of canals winding through Flamingo Island. Being the off-season many of the houses were dark, making it difficult to navigate.

      After twenty minutes they reached the dock, where Trufante hopped off and secured the boat. Mel helped guide Pamela to the gunwale, but the woman brushed her off, saying that she was okay. Mac wasn’t so sure from the way Pamela staggered. She did have a stubborn streak that he respected. He thought her refusal might be more about accepting Mel’s help.

      As Pamela moved toward the house, she seemed to regain her equilibrium, making him suspect she just needed to get her land legs back. The last thing he needed was a war between the two woman.

      A few minutes later they sat around the kitchen table. Trufante followed Pamela outside as she excused herself to smoke a joint.

      Mac sipped from his bottle of water. “What now?”

      “You know we can’t drop it,” Mel said.

      “Yeah. Wasn’t my intention.”

      Mel pulled out her phone and found the picture of the stern of the container ship. She lay the phone on the table where Mac could see it. The image was dark and slightly out of focus, but the name and registry were clear. “I’ll follow up on this. I also did some research before. I’m working on a legal way to evict Bohart and his crew from the island.”

      Mac had a taste for something more hands-on, but a two-pronged approach made sense.

      “You know the ROGO deal, right?” she asked.

      The Rate of Growth Ordinance, or ROGO, had been instituted in the seventies to control the growth of the Keys. There were myriad environmental sensitivity issues in the island chain, but the ordinance had been concerned more about hurricanes than mangroves and sea grass. With the mostly two-lane US 1 the only egress from the island, evacuation was a nightmare. A twenty-four-hour period was deemed the minimum time necessary to evacuate all the tourists and residents. To allow for more growth, developers had tried to get past that, saying it only took eighteen hours, but after Irma the planners knew that timeframe was close to impossible.

      Over the years a few small hurricanes had passed through the Keys. Between the minimal damage they caused and the two or three false alarms every season, people had grown lax in their mindset and preparations. Building codes had helped cover the gap, forcing contractors to install impact-resistant windows and doors, as well as to elevate new construction above the flood level. There was a natural tendency to lower your guard after years of false alarms, and when the gap between major storms became generational, people just forgot.

      Irma changed that, showing exactly the kind of devastation a Category IV hurricane could do. The building codes had proven effective. On any given street between Marathon and Cudjoe Key, where the storm’s eyewall crossed, there was a stark correlation between which version of the building code a house was built under and the damage it sustained. The flood waters showed no such discretion and took out anything in their path.

      With a 2023 deadline when new construction would be virtually halted, the storm had reinforced the purpose of the ordinance.

      “I want to go after the exchange loophole and turn the entire island into a conservatory,” Mel said.

      The majority of Boot Key was already part of NOAA’s Coastal and Estuarine Land Conservation Program. That meant there was no private land ownership or construction. Mel explained her intention to classify the remaining private property, mostly around the canals, to be used as ROGO exchanges. The loophole allowed permits to be issued based on the owner deeding over a piece of property, which were usually wetlands and unbuildable, to the county in exchange for a permit on another property. By selling the private properties on the island as exchange properties and working a deal with the county to donate them to NOAA, the island would be protected—and uninhabited. But first, Mel had to find out who currently owned what.

      Mac saw one downside in her plan. “Good idea, but it’s gonna take some time. Bohart’s not going to stop what he’s doing until the sheriff drags him out in cuffs.”

      Trufante and Pamela had joined the discussion around the kitchen table. It was hard to tell how much they grasped of the conversation. They might not have understood Mel’s legal angle, but Mac’s message was clear.

      They were going to war.

      To reinforce that, Pamela left the room and returned a few minutes later made up with what amounted to war paint. A more modest application could have been justified to cover her bruises, but there was no questioning her intent.

      “Rambella, baby,” Trufante exclaimed.

      Her character had emerged over the years, and they all saw her much differently than the spaced-out woman the Cajun had found wandering the streets of Key West. Trufante had nicknamed her Pajamabama then, but her new name was clearly more appropriate now.

      “We go in tonight.” She pulled a legal pad from one of the cabinets and made a quick sketch.

      Mac, Mel, and Trufante had all seen their share of “action” over the years, but those times were mostly misadventures. Now, Pamela outlined the attack on the island with military precision. She started with a sketch, then assigned each of them an area and operational instructions. They all nodded in agreement when she was finished. The objective was to cut off the head of the snake and abduct Bohart, then take him, giftwrapped, to the authorities.

      

      An hour later, Mac pulled the kayak out of the water and left it in the mangroves on the shore of a small lagoon at the end of a winding branch of Sister Creek. When he’d lived in Marathon he had fished back in here on windy days. He was careful as he stepped ashore. There were plenty of juvenile snapper and small barracuda in here, and with that kind of bait there were bound to be larger predators. Avoiding any toothy critters, he started through the brush.

      Pushing aside the branches he found the old trail. Mac checked his watch before proceeding. Trufante should be landing his kayak by the old bridge abutment just about now and would proceed to the community along the abandoned road. His job, once again, was to create a diversion while Mac and Pamela went for Bohart. Mel was aboard the Tin Can by the canal inlet waiting to extract them.

      Mac pressed on, swatting bugs as he went.

      Though he had been back several times in the past few days, it was difficult to navigate the dark island at night. They had agreed that using lights was too dangerous. His eyes were acclimated to the dark, but with only asphalt and mangroves to guide him, it was easy to make a wrong turn. Fortunately, Boot Key had easily identifiable landmarks—the radio tower and the concrete-block building housing the broadcast equipment. The latter was the only structure to survive Irma intact and a hundred feet from Bohart’s house. Mac and Pamela oriented themselves to the tower and headed inland.

      “We should start calling you Rambella,” he whispered.

      Mac flinched when Pamela reached for his arm. Instead of the punch or grab he expected, she gave a gentle squeeze.

      “Mac Travis, I’m the namer around here. You just stick to what you know, sweetheart. And the Tin Can thing is not going to cut it.”

      They were quiet after that, using hand signals to communicate. Slowly, they reached the point where they could no longer risk being exposed and entered the brush. Mac followed behind Pamela as she worked her way toward Bohart’s house, checking his watch frequently as the designated time approached.

      They reached the back of the house with a few minutes to spare and crouched down by one of the support piers, behind a piece of lattice. The seconds ticked by like minutes as they waited for Trufante to perform his magic.

      Finally, almost five minutes past the agreed time, Mac heard a commotion coming from the clearing. Pamela put a finger to her lips, pointed to herself, and then to her eyes, indicating she was going to look. Silently, she left the building and worked her way into the brush along the trail. 

      With his back against the structure Mac moved to the corner of the house. With the .410 shotgun at the ready, he peered around the building. The noise had increased and he saw flames rise above the trees. It was amazing the havoc a simple container of lighter fluid could cause. Within seconds, the area was light as day, as some of the dryer brush caught fire.

      May was a dry month in the Keys, a transition time from winter storm fronts to daily summer thunderstorms. Consequently, what was meant to be merely a diversion threatened to consume the small settlement.

      Mac heard movement inside the house and worked his way to the porch. He could tell from the sound of the gaff tapping on the wooden floor that it was Bohart. A second later, he emerged onto the porch and stared at the conflagration in front of him. The flames had started to die down as they reached the wetter underbrush, but the fire was still threatening. He stepped off the porch and onto the trail.

      Mac slid behind him.

      “That’s far enough.”

      Bohart turned faster than expected and raised what Mac thought was the gaff to his shoulder. But Mac was wrong. In the dim light of the flames, he could see it was a rifle.
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      “Lay it on the ground there, nice and easy,” Bohart growled.

      Mac looked past the barrel of the rifle and over Bohart’s shoulder. The fire had died down considerably, which was unfortunate. Had the brush caught, the blaze could have erased everything on the island and solved several problems. Flames visible from the harbor or mainland would have resulted in a necessary if reluctant visit by the local fire department or even a Coast Guard fire boat. That would have alleviated the trouble he was in now.

      With no choice, he slowly set the shotgun on the ground.

      Bohart moved the rifle barrel in the direction of the porch. “Over to the house.”

      The hostage situation was upside down. Mac moved slowly, wondering if the deranged stockbroker had killed before. There was a big difference between a man who had fired on someone in anger and one who hadn’t. Bohart was a tossup. Mac’s only hope was to take action before Bohart could get help to secure him, and he wondered if the man’s immobility would offset the fire power of the rifle.

      As Mac moved up the stairs, Bohart called for Willie. Mac heard someone coming down the trail. He feigned a fall on the top step and landed on his hands and knees. Bohart ignored the ploy and jabbed the barrel into his back. Point-blank range was not good odds, and he crawled to the railing where Bohart indicated he should stand.

      “Tie him up,” Bohart said.

      “Sure thing, boss. Tried to do away with him out there, but it was too rough,” Willie said.

      “Did I ask for a fucking story?”

      Bohart appeared near the end of his rope. Mac knew he had the gout, but from his demeanor and death-like pallor, there were other issues, too.

      “Nothing’s changed. I got Pamela. You got Willie and I’ll give you the tags,” Mac said.

      “Shit, Travis. Doesn’t look like you’re in a position to negotiate.”

      Mac was happy to have Bohart talking. Willie came up to him, and their eyes met. Bohart’s were cold and calculating. Behind the bloodshot facade of Willie’s was a pent-up rage.

      “Might be best if we just did away with him. Feed him to the crocs,” Willie said.

      Bohart lowered the rifle and used it as a crutch to help him into the chair. He gave an audible sigh of relief to be off his feet. “I want your opinion, I’ll ask. Now tie the son of a bitch up.”

