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“I’m telling you, it was an old man,” Carlos said. “Like old, old.”

I gave him a skeptical look. “And you couldn’t catch up with him?”

“Man, I got a bum knee. And that dude had a gun!”

Carlos didn’t have time for that kind of drama. He was mid-30s with dark hair, brown eyes, and a healthy tan. A little thick around the midsection, Carlos wouldn’t be setting any records in the 100-yard dash.

Red and blue lights flashed as first responders swarmed the alley behind the liquor store. Brenda hovered over the remains of a man in his early to mid-40s. Crimson stained his shirt. He’d been popped twice in the chest.

No shell casings on the ground, as far as I could see. The shooter had either collected his brass or used a revolver. Some old timers favor revolvers. That was my bet.

Dietrich snapped photos, and forensic investigators chronicled the scene.

The fishy smell of sour trash drifted through the air from a nearby dumpster. It mixed with the tinny metallic scent of blood.

Sheriff Daniels looked on with a tight face.

The victim was dressed in a collared shirt, slacks, and penny loafers. He had sharp features, and his jaw sported a trimmed beard. His short, wavy, rust-colored hair and hazel eyes complemented somewhat fair skin. He certainly hadn’t been spending a lot of time in the Florida sun.

"Tell me everything," I said to Carlos.

He shrugged, then pointed at the deceased. "The guy left the store. He was accosted by the old man. Grandpa pulled a gun on him and escorted him around the building into the alley. I was checking out at the counter when I saw the two of them. A moment later, I heard the gunshots. I don't know what I was thinking. I rushed out of the store and ran toward the sound. Stupid. That's when I saw the old man taking off down the alley. I don't usually run in the direction of gunfire, but… I don’t know. Something came over me. I should get some kind of medal, right?”

I gave him a flat look. “Have you ever seen these two gentlemen before?”

Carlos shook his head.

“So you didn’t actually see the old man shoot the victim?”

His brow wrinkled. “No. But I didn’t need to. It’s pretty obvious.”

“Anything else I should know?”

“No.” He thought for a moment. “Wait. Yeah. I don’t know if this matters, but they spoke to each other in another language. I think it was German. The old man was yelling at him.”

“You know what was said?”

He gave me a dumb look. “I don’t speak German. But the old guy was angry.”

“So, they knew each other?”

Carlos shrugged. “How should I know?”

“Describe the shooter.”

“Late 80s, silver hair, maybe six feet tall, kinda frail.”

“And he ran off,” I said, still with a hint of doubt.

“Yeah. Surprised the shit out of me.”

“Think you can give a description to a sketch artist?”

“Yeah, sure.”

I took his information and gave Carlos my card. “I’ll have someone contact you.”

He nodded.

I thanked him, then moved near the remains and asked Brenda, “Got an ID on this guy?”

“No wallet in his pocket.”

The victim’s watch was still on his wrist. At a casual glance, it was a nice watch—a Rolex Oyster Chronograph. This wasn’t a robbery.

“Found this,” Brenda said as she pulled a key card from his front right pocket.

I snapped on a pair of nitrile gloves, and she handed it to me. After examining the card, I said, "This is to the Seven Seas.”

It was a luxury resort on the island.

"No cell phone," Brenda said.

A perplexed look twisted on my face for an instant. It was unusual in this day and age, unless someone was up to nefarious activities. Everybody had a phone.

There was something off about the whole thing.

I pulled out my phone and snapped a photo of the dead guy’s face. I sent it to Isabella at Cobra Company. She was the queen of intel