      Willie started to wrap Mac’s wrists with a trap line he found near the porch. Barnacles cut into Mac’s skin as Willie pulled the first loop tight. Mac spread his wrists to allow any kind of wiggle room. He didn’t expect to be able to escape, but some freedom would help against the abrasions from the crusty old line.

      Willie continued to wrap the line as Bohart lit a fat joint. Mac wasn’t in favor of the liberal marijuana laws, but anything that might mellow the old man was to his advantage.

      Just as Willie stepped back to admire his work, Mac heard the sound of people coming down the trail. Trufante staggered into view, pushed from behind by someone carrying a long gun.

      Bohart blew a cloud of smoke. “Been sittin’ here waitin’ for you to do something stupid, Travis. Looks like I got you and your boy just where I want you.” He took another toke and released it. “Where the women at?”

      Pamela and Mel were their last hope. Mac glanced at Trufante, hoping for some indication that help was at hand. They’d spent enough time working together around machinery that they could communicate without words. Trufante met his gaze, but his expression told Mac he didn’t know.

      “Alright, you piece of bayou trash. Up by your boyfriend there. Willie’ll take care of you while I figure out what to do.”

      Mac didn’t think it was much of a decision. He’d personally interrupted Bohart’s attempted sale of two women and had seen the corpses of their boyfriends in the canal. He knew offering his trap tags was worth something, but probably not his life. He glanced over at Bohart, seeing his flaccid face and belly hanging over his waistband. He had to figure a way out.

      Willie was standing behind Trufante, about to wrap the line around his wrists, when a shot fired, sending Willie to the deck.

      “What the hell,” Bohart muttered, and rose with a loud grunt. He set the stock of the rifle into his shoulder and scanned the clearing. Another shot sent splinters flying from the rail in front of him.

      “If I wanted you dead, you’d be on the deck now.”

      Pamela emerged from the brush looking every bit like Rambo. Her hair was a wild mess, and between soot from the fire and sweat, her war paint and bruises had melted into a grotesque mask that on anyone else would have looked gruesome, but on her it almost looked hot. She fired again, this time sending Bohart back to his chair.

      “You, too,” she called to Willie. “Step back with your boss there. Hands on your head and don’t do anything stupid. I’d shoot your sorry ass before him.” She swung the gun to Bohart.

      Willie complied and Trufante wiggled free of the trap line. He turned to Willie and smiled, then cocked his head and slammed his long forehead into Willie’s face. Blood spewed from his nose and he dropped like a sack of oysters.

      “Get the gun, Tru.”

      Trufante ambled onto the porch and took the rifle from Bohart’s shaking hands.

      “You okay, Mac?” Pamela asked, as she came up behind him and cut him loose using a knife sheathed on her hip.

      “Thanks.” Mac rubbed his wrists in an effort to dislodge the barnacles that had worked their way into his skin. “Best get out of here.”

      “Plan still the plan?”

      Things had gone off the rails some, but Mac knew no plan survived first contact. There was no reason not to finish what they’d come for. “Yeah.”

      Mac stepped over to Bohart and pulled him to his feet. “Let’s go. Time to pay a visit to the authorities.”

      “Shit. What about my medicine?”

      “The state provides for all you sorry people.” Mac was not a frequent visitor to the local jail, but he had spent more than a few hours there over the years. Prisoners talk, and he was shocked by the medical care they received.

      Bohart struggled down the stairs. Mac almost felt bad for him, but knew the man was barely human anymore, and given the chance would lash out like an animal. Part of his fall was because of the diseases that had taken over his body, but a lot of it was in his head. Mac had little sympathy and pushed him forward.

      With Pamela in the lead and Trufante covering their backs with Bohart’s rifle, they started down the trail that led to the dock. As they neared the clearing, Mac reached into his pocket and texted Mel to come get them.

      The only evidence of the fire was the charred remains of a few chairs and some black soot around the still-smoldering firepit. Mac started to get an eerie feeling and it took him a minute to realize something—there were no people around.

      But as they reached the center of the clearing the outer ring of brush seemed to close around them. The breeze fell off, and he sensed that they weren’t alone after all.

      Slowly, dark faces emerged in a ring around them. Lank bodies, covered with soot and dirt, the flash of teeth the only white visible. They moved closer and encircled the three of them. As they advanced, Mac could see their gaunt faces. This was real Lord of the Flies stuff.

      Pamela swept her rifle in an arc around the group, but they were undeterred. With their lives reduced to the misery of Boot Key, they didn’t appear to care what happened. Trufante came up beside him and handed him the .410 he had picked up from the trail.

      “Some weird shit here.”

      Hunter S. Thompson’s quote, When the going gets weird, the weird turn pro, described the situation perfectly.

      Before Mac could figure out what to do, Pamela fired a warning shot over the group’s head. Mac expected them to scatter, but they continued as if they were a single organism, closing the ring around them.

      “What say, Mac Travis?” Pamela whispered as she fell back.

      With their backs together, they formed their own defensive triangle with Bohart in the middle as they slowly moved toward the dock. The group moved with them, giving Mac some hope that they could reach safety without an incident or injury.

      But with every step Mac, Trufante, and Pamela took, the group closed in around them. Mac could smell the rancid breath of one of the women as she hissed at them.

      Willie’s voice broke the silence. “Y’all can walk out of here if you let him go.”

      They were still a few dozen feet from the edge of the clearing and the trail to the dock when they reached a standstill. Moving further would require violence.

      “What do you want to do, Mac?” Pamela asked.

      “They’re innocents. Fucked up, but innocent.”

      “True that. Figure we ought to leave the fat man and live to fight another day.”

      “Not so fast, Travis. If you couldn’t tell, my days are numbered. Might be a good way to go out, seeing you, Trufante, and his bitch go with me.”

      “Shit,” Trufante muttered. “Seen this in a movie once.”

      “How did it end?” Mac asked.

      “Badly.”

      The moment was broken by the sound of a propeller spinning out of the water—Mel’s signal that she was at the dock.

      “We gotta go,” Trufante said.

      “Agreed, Mac Travis.”

      Mac thought for a second about shooting Bohart and ending it, but aside from not being able to kill in cold blood, he was wary of how the residents would react. The locals had the numbers, but he guessed it was only about four to one—not enough to overwhelm the trio. But he wasn’t willing to have that much blood on his hands.

      “On three it is. Fire over their heads and make a run for it. I’ll cover our backs.” He figured the .410 was the perfect weapon to scatter the crowd with the least risk of injury.

      Pamela counted down and on one, they fired simultaneously. With a kick behind the knee, Mac dropped Bohart to the ground and together he, Trufante, and Pamela ran for the dock. Mel must have sensed trouble and had turned the boat to face the exit, and when they jumped aboard she didn’t ask questions but just pressed hard on the throttles. The boat flew forward and left the dock behind.

      Mel didn’t slow until they were back in Sister Creek. Even then they were wary about being shot at from the back side of the island, and she moved into the canals at a fast idle.

      With Boot Key out of sight, she slowed and listened to Mac and Pamela debrief the mission.

      When they were finished, Trufante summed up their experience. “Weirdest shit I’ve ever seen and I’ve seen some weird shit.”

      “Guess we’re going to do this my way now,” Mel said.

      Mac nodded. He wasn’t going to argue with her—but he wasn’t done, either.
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      Mac rolled over onto his side, trying not to wake Mel in the process. He was both tired and wired. The previous night’s activities should have wiped him out, but instead he had tossed and turned for the last hour. It was still dark when he crawled out of bed and made his way to the living room. He cursed under his breath when he saw the time on the stove said 3:19 a.m. on the digital clock.

      A funk settled over him as he wandered around the small living area, unsure what to do. With the certainty that he was not going back to sleep, he brewed a pot of coffee and took a cup outside. He noticed the breeze had died, though it would probably return with the sun. It was hot and humid. Within minutes the bugs found him and he retreated back inside.

      With nothing to do, he opened his laptop and performed his typical morning routine. Having made his living on or around the water for as long as he could remember, his fingers danced in a well-worn pattern. From his commercial diving days working on oil rigs in Galveston in the eighties, to the two decades he’d spent working with Wood, and finally with his “retirement” career running his traps and doing some salvage work, the weather was the first thing he checked every morning.

      Most people like him who relied on the weather for their living went way beyond the simplified forecasts shown on their phone. Mac was no exception and used several websites and apps to assemble his own forecast. NOAA, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, was the most extensive, allowing access to real-time sea-buoy data and several different forecast models. Without having to think, Mac scanned his bookmarked pages and determined that they had until noon before the wind swung to the west, then increased to twenty knots. The backcountry would be doable, but offshore would be dicey. With the remnants of yesterday’s east-southeast swell with the south wind, it would be like a washing machine on the Atlantic side. With the southerly winds came an increased chance of rain as well.

      He stared at the screen, wondering what to do. Finishing his first cup of coffee, he went to the kitchen to refill his mug and returned to the table. Mel’s notes scribbled in her distinctive shorthand caught his eye, and he pulled the legal pad toward him.

      The goal to clear the island seemed simple, but Mac knew that the City of Marathon was already bad enough at controlling the people living on the derelict boats in the harbor—and they were in plain sight. There wasn’t a prayer they would tackle the out-of-sight, out-of-mind interior of Boot Key.

      NOAA seemed to be the solution, and Mac followed Mel’s research trail. That started with understanding NOAA’s Coastal and Estuarine Land Conservation Program. The island had been included in the program since 2012, but the funds provided hadn’t been enough to buy out the property owners. The only person who had received any kind of payout was the owner of the radio station, who received three million dollars from the city for the inconvenience caused by the closing and subsequent removal of the center section of the drawbridge.

      Mel’s trail stopped with a note to check the Monroe County Property Assessors website. Mac navigated there and opened the parcel map. There only were a handful of properties on the key. One was the radio station. The other owner held several large swaths of property in the name of the Snapper Corporation. One parcel in particular covered the canal system. The rest was vacant land. With an ordinance preventing any construction on the island, the appraised values were minuscule in comparison to other nearby properties, but the ownership of the canal system properties enabled the owner to stay.

      Three clicks on the state’s website later, Mac wasn’t surprised to find out that the president of the Snapper Corporation was James Bohart. Mel might think there was a way to clear the island legally, but from Mac’s perspective Bohart was there to stay unless someone bought him out—and that wasn’t likely to happen.

      But if Mac could prove Bohart was involved in the death of Sarah Hughes and the two men found in the canal, the island community would fall apart. Mac needed to do something he had never done before—investigate a murder. Usually events unraveled around him to the point that he needed to act in order to save himself, but this time neither he nor Mel was in any personal danger—this was for justice.

      Mel stepped out of the bedroom, rubbing sleep from her eyes. “You look like me.”

      “Yeah, I got the Woodson disease. Just trying to figure out what to do about Bohart.”

      She moved into the kitchen, downed a glass of water, and picked up the coffee pot. “How long have you been up?” She held the pot to the light, then dumped it and started to brew a fresh one. “Where’re you at?”

      “Not sure. This is new territory for me. Started where you left off.”

      “Detective Mac Travis.” She refilled his cup and gently rubbed the stubble on his head.

      Mac took a tentative sip. “Something like that. I’m thinking if we can hand that damned sheriff an iron-clad case he’ll have to go after him.”

      “I’ll call Brandy and see if they’ve put two and two together. My guess is that the floaters were their boyfriends. If that’s the case, the sheriff will be a whole lot more interested in solving Sarah’s murder.”

      “What about social media?” Mac asked.

      “That’s like kicking a hornet’s nest. You never know who it’s going to bite. Better to get it to the sheriff first. It’s going to break that poor girl’s heart to find out what happened, but it’s got to be done.”

      “What about calling Garrett?” Mac asked. “It’s the sheriff department’s job.”

      “Yeah it is, but she and I made kind of a connection.” Mel sat and pulled the computer toward her. “She’s from Tampa. Let me see if I can get a quick flight in and out.”

      “You ought to call Jesse.”

      “That’s an idea. He’d certainly understand.”

      “Too early for calls.” She pecked at the computer. “The ME denied the request for an autopsy.”

      “That surprise you?”

      “Not really. The cause of death was pretty evident from what I saw at the morgue, and with Willie wearing that gold chain of hers I’m guessing it was him.”

      “But that doesn’t tie Bohart to it,” Mac said.

      “Not yet. But maybe the men were his doing. If he’s complicit, we can bring him down.”

      “Sounds hard to prove,” Mac said. Even if Bohart wanted to, his health would have prevented him from physical violence. They would have to trap him into some kind of confession. Someone out there had seen what had happened, but no DA was going to put one of the residents on the witness stand.

      They sat in silence, finishing their coffee and waiting for the sun to rise. Finally the dark veil of night lifted, slowly at first, then within a few minutes it was light. Still, it was too early to call Jesse or Brandy.

      “Want to go for a paddle?” Mac asked.

      Mel lifted her gaze from the computer screen with a surprised look on her face.

      A few minutes later they were down on the beach. Mac opened the gate and dragged the kayak to the shoreline for Mel, then went back into the clearing. He started for the other kayak, but the paddleboard stared him down and he grabbed it by the handle, tucked it under his arm, and brought it to the water.

      “Good to see you back in the saddle.” Mel took the kayak paddle and pushed the boat into the water. A few strokes later she was past the rock and moving quickly into the channel.

      Mac placed the board in the water and took a tentative step onto the foam pad. Using the paddle to brace, he set his other foot on the deck and took two slow strokes. It had been a long time, and it took a few minutes before his confidence returned and a smile appeared on his face. That quickly disappeared as he tried to catch Mel.

      She led him on a circuitous three-mile course they often used. A quarter mile from the end it turned into a race, and they reached the beach neck and neck, both out of breath.

      As Mac gulped for air, he noticed the dismal feeling that had overwhelmed him these past months had lifted. He and Mel brought their crafts back into the clearing and closed the gate. With renewed purpose, he led her back to the house.

      “Any ideas?” Exercise often cleared his head and he had the foundation of a plan, but wanted to hear if Mel had any ideas first.

      “There’s only one way to do this,” she said.

      “Yeah, we’ve got to set him up.”

      “Think she’ll go for it?” Mel asked.

      Mac rubbed the stubble on his chin. It was a big ask, but it was Pamela who had planted the seed of justice in his head. “Yeah, but Trufante might be a problem.”

      “If he has any say,” she said.

      They both knew that when Pamela made up her mind, there was nothing anyone could do to dissuade her. “Think I better do this in person.” Mac reached for his phone and texted Trufante that he would be there in an hour.

      “It’s probably too early to call Jesse. I’ll wait a bit and let you know.”

      Mac started out the door, but Mel stopped him. She stood in front of him, reached her arms around his back, and brought him into a tight embrace before planting a hard kiss on his lips. “Good to see you back.”

      Mac couldn’t help but smile. “Be careful.” He left the house and walked down to the beach. The Tin Can sat at the dock. He boarded, started the engines, and released the lines. Allowing the current to drag the boat out of the channel, he checked the engine hours and realized with the trip to Marathon the break-in period would be over. That was a relief as well, because for what he had planned he might need everything the boat could give.

      The wind had dropped overnight and the Tin Can flew over the glassy water. The sun had just risen over what was an island, but considered to be the mainland when you live on your own private island. Mac had to steer by feel, with an occasional glance at the chartplotter to verify his position to avoid looking into the intense glare coming off the water.

      He had the luxury of time this morning and pulled into the harbor to top off the fuel tanks. At this time of day the dock was empty, and he was fueled and cruising through Boot Key Harbor a few minutes later.

      Mac studied the mangrove-lined shoreline of Boot Key as he idled toward the opening in the bridge. It seemed like every time he passed there were more derelict vessels either rafted together or in some stage of sinking. Many had tarps and laundry hanging from them, a sure sign they were occupied.

      Turning to starboard, he entered the channel leading to Sister Creek and passed another row of anchored boats. The string of vessels around the island was an eyesore, but instead of wishing them gone, Mac was trying to figure out how to use them to his advantage.

      He passed the inlet and entered the canal system that brought him around Flamingo Island, and a few minutes later a sleepy Trufante met him at their dock.

      Mac tossed him a line. “Hey, Pamela up?”

      Just as he said it, she emerged onto the porch. “Thought I might be seeing you, Mac Travis.”

      Mac stepped off the boat, realizing he needn’t have worried about selling his plan to her. As usual, she already knew what he was thinking and he could tell by her expression that she was all-in.
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      The coffee was good, but the donuts were stale, probably the typical state of affairs near the end of the month for Pamela and Trufante. Hungry from his paddle, Mac devoured his anyway.

      “You sure that it’s a good idea to bring the girl back?” Pamela asked.

      “Mel’s going to fly up and see her. Last time they talked, she asked how she could get involved.”

      “Not everyone’s like us, Mac. Does she have the skillset?”

      Mac understood what Pamela was talking about, but didn’t think his plan would work without two women—and Mel was not going to be one of them. Even if he agreed and she was willing, they needed a strange face, or at least one they wouldn’t expect. Though some of the residents had seen Brandy before, he doubted she would trip the alarm wires like Pamela and Mel together might. Brandy also knew what she was walking into. Willie knew her, but Mac had already decided to wait until the sub went out again before trying to take down Bohart. That would remove Willie, who was probably the next most competent—or at least, sober—person on the island.

      “As long as she knows the risks.,” Pamela said.

      “Why don’t we just go take him down?” Trufante asked.

      Mac was ready for the question. “He might be a recluse, but the man’s got money, and that means lawyers. The sheriff might not care about the rest of them in there, but he’ll take a call from a high-powered suit.”

      “True that, Mac Travis. We gotta catch him in the act.”

      With both of them onboard, Mac asked Trufante to keep an eye on the entrance to the canal around sunset when the sub usually departed. The flats outside the channel held baitfish, and low light was the best time to catch them. As long as Tru threw the cast net a few times, he wouldn’t look out of place.

      “What about protection?” Pamela asked.

      “Pip and I will be in position.”

      “You trust old folks?” Trufante asked.

      “Saved your ass more than once, as I remember.”

      The Cajun hung his head. “Yeah. At least he can shoot straight.”

      “If you’re thinking about tonight, I got some purchases to make,” Pamela said, and walked away.

      “I don’t like this, Mac. They’re going to be pretty exposed.”

      “I’ve got a few ideas. Still got those powerheads?”

      “Sure thing.”

      “Think they’d fit in the shaft of a paddle?”

      The grin was back. “Now you’re thinkin’. Pamela’ll be ready.”

      Mac checked his phone. There was no message from Mel. Jesse was more like him than not and was not always connected. He had to be patient.

      Mac hung around with Trufante for several hours working on installing the radar. He would have preferred Fred, but Trufante offered and there was little downside to him trying. It was close to noon when Mel called.

      “I talked to Brandy and she’s all-in. Jesse’s going to fly me up and back.”

      Mac calculated the time in his head. Flying time to Tampa is about an hour and fifteen minutes. “Is his plane still in the basin at the Rusty Anchor?”

      “Yeah. He’s on his way over to pick me up in one of his boats now.”

      “I’ll meet you over there.”

      The timing was going to be close, but with the plane near Rusty’s bar, Mac expected they could make it. With everyone on edge he wanted to try and pull this off tonight.

      “Gotta borrow your bike.”

      Trufante looked up from the console where he was knee-deep in wires. “What’s up?”

      Mac explained about Jesse flying Mel up and back. He knew as soon as he mentioned they were meeting at the Anchor that Trufante understood. Rusty barely tolerated the Cajun.

      “Sure thing. Keys are upstairs.”

      Mac thanked him and retrieved the keys. He hopped onto the old bike and started the engine. The ride over to the Rusty Anchor was short, but Mac enjoyed the freedom of the bike. It was the closest feeling he got to a boat flying over the water.

      Mac figured he’d arrive before Mel and Jesse. He checked the dock. There were two sailboats tied off to the seawall, but none of Jesse’s boats were there. The plane caught his attention. It wasn’t the old Beaver that he was used to seeing moored in the turning basin. Mac knew little about planes, but this one looked like a classic. He started for the back deck of the bar. On his way the smell of fried hogfish pulled him like a magnet toward Rufus’ kitchen.

      “Hey!”

      “Been long time, Mac.”

      “How about a couple of fish sandwiches?”

      “That not be a problem.”

      Mac leaned on the counter and listened to Rufus’ often philosophic ramblings while he prepared the sandwiches.

      “You eating here?”

      “Nah. Trufante’s working on my boat. Better feed him too.”

      “Ah, the Cajun lives,” Rufus laughed.

      Mac thanked him and took the sandwiches to the back deck overlooking the water. He went inside and saw Rusty at the bar.

      “Mac, been a while.”

      Mac pulled out a stool by where Rusty was stocking the beer cooler. “How’ve you been, Rusty?”

      “’Bout the same. Get you a beer?”

      “Nah, got something to do later.”

      Mac heard the distinctive sound of the V-twin Harley engines Jesse had used to power the Knot L-8. The classic boat pulled into the turning basin and moved toward the dock, distracting both of them. Jesse had a reputation for collecting unique boats, and this was one.

      “Waiting on Jesse?”

      Mac figured it would be better to keep the details close. “Yeah, he’s going to fly Mel to Tampa.” Mac noticed Rusty’s skeptical expression, but he figured the fewer people who knew what was going on the better.

      “Good to see you.” Mac got up, shook Rusty’s hand, and went back outside.

      Jesse and Mel were just pulling to the dock, and Mac waited while he tossed across a line and helped tie off the boat. “Got a new ride?” Mac glanced at the plane.

      “Yeah, Buck Reilly’s old twin-engined Grumman Mallard flying boat.”

      “Looks pretty sweet.”

      “Just brought her up from Key West. Be a good test run to Tampa and back.” Jesse caught Mac’s look. “No worries. Ray Floyd just gave her the once-over.”

      Mac nodded, relieved that Buck’s partner had been through the plane. “Really appreciate this.”

      “Little light on the details,” Jesse said.

      “Kind of a shit storm, don’t want to drag you in.”

      Jesse nodded. “We better get going. Can you run us out there?”

      Mac hopped aboard. “Sure thing.” He stepped to the helm while Jesse released the line. They idled out to the plane, where Mac eased the boat toward the starboard-side pontoon. He dropped Mel and Jesse off and backed away. “Call when you’re inbound and I’ll come get you.”

      Mel waved as Mac idled back to the dock, where he secured the boat. He watched as Jesse did his preflight and taxied out of the turning basin. A few minutes later the plane disappeared from view.

      Mac turned back to the deck and saw Pip walking toward him.

      “Got something going on and you didn’t call me?” Pip cackled.

      Mac wondered how Pip had found him, but the mystery was quickly solved when Pip walked over to Rufus’ shack.

      “Man’s gotta eat.”

      Mac had intended on calling him, anyway. He waited for Pip to finish bantering with Rufus and called him over. “We’re going in to get Bohart. You in?”

      “So, here’s the thing, Travis. Me and you, we’ve been in some shit before.”

      “Yeah,” Mac answered, not really sure where he was going.

      “You got a plan or we wingin’ it?”

      Mac was relieved to have Pip aboard. What he lacked in agility, he made up for with grit. They sat at one of the tables on the deck and ate while Mac explained the plan.

      “Best we can do. Man’s gotta pay for what he’s done. McDermitt in?”

      “Just flying Mel to Tampa to pick up Brandy.”

      “Shame, boy’s got a skillset. But this, that, and the other thing, I can see why you’d want to keep him out of it.”

      Mac waited while Pip finished his sandwich. After waving at Rufus, they went inside to say goodbye to Rusty before heading to Trufante’s.

      The Cajun was just wrapping up the work in the console when Mac handed him the sandwich. “Pamela back?”

      “Ain’t seen her.” Trufante sat on the gunwale eating the hogfish sandwich. “Miss these.”

      Mac was about to tell him that if he wasn’t such a lunkhead, he could have one whenever he wanted, but let it go. He glanced at his watch, figuring Jesse and Mel should be landing in Tampa about now. While he waited, he made an inventory in his head of what they would need.

      Fishing required patience. Bottom fishing often meant waiting for the bite, trolling endless hours dragging baits and lures before the intense action began. Fortunately, they had planned to position themselves before sunset and only had a few hours to wait. He expected Mel back in time, but Pip and Trufante’s constant banter was driving him crazy.

      “Y’all want to run and get some ammo?”

      A trip to the gun store got both men’s attention. They were up and heading to Pip’s truck in a hot second.

      “So, here’s the thing. Can’t have too much ammo,” Pip said, as they disappeared around the house.

      Mac was thankful for the quiet, but it didn’t last long. Mel texted that they were leaving Tampa. The bike would only hold two, and Uber hadn’t made an entrance to the Keys. Instead of a cab, he decided there was enough time to take the boat around and pick them up. If nothing else it would kill some time, and he wanted to test the radar that Trufante had installed. To do so, he needed to be away from land.

      Fifteen minutes later he was outside of Sister Creek. Mac checked his phone. There was no message, so he headed offshore toward the small tower marking East Washerwoman Shoal. About a mile out he turned on the radar, only half surprised to see it worked. He studied the display, trying to identify the marks on the screen as he zoomed in and out. The tower showed clearly, as did some of the nearer boats on the reef. The rest of the marks were out of sight. Just before he looked up, he saw a blip coming around the point of Boot Key.

      The boat was about the right size, and from the direction of travel it was clear it had come out of the channel. Grabbing the binoculars from the console, he brought them to his eyes and tried to focus, but between the boat rocking and the distance, he wasn’t able to see the vessel clearly enough to identify it.

      His gut told him it was Willie. Mac put down the binoculars and spun the bow, mentally plotting an intercept course with the mark on the screen. He pushed down the throttles. The Munson reacted and the gap between the boats vanished. A half-mile away, Mac slowed and tried the binoculars again. It was definitely a lobster boat. He cursed his vision, but it was still too far away for him to identify the two crewmen, but his gut told him it was Willie.

      The waiting was over.
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      Mac followed at a safe distance in order to get an idea what Willie was up to. He figured there was no harm hanging back, at least until Mel texted that they were on their approach. With the engines’ break-in period over, he could be back at the turning basin outside the Rusty Anchor before they were ready to disembark.

      Willie passed over the shallow section of the reef and stopped. Mac held his position and watched. It was still daylight, much earlier than usual, and he wondered what Willie was up to. With the sun slowly sinking toward Key West, he was worried that the reflection off the lens of the binoculars would reveal his position, so he inched closer. That was problematic as well, with the clearly defined shape of the Munson being easily identifiable from a distance.

      Glancing at the radar and then the chartplotter, Mac realized what Willie was doing. The lobster boat was very close to the area where the sub had been jettisoned two nights ago. Though he couldn’t make out much detail, the figures of two men moving around the deck of the boat were visible. When one moved to the bow and dropped the anchor, Mac knew he was right.

      Nothing much happened over the next few minutes, and it soon became apparent from the position of the men and the birds circling behind the boat that they were chumming for yellowtail snapper. It was the perfect cover while they waited for dark, when they would retrieve the sub. If Mac was correct, they would be off the island for several hours.

      He turned back to the mainland at about the same time that Mel texted. With a glance back just in case anything had changed, he turned the bow toward the canal leading to the Rusty Anchor and was quickly speeding across the water.

      Mac saw the plane land just ahead of him and slowed to allow Jesse plenty of room to taxi into the turning basin. He followed a hundred yards behind and was ready to help secure the boat to the moorings and shuttle Jesse, Mel, and Brandy to shore.

      After saying hello and offering Brandy his condolences, he turned to Mel. “Good flight?”

      She nodded, but her game face was on. He thanked Jesse, who again offered his assistance. Mac declined. It was not his fight. With the Tin Can at the dock, Mac called Trufante and told him they would be by his house shortly.

      At the house an hour later, Mac looked around. “Where’s Pamela?” The boat was loaded and they were ready to depart.

      “Ain’t heard since she left.” Trufante pulled his phone out and tried to call. A minute later he shrugged. “Voicemail.”

      Mac glanced at the sky. The sun would set in about an hour, making it the perfect time for a sunset paddle. That was the premise for getting Pamela and Brandy into the neighborhood. But without Pamela, Mac needed to change the plan. There was no time to worry about what had happened to her, though her absence was disturbing. He would have gone himself, but he already knew what they did with the men they captured. The only other choice was Mel.

      She knew it too and nodded at him. “I got it covered.”

      While Trufante and Mac loaded the kayaks into the bow of the Munson, Pip instructed Brandy on the use of the powerhead. He was proud of the modified pole spear he’d designed. Cutting a foot off the six-foot fiberglass pole allowed it to fit inside the paddle. He loaded the shotgun shell into the pressure-sensitive head, screwed it to the shaft, and placed the weapon inside the shaft. He then worked the two sections of the paddle together and waited for the snap button to click. After handing Mel and Brandy their paddles, he offered a couple of shells wrapped in a plastic Baggie to each. They placed them in the pocket of their PFDs.

      Mac knew if the weapons were necessary that things were in a bad state. He doubted their usefulness for several reasons. First, the paddle had to be taken apart, which as most kayakers know is often not as easy as it should be. Then, in order to fire the shell, the powerhead had to make direct contact with the target. Pip had given each woman a rubber lanyard that could be clipped to the spear to make it a sling, but that was just another step. Lastly, they were pretty much a one-and-done weapon. Once deployed they were cumbersome to reload.

      He suspected the biggest benefit was the confidence they gave to the women.

      The Tin Can was ready to go and there was still no sign of Pamela. Mac cursed under his breath, but they were out of time. He called over to Trufante to release the lines and started out of the canal system.

      In order to save Mel and Brandy from the three-mile paddle from Sombrero Beach, the plan called to put them in the water near the exit from the Knights Key Channel, where it was only a short paddle around the point to the PVC pipes. He had to assume that with Willie out on the water the tower would be manned, but the harbor was partially obstructed and he was counting on the lookout watching the open water.

      Mac took the slow route through the harbor for the same reason. Once past the fuel docks, he nudged the bow onto the shallows and turned the wheel over to Pip, who would be in charge of the boat from this point on. He went to the bow and lowered the loading ramp. The kayaks slid into the water and the women boarded. Seconds later, they were paddling out of the harbor. He waited until they turned left and disappeared around the point. Within a few minutes they would be entering the canal.

      “Got to go,” he called back to Pip.

      Pip backed the boat off the flat and spun it. Heading back into the channel, he found a clear space with deeper water where he dropped Mac and Trufante on shore.

      “Ready?” Mac asked the Cajun.

      “Yup.”

      They entered the brush and soon found the road. The going was considerably easier in daylight than it had been when Mac had done it in the dark. Staying to the side, Mac used the abandoned cars and brush to cover their approach.

      As they reached Bohart’s house Mac slowed. He checked his watch, calculating the time from when he’d set the bezel, when Mel and Brandy had pushed off, to the present. He figured it would take them twenty minutes at most to reach the canals. With the elapsed time at fifteen minutes he found a small, concealed clearing and settled in to wait. He was sure there would be enough of a commotion from the residents when the women were spotted to alert him.

      “What’s up with Pamela?” Mac whispered to Trufante.

      “Hell if I know. Probably going in rogue.”

      Mac would have accepted that if it weren’t for her self-appointed role as one of the kayakers. He hoped she was not in trouble.

      They soon heard a man’s voice calling out from a distance, bringing Mac back to the present. Several other excited voices joined in. Mac caught Trufante’s eye and nodded. Before they moved out, Mac texted Pip that they were a go. The two men eased out of the brush and started toward Bohart’s house.

      Bohart, hobbling along using the gaff as a cane once again, was not suspecting any action after the previous night’s bungled attempt. He was in the clearing by the time Mac and Trufante reached his house. Mac waited until he disappeared on the short trail leading to the dock before crossing the open area. He kept his focus forward, knowing with the action on the water everyone important was in front of him.

      That proved to be a mistake, as Trufante tripped over a woman in a beach chair, knocking her over into a palm tree. They both backtracked after hearing a low groan and reached her as she regained consciousness. Behind her drooping eyelids, Mac could see her eyes were responsive. At least she wasn’t dead, but she was a problem. One that got worse when she screamed.

      “Do something about her,” Mac ordered Trufante. He left the Cajun with the woman, wondering if he shouldn’t have been more specific with his instructions. Mac moved off the trail and into the brush, where he waited. A long minute later, the woman was quiet and Trufante was back beside him.

      They waited, but no one came to check on the source of the scream. Turning his attention to the canal, there appeared to be some confusion happening at the dock. Mac’s imagination started to run away from him as he pictured what was being done to Mel and Brandy. He couldn’t wait any longer.

      “Let’s go.”

      Trufante pulled out a GoPro he and Pip had bought earlier. Mac worried for a brief second, wondering if Tru knew how to use it, but even if he was winging it, the Cajun was more technologically adept than Mac.

      “Son a bitch works,” Trufante said, as he walked down the trail with the camera held high in front of him.

      The plan was to document the women’s abduction and Bohart’s part of it. That activity quickly became secondary as they reached the end of the trail, or at least, the back of the crowd gathered in front of the dock. Trufante raised the camera over the heads in front of him.

      Mac reached into his waistband and grabbed Pip’s Glock. He held it low by his side—out of sight, but ready if needed. Brandy had explained in detail how she and her friend had been abducted, but it hadn’t included a crowd. He assumed because of the time of day the island’s inhabitants were awake and fairly sober at the same time.

      He edged his way to the end of the dock without notice and moved into a position where he could see what was happening on the water. The sun was already behind the mangroves on the other side of the canal, and the short tropical twilight was about to begin. There was no sign of Willie, the lobster boat, or the sub. If he had to guess, Mac would have expected they were retrieving the dracone about now. That would leave a good hour before they returned.

      Without Willie and his mate around, the readiness factor of the inhabitants was lowered, but that didn’t make them less dangerous. There was no telling what this unexpected crowd of deranged people would do.

      One thing for sure was happening, though: several guns were aimed at Mel and Brandy. Their kayaks were being held against the dock by three or four people. So far, it was happening as Brandy had described her previous abduction. Mac couldn’t even begin to imagine how she felt going through this a second time.

      “Get ’em to the shed,” Bohart grunted.

      Mac glanced back at Trufante and saw the camera hovering over the heads of the group in front of him. This was the evidence they really needed.

      Mel and Brandy were hauled away from the dock, though each clutched her paddles. Surprisingly, no one took them away, and Mac slid away from the trail’s edge as the women were paraded down the dock and onto the trail. He looked for Trufante, but the Cajun was nowhere to be seen. Mac hoped he had made his way to the clearing to assume a position to record what happened next.

      Mac made sure he was the last off the dock. He was just about to start up the trail when he heard his name whispered.

      “Mac Travis.”

      He looked back and saw nothing.

      “Down here.”

      Mac moved to the edge of the dock and saw Pamela in the water, her face covered by a mask and snorkel.
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      Mac reached down to help Pamela onto the deck. Before she grabbed his extended arm, she handed him a waterproof duffle.

      “Reinforcements.”

      Mac hauled the bag from the water and set it at his side, then helped Pamela onto the dock. He held his anger in check, knowing her help could make the difference.

      She unzipped the bag and handed Mac a semiautomatic rifle and two magazines. There was another rifle in the bag.

      “Where’s Tru?” she whispered.

      “Following Mel and Brandy. He’s got the camera.”

      She was here and he was glad for it. Mac waited while she checked her weapon. In addition to the rifle, Pamela had a knife sheathed on her right hip. “Sorry about that. I was running late. Saw what happened from across the canal. ’Bout time to stop taking pictures and get the girls out of here.”

      Looking at her dressed in a green camo wetsuit and with her face painted with grease, her figure was hard to make out against the mangrove backdrop. To the island’s medicated inhabitants, she would be invisible, or appear as a hallucination that they would chalk up to a bad score.

      Pamela led the way down the short trail, stopping just short of the clearing.

      “Where did he hold you?”

      “His house.” Staying to the edge of the clearing, Pamela moved silently around it until she reached the side trail to Bohart’s house.

      Mac heard voices ahead. Pamela stopped short and held up her hand for him to stop. She continued on alone, looking like a wraith. Before she had gone a dozen steps, she was almost invisible. Mac was not going to wait. He gave her some space and set off behind her.

      The crowd had stopped short of the porch. Mac could see Mel and Brandy, but not Trufante. That didn’t worry him. The Cajun could survive on his own. Now that he had recorded Bohart ordering the women to be taken, his part was over. It was up to Mac and Pamela to rescue the women.

      He crept up behind Pamela, who pulled him back into the brush, giving him a scolding look. Before she could speak, a fracas broke out ahead. Mac and Pamela eased forward to see what was going on.

      Back to back, waving their paddles as spears, Mel and Brandy had cleared a space around them. Before the group had a chance to close in on the women, Mac and Pamela needed to act.

      “Now, Mac. I’ll distract them. Get to the girls.” Pamela burst out of the brush. She fired several rounds over the heads of the crowd and screamed like a banshee. Looking like a shapely swamp monster, she strode toward the gathering shooting another few rounds into the brush from her hip.

      Every eye was on her as Mac darted from the brush and ran toward Mel and Brandy. The distraction had given them time to disassemble their paddles. Pamela had disappeared, with several of the derelicts in pursuit. The handful left turned back to Mel and Brandy, who waved their pole spears armed with the deadly powerhead tips in front of them. Using the barrel of his rifle, Mac pushed his way toward Mel and Pamela. He reached them easily, but a sense of déjà vu came over him as the group closed around them.

      Shots from the brush broke the immediate tension. Mac glanced around, but the source was not visible. He moved his focus to the crowd surrounding him, which was now regathering their liquid- or drug-induced courage. The dynamic changed suddenly when Willie appeared on the trail from the dock. Another figure caught his eye, and he turned slightly to see Bohart stepping down from the porch of his house.

      “Goddamnit, Travis. This is the last time.” Bohart raised his rifle and aimed at Mac.

      Before he could fire, Mac ducked. The shot went wild, but not before scattering several more of the derelicts, leaving Mac, Mel, and Brandy more exposed.

      “Drop the gun, Travis.” Willie stepped into the open with a rifle pointed at him as well.

      The odds had disintegrated and Mac had no choice but to drop to a squat and lay the rifle on the path. He risked a glance at Mel and Brandy, seeing that they still held their pole spears. Before Bohart noticed the powerheads, Mac needed to act.

      Willie moved toward them and Mac saw his chance. He sidled toward Brandy as if to use his body to protect her and reached his hand behind for the pole. She understood and placed the shaft in his hand. Bohart called out to two of the nearby men to help Willie restrain them.

      “When I nail him, run. Pip should be by the old bridge.”

      Mac waited with the pole spear behind his back. Mel inched beside him, seeing his intention. “I got the one on the right.”

      Mac nodded and waited. Every step seemed to take an eternity as Willie approached. He moved toward Mac, trusting the other two men to handle the women. As he came closer, he lowered the rifle slightly to get close enough to Mac to secure him. Mac changed his grip on the spear to allow an underhand strike, but just as he was about to act, in a motion smoother than Mac could have anticipated, Willie’s rifle came up in an arc then started on a downward trajectory. Mac raised up his arm holding the spear, which partially deflected the blow. Instead of hitting his head, it landed hard on his shoulder.

      As his right arm went numb, he transferred the spear to his left hand, but his advantage was gone. Willie tensed. This time Mac knew what was coming and was ready to sacrifice his injured arm. Ignoring the pain blasting through his shoulder, he raised his arm in anticipation of the blow and at the same time brought the spear to a position where he could strike directly when Willie was most exposed.

      A deafening blast rang out before the stock hit him. Willie might have been able to respond fairly quickly under normal circumstances, but like everyone else on the island, he was damaged goods. Mac remembered his line that he only had one nerve and Mac had gotten under it. That nerve was damaged by years of abuse, and Willie had flinched at the shot.

      Mac knew it came from Mel and remained focused on Willie. The rail-thin man was a hard target, though, and Mac had to be sure he hit him. Willie reacted quickly. With Mac’s back to Mel and Brandy, he couldn’t see what damage Mel had inflicted, but Willie was looking right at her. Mac resisted the urge to follow his gaze, but the stakes were raised when he saw the man drop to the ground.

      The rifle started to rise and Mac knew this time Willie’s intention was to shoot. Mac was too close to bring the spear up underhand and use its length to put some space between him and the blast. The two men were almost face to face when Mac choked up on the fiberglass shaft and brought it forward with a punching motion, hoping he would be able to strike Willie with enough momentum to activate the shell encased in the powerhead.

      But before the powerhead could hit Willie, Mac’s arm was pulled wide, and he was thrown off-balance by Bohart’s gaff. The hook fell away as Bohart struggled to pull the pole down, but Mac was now exposed to Willie.

      Bohart fell, having lost the balance without his makeshift cane, leaving Mac free to deal with Willie. He had some room and fixed his grip on the spear. As his hand slid back down the shaft, he felt the rubber cord. Brandy must have had time to attach the sling.

      His arm was still numb from the strike, but his fingers worked and he felt for the loop, placing it in the crook between his thumb and forefinger. With the band firmly in place, he used the other fingers of the same hand to inch his grip up the pole. The cord stretched tight. Instead of a spear, he now had a projectile. But before Mac could aim, Willie raised the rifle. The muscles in his forearm tensed.

      Just as the shot fired, Mac saw something swing down and strike the barrel. Mel had moved beside him and used her pole spear to divert the shot. Mac wasted no time and pulled the rubber cord back to its limit and released the shaft.

      He watched as the pole slid through his fingers and left his hand, as if in slow motion. The powerhead struck Willie in his sternum, and after a long second, the pole wavered with the tension of the shot before it exploded. The sound was deafening. Mac was suddenly covered in warm gore as the shot tore a hole through Wet Willie’s chest.

      An acrid smell lingered, causing Mac to gag, but he had no time to recover, as the crowd was back and pressing toward them.

      “Get them!” Bohart’s voice broke the sudden quiet.

      A shot fired, and he realized that someone had recovered his dropped weapon.

      That left them no choice but to make a run for it.

      “To the bridge!” he called out and sprinted along the road. Mel quickly overtook him and Brandy was beside him as they dodged the broken-down cars and trash in the road. Several more shots went wide or over their heads, telling him the group was still after them.

      They made it to Boot Key Road and turned right, breaking contact with the pursuers for a hot second as the brush covered them, until the group reached the intersection. The respite didn’t last long, and Mac cursed the high-capacity magazine that Pamela had brought.

      A hundred yards ahead the road dead-ended into 2nd Street, which led to the bridge. When they reached the turn, Mac risked a glance back and saw the group had thinned and fallen back, the effects of their lifestyle causing them to lose ground. He knew better to relax, and they made the turn toward the old bridge.

      They were all panting hard, their breath the predominant sound—until he heard the creaking noise of a bicycle. Risking another glance back, he spotted a pair of bikes, each with a rifle barrel set on the handle bars. Just as a shot was fired, the front wheel of the lead bicycle hit one of the myriad potholes, dropping its rider to the asphalt. The other rider continued.

      With the bridge looming only a hundred feet ahead, Mac kicked up the pace. Mel was already over the fence and Brandy was right behind her. Before Mel could direct her, Brandy started across the old span of the bridge instead of dropping down the embankment. Mel called after her, but it was too late. The last rider had reached the fence.

      Mac followed Mel over the concrete barricade blocking the bridge and ran after Brandy. The bicycle rider was forced to abandon his bike at the fence, but he was quickly over it. Mac glanced back to see him duck down beside the barricade and fix his aim on them.

      There was nowhere to go but forward. Mac glanced over the railing, gauging if they could survive the drop, as he followed Mel and Brandy. It was easily a hundred feet, and with the boats anchored randomly below the chances of landing in the water were small. He had looked up to see that Mel and Brandy had reached the chain-link fence at the edge of the bridge when a shot fired, striking the guardrail just inches from him. He swerved, rethinking the jump, when he saw something ahead that just might save them.
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      The mast from a sailboat was moving toward their position on the bridge. Despite the pursuing mob and the gunshots, the collision course the boat was on drew his attention. That the mast projected above the guardrail gave him an idea.

      Given a choice between securing their boat to a mooring ball or dropping anchor, most sailors would chose the former. Bottom composition made anchoring a sometimes dangerous proposition for boaters unfamiliar with an anchorage. At the current price of twenty-two dollars per day and with the benefits of pump-outs, showers, and laundry facilities, to all but the most budget-minded a mooring ball was a no-brainer.

      Those that chose to anchor were two disparate kinds of boater. One being the newly arrived or one-nighters, who planned to duck into the sheltered anchorage overnight and leave quickly. The others were the type no one wanted around, and there were plenty of those surrounding the bridge.

      Boot Key Harbor was protected from all quarters with the exception of a strong westerly wind, when it was not uncommon for a boat to drag anchor, or worse. With the forecast he’d put together early that morning playing out, that was what Mac expected had happened to the approaching boat. He didn’t care how it got there, though, as it appeared a godsend.

      “The mast!” he yelled to Mel and Brandy.

      Brandy turned back with a confused look, but Mel understood and grabbed her hand. Seconds later they were standing on the guardrail as the boat approached.

      Just as the mast was about to strike, it stopped and seemed to hover in place. Mel jumped across the foot-wide void and grabbed the aluminum pole with one hand and the halyard with another. She reached across for Brandy, who hesitated. Another shot fired, pushing her across. She clutched Mel’s outstretched forearm, and for an interminable second seemed to float in the air.

      Fifty feet above the boat, it wouldn’t matter if she hit the deck or the water. It wasn’t going to end well either way. Mac glanced back at the approaching crowd, rooting for her and knowing he had only seconds before they reached him.

      The veins on Mel’s forehead bulged as she struggled to hold Brandy’s arm. Just as Mac stepped up onto the flat top of the concrete rail, the mast seemed to waver as the wake from a boat moving through the channel caused the deck to pitch. The movement allowed Brandy to grab the mast, and in the same second it swung like a pendulum and hit the bridge. With Mel and Brandy clutching to the mast, Mac had no choice but to lunge for the shroud.

      The cable bit through his hands as he tried to maintain his grip. He slid a few feet, knowing he had to arrest his fall before gravity took over and he plunged to the deck. His feet finally found purchase on the thin wire and he locked the cable in the crook of his knee. Taking a deep breath, he started to relax—until the boat surged, causing him to slip again.

      He chanced a look down at the helm and saw the glint of the thousand-dollar grin. The Cajun gave him a Captain Ron wink, but Mac was not so sure they were out of the woods yet, as another shot dinged the mast below him. Without the movement of the boat being ruffled by the wakes of the boats coming through the bridge, he would have been a sitting duck, but the wave action pitched the mast in an irregular, side-to-side action.

      That didn’t make it any easier. His grip was failing and with every few inches he slid the micro-abrasions in the shroud tore into his hands. Mac glanced down at the deck, trying to determine when it would be safe to drop, but he was still thirty feet in the air.

      Slowly he released one hand and grabbed the tail of his shirt. He wrapped the material around his hand and regained his grip. A few breaths later and he did the same with the other hand.

      While Mac had been fighting to hold his position, Trufante had turned the boat, which further disrupted the aim of the shooter on the bridge. As he slowly descended, Mac saw Pamela move to the mast. She released the extra halyard line and clipped a bosun’s chair to it, then hoisted it to the top of the mast.

      Mac held his position while Mel helped Brandy into the canvas sling. Carefully, Pamela guided her to the deck. She hoisted the seat again to Mel. Just as she reached for the seat another wake shook the boat. Even the smallest disturbance on the water amplified the effect fifty feet up, and the chair swung out of her reach. Slowly it returned and Mel was able to grab onto it.

      She worked her way into the sling and Pamela lowered her to the deck. When Mac saw that she was safe, he slid down.

      They stood in the cockpit staring at each other.

      Mel finally broke the silence. “Thank you.” The single word from her, directed at Pamela and Trufante, was more than enough.

      Trufante tried to hide the grin, but it burst through. “No problem. Good to know the residents.”

      Mac glanced around the deck of the boat, realizing it was one of the less-derelict vessels that had been anchored near the bridge. “Less” meaning that it ran. It was no surprise that Trufante knew the owner.

      “Maybe you can call whoever it belongs too. Not a good idea to return it right now.”

      Trufante pulled out his phone. “Shit, it’s only ten. Last call’s still four hours off. We got time.”

      “Just the same, you ought to let him know.”

      “Roger that.” Trufante pecked out a text to the owner.

      “What happened to Bohart?” Pamela asked.

      Mac could tell from her expression that her thirst for revenge had not been sated. He shrugged. “Seen Pip?”

      Pamela and Trufante shook their heads. Mac scanned the harbor, but didn’t expect to see him. The plan had been for him to wait nearby. Mac sent him a quick text that they were coming around by water.

      “Can you take us around?”

      “I’d be worried about that gang on the bridge.”

      Mac nodded. “Probably right. You’ll have to take the long way.” They were already on the west side of the bridge, allowing them easy access to the channel. Trufante guided the boat, pushing the speed as high as he dared past the fuel docks and into open water. He set a course that would keep him well clear of the flats and the inlet to Bohart’s refuge.

      They were about a half-mile offshore when Mac saw two boats speed past West Sister Rock. He knew right away from the distinctive profile backlit by the moon that the second was the Tin Can. The lead boat was low to the water and throwing up a large rooster tail behind it. Only a go-fast boat would be pulling ahead of the Munson.

      “It’s Pip, and that’s gotta be Bohart ahead of him.” Mac hadn’t seen anything faster than lobster boats in the canals, but hiding something in the dense mangroves encroaching the waterways of the island would be easy. He’d never thought about Bohart having an escape plan, but after seeing the go-fast boat he knew it made sense—even smugglers carried insurance.

      Stuck with the six knots the engine of the sailboat provided, there was nothing they could do except watch. As the go-fast boat moved away, Mac was able to track their progress by their running lights and almost bit through his lip when Bohart turned onto a course that would take him under the Seven Mile Bridge.

      Mel broke the silence. “He’s like a wounded cat. There’s not a doubt he’ll come after us. Without the island, he’s got nothing to live for and he’ll be dead inside a month in jail.”

      “We need a faster boat.” Mac’s only chance at Stopping Bohart was to get home quickly. Or failing that, hope that the boom at his island would do its job.

      “It’s time to call Garrett.” Mel turned to Trufante. “Did the video come out?”

      The Cajun shrugged. “Been too busy figuring out how to save y’all to look.”

      Mel extended her hand and Trufante produced the small camera from the deep pocket of his cargo shorts. Mac watched almost in awe as she turned on the power and with a combination of swipes and pecks had the video playing. They gathered around the small screen, but it was more the audio than the video that grabbed Mac’s attention. There was no doubt that Bohart had incriminated himself.

      “Okay.” Mac pulled out his phone and found Garrett’s number.

      The deputy answered on the first ring. “Travis?”

      “Hey.” Mac gave the deputy a quick update. “Can you get out to Wood’s place?”

      There was a pause. “I’ll have to see the video to determine what happened in the past, but if you’re filing a complaint about him threatening you now, we can get a boat out there.”

      “Complaint filed.” Mac thanked him and disconnected. “We still need to get out there.”

      “My boat. She ain’t pretty, but she’ll run on some of those flats Bohart can’t,” Trufante said.

      Unless Bohart grounded, they would be at least thirty minutes behind. “We need something faster.”

      “Head back into the harbor. I got an idea where to find a fast boat.”
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      Pip was nothing if not predictable, and Mac knew he liked the Faro Blanco marina. If Pip’s Freeman was there, he still had a chance to reach the island before Bohart could do any damage.

      The sailboat would have to cross the bridge through Moser Channel, adding several miles to the trip. Instead, Mac decided to be dropped at Burdines and cross the island by land. From the dock it was only a half-mile to the marina where the Freeman was docked..

      Ten interminable minutes later, the sailboat was at the seawall perpendicular to the fuel dock. He wasn’t sure what he expected, but Trufante quickly tied off the boat and the five of them ran down 15th Street. They reached US 1 a few minutes later and crossed. Turning right, they proceeded to Parish Lane, where the resort lay a hundred yards ahead.

      Mac glanced at the group around him, hoping there was no security. Keys to the boat were another issue. The dockmaster would likely have a set, but handing them over to the dirty quartet was going to be a hard sell.

      “I know a guy here,” Trufante said.

      That wasn’t always a sterling recommendation, but it was all they had.

      As they approached the resort Trufante steered them toward an unmarked driveway at the side of the main building. The service entrance was quiet until they reached the back door of the restaurant, where several workers stood outside smoking cigarettes.

      They waited a minute as the workers finished their smokes, then passed by the kitchen. When they reached the end of the building Mac could see the flybridges of the sport fishers docked in the marina and the light on the iconic lighthouse.

      “Y’all wait here,” Trufante said, and started down the dock. “You know y’all look like a bunch of insurgents.”

      They had made it this far still carrying the shotgun and two rifles Pamela had brought.

      Tru was back a few minutes later with a key fob. Mac wasn’t about to ask how he had gotten it. Even after what he had seen in the last few days, some things were best unknown. He was grateful, though.

      Trufante led them past the row of sportfishers that catered to the guests. Just past them was the Freeman.

      At thirty-eight feet, it was the smaller of the two models the company made, but it still fell into the mid-six-figure price range. It was a well-built and powerful machine. Mac took over and grabbed the fob from the Cajun’s grasp. “Someone wrecks this, it should probably be me.”

      Trufante nodded and released the fob. He freed the lines as Mel, Brandy, and Pamela boarded. Mac went to the console and turned on the battery switch, then at the helm he depressed the button that allowed him to fire up the four 250s hanging from the transom.

      Seconds later, they idled out of the small marina. Thankful that it took less than a minute to clear the no-wake zone, Mac pushed down on the throttles and felt the powerful whine of the engines as they spooled up. He didn’t even notice the boat come up on plane, and they were moving so fast that they almost grounded on the Bethel Bank Shoal before Mac made a hard turn to port to avoid the hazard.

      The electronics finally booted up, and he was able to see their speed over ground had reached fifty-eight knots. He goosed the throttles until it was just over sixty and aligned himself with the two other shoals he would have to clear to reach the island.

      Mac figured he had about a ten-knot advantage over the go-fast boat and the Munson. With their head start, it wouldn’t be enough to catch them, but they would be close. Now he needed a plan.

      Though Mac wasn’t sure Bohart had killed anyone himself, he had seen firsthand that the mad stockbroker had ordered the abduction of at least two women. Even given all that, there was something primal about having his home threatened.

      Florida’s “Castle Doctrine” gave him latitude to protect his home and loved ones, and he intended to use every letter of the law to pursue Bohart.

      Before Mac could even begin to think of a plan, the island appeared in front of them. The navigation lights of the go-fast boat and the Tin Can were clearly visible from this distance, but there was no context as to whether they were docked or if the boom had disabled one—or both. Mac could only hope that if Pip had gotten there first he would remember it from the other night.

      Slowing as he approached, Mac sent Trufante, who had the best eyesight, to the bow. He thought about dropping the Cajun and Pamela on the back side of the island, but the water was barely two feet there at the highest of tides. It was out now, and the Freeman drew too much water to get them close enough.

      A frontal approach was the only option. Mac had Pamela take a quick inventory and check their weapons, while he doused the navigation light and slowed his approach.

      Speaking directly to Brandy, but hoping Mel would hear as well, he caught the younger woman’s eye. “I’m not sure how this is going to play out. Might be better if you stayed aboard and kept your head down.” He turned to Mel. “Can you handle the boat?”

      She nodded, both knowing it wasn’t really a question.

      Pamela had lost her mask and snorkel somewhere, but she was still dressed in the lightweight, green camo wetsuit, and her face was still masked by grease paint. He glanced at her feet and saw she wore dive booties. “I’ll drop you on the southern side.”

      “Right on.” She reached behind her and found the lanyard, which she pulled up to close the seal of the suit.

      Trufante had remained in the bow. He didn’t need instruction. Mac planned on the Cajun being beside him. Mac handed the wheel to Mel and took one of the rifles from Pamela. Even though she had checked it, he repeated the process.

      “See anything?”

      “Need to get a little closer.”

      Mac suspected that was the case and nodded to Mel, who nudged the throttle forward. The boat jerked and settled at eight knots. “Let’s drop Pamela and come up on them.”

      “Got it.” Mel concentrated on the water ahead. She was sitting on the deck with her back to the live well in front of the transom. He gave her a reassuring smile, which she returned.

      The boat slowed as Mel moved to the west to use the island to block their approach. Mac was dying to know what was going on with Pip and Bohart, but he had to be patient. Whatever was about to happen, having Pamela behind the two men was a good tactic.

      Just as they stopped to put Pamela in the water, Mac heard gunshots. She turned and gave the okay signal before disappearing, her wetsuit blending in perfectly with the dark water and brush. Mel backed away and swung the bow around. At a fast idle, she made her way around the southern tip of the island and set herself up clear of the rock at the mouth of the channel.

      Shots continued to fire sporadically. Mac peered ahead but was still unable to see where the boats were in relation to the dock and boom. “Can you see anything yet?” he called softly to Trufante.

      The Cajun returned to the helm. “Looks like they’re just circling each other and taking potshots. Pip’s trying to run him up on the flats but he’s not biting.”

      “Maybe we can help with that,” Mel said, steering into Harbor Channel, the deepwater pass that allowed access to the smaller channel that Wood had dredged.

      She picked up speed, hoping Bohart would think they were just running into the open water of the Gulf that lay a mile or so past the island. With the boat on plane, they passed the channel and then the island, still unable to see what Bohart and Pip were up to.

      “Bring her around. This needs to end.” Mac figured that Pamela’d had plenty of time to get into position. He had a nagging fear of a repeat of what had caused the first rebuild of their house, when a rogue CIA agent had firebombed it with a bazooka from this very area. If he closed his eyes, he knew he could still see the explosion, but chose not to.

      Mel used the controls to put the starboard engines in reverse while keeping the port in forward. The boat slowly turned on its axis, barely remaining in the channel. Facing the dock again, she accelerated.

      “Watch the boom.”

      In a move that was probably not in response to his warning, Mel swung wide of the rock and tilted the engines out of the water. The hull coasted over the wire and she lowered the motors and punched the throttle. Copying what Mel had done, Pip, who had seen his own boat and guessed Mac was aboard, raised the engines and followed them to the dock.

      Trufante was over the gunwale before the boat stopped, with Mac close behind him. Their first objective of keeping Bohart off the island had been achieved. Now they needed to corral him.

      The go-fast boat hovered outside of the boom. Bohart appeared indecisive about what to do. Mac sent a quick three shots over Bohart’s head to keep him in place, but felt at a loss, too.

      “Don’t look, but Rambella is swimming toward him.”

      Mac kept his focus on Bohart, intent on holding his attention until she could reach the boat. He fired another few shots and called out. “Nowhere to go. Police are on their way.”

      The last line was a mistake, as Bohart instinctively turned toward the mainland. Fortunately, his gaze shot over Pamela, who was now only a few feet from the transom. Mac fired again to bring Bohart’s focus back to the island and allow her time to board.

      Trufante gave a play-by-play as Pamela crept onto the flange above the lower units and gracefully vaulted herself onto the outboard bracket. It was a dangerous move. If Bohart had placed the boat in gear, she could have been shredded. Mac fired once more, taking care to aim well in front of the boat.

      Pamela reached the cockpit, and Mac saw the glint of a steel blade as she drew it from the sheath by her side. Silently she crept up behind Bohart and placed the knife at his neck.

      Mac couldn’t hear her words, but expected he knew what she was saying. He sent Trufante to lower the boom and ran to the Munson. The second Mac was aboard, Pip backed away from the dock.

      “Trufante should have the boom down.”

      Pip nodded and, with both men holding their breaths, crossed the dangerous threshold. Seconds later, they could see a thin, red line ooze across Bohart’s neck. Pamela increased the pressure and a few drops of blood fell onto his T-shirt.

      “Just shoot me, Travis, I know you want to.”

      Mac lowered the gun. It wasn’t what he wanted. Justice dictated that Bohart remain alive and face charges for what he had done. He probably wouldn’t last long in jail, but that wasn’t Mac’s concern.

      Pip brought the two boats together, and he and Trufante hopped aboard the go-fast boat. Using a dock line cast on the deck, he restrained Bohart and tied him to the forward cleat.

      As if on cue, Mac heard a boat approach, and a second later the sheriff’s boat pulled alongside. “Can you bring him to the dock?” Garrett called across the gunwales.

      Mac crossed to the go-fast boat and drove it over the lowered boom and to the far side of the dock. Pip followed him in the Tin Can. Garrett was last and rafted his boat alongside Bohart’s boat.

      “Appreciate you coming out, but please get him out of my sight.”

      The deputy boarded the go-fast boat, walked behind Bohart, and cuffed his already-bound wrists. He led him to the sheriff’s boat and, with Trufante’s help, maneuvered him aboard.

      Mac, Mel, and the others stood together on the dock, watching as the small, white stern light on Garrett’s boat faded to black.

      “You did the right thing, Mac Travis,” Pamela said.

      “Trust the legal system, Mac. He’ll pay.” Mel leaned in and kissed him.

      “Should have shot the bastard,” Trufante said, but his smile had returned.

      Brandy remained quiet.

      “You okay?” Mel asked.

      “Yeah, just a little overloaded.”

      “You did great,” Pamela said, and hugged her.

      Brandy pulled back slightly, but it was more because of Pamela’s greasy swamp-monster effect than the embrace.

      “So, here’s the thing, Travis.”

      Before Pip could say anything more, laughter broke out.
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      Mac tugged at his shirt collar. Even without a tie it felt constricting, or maybe it was the company. The sheriff and several other suits stood behind a podium, waiting for the media coordinator to give the signal that the light and sound were perfect.

      Mac fidgeted in his seat, wondering why the Keys needed a media advisor at all. The sheriff and the other men waited patiently for the press conference to begin. There were a few empty seats around, but reporters and others continued to drift in.

      With a nod from the media advisor, the sheriff cleared his throat and waited for quiet.

      “I want to thank y’all for coming,” he started. Mac immediately tuned out the platitude-laden dribble. The sheriff droned on for several minutes, introducing the guests.

      “A special thank you to Melanie Woodson, who organized the effort.”

      All eyes turned to Mel, which meant they also lingered on Mac, making him feel even more uncomfortable.

      “Bill Peterson from NOAA will take it from here.” The sheriff nodded to the lean man and took a seat.

      “It is my pleasure to announce that the entire landmass of Boot Key has been deeded over to NOAA’s conservation program. Again, I’d like to acknowledge Ms. Woodson. If not for her, this would never have happened.”

      Mac slunk down in his chair as all the eyes found him again. He could only think that this was almost as creepy as being on Boot Key.

      The conference ended and Mac made a beeline for the exit. A few minutes later, Mel opened the passenger door to the truck and got in.

      “Came off pretty well,” Mac said, meaning he’d survived.

      “Yeah. I could use a bite. Want to go over to Burdines?”

      “Sure thing.” Mac would have agreed to anything to get out of there.

      Soon they were seated on the upstairs deck looking out at Boot Key. Mac noticed some activity at a nearby pier, where several pieces of heavy equipment were being loaded onto a barge.

      “By this time tomorrow, that sorry excuse for a community will be gone,” Mel said.

      “You did good.” Mac placed his hand on hers and squeezed.

      “I need to let Mandy know that we found Sarah’s killer, too.”

      “You sure it was Willie?” Mac asked. The only real evidence they had was the gold necklace he had been wearing.

      “Sure enough, and he’s in no position to talk. I’d call that guilty. Justice was served.”

      As she said it, a hint of a breeze blew across the deck, taking several menus and pieces of paper with it. Pamela’s words swirled around his mind. Mel was right.

      A girl needs justice.
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      It's easy to become invisible in the Florida Keys. Mac Travis is laying low: Fishing, Diving and doing enough salvage work to pay his bills.  Staying under the radar is another matter altogether. An action-packed thriller series featuring plenty of boating, SCUBA diving, fishing and flavored with a generous dose of Conch Republic counterculture.
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      ★★★★★ Becker is one of those, unfortunately too rare, writers who very obviously knows and can make you feel, even smell, the places he writes about. If you love the Keys, or if you just want to escape there for a few enjoyable hours, get any of the Mac Travis books - and a strong drink

      ★★★★★This is a terrific series with outstanding details of Florida, especially the Keys. I can imagine myself riding alone with Mac through every turn. Whether it's out on a boat or on an island....I'm there
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      Biscayne Bay is a pristine wildness on top of the Florida Keys. It is also a stones throw from Miami and an area notorious for smuggling. If there’s nefarious activity in the park, special agent Kurt Hunter is sure to stumble across it as he patrols the backwaters of Miami.

      

      Check it out the series here

      

      ★★★★★ This series is one of my favorites. Steven Becker is a genius when it comes to weaving a plot and local color with great characters. It’s like dessert, I eat it first
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      What do you do when you’re labeled a pirate in the nineteenth century Caribbean

      Follow the adventures of young Captain Van Doren as he and his crew try to avoid the hangman’s noose. With their unique mix of skills, Nick and company roam the waters of the Caribbean looking for a safe haven to spend their wealth. But, the call “Sail on the horizon” often changes the best laid plans.

      

      Check out the series here

      

      ★★★★★ This is a great book for those who like me enjoy "factional" books. This is a book that has characters that actually existed and took place in a real place(s). So even though it isn't a true story, it certainly could be. Steven Becker is a terrific writer and it certainly shows in this book of action of piracy, treasure hunting,ship racing etc
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      Meet contract agents John and Mako Storm. The father and son duo are as incompatible as water and oil, but necessity often forces them to work together. This thriller series has plenty of international locations, action, and adventure.

      

      Check out the series here

      

      ★★★★★ Steven Becker's best book written to date. Great plot and very believable characters. The action is non-stop and the book is hard to put down. Enough plot twists exist for an exciting read. I highly recommend this great action thriller.

      

      ★★★★★ A thriller of mega proportions! Plenty of action on the high seas and in the Caribbean islands. The characters ran from high tech to divers to agents in the field. If you are looking for an adrenaline rush by all means get Steven Beckers new E Book
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      If you can build it, sail it, dive it, and fish it—what’s left. Will Service: carpenter, sailor, and fishing guide can do all that. But trouble seems to find him and it takes all his skill and more to extricate himself from it.

      

      Check out the series here

      

      ★★★★★ I am a sucker for anything that reminds me of the great John D. MacDonald and Travis McGee. I really enjoyed this book. I hope the new Will Service adventure is out soon, and I hope Will is living on a boat. It sounds as if he will be. I am now an official Will Service fan. Now, Steven Becker needs to ignore everything else and get to work on the next Will Service novel

      

      ★★★★★ If you like Cussler you will like Becker! A great read and an action packed thrill ride through the Florida Keys!
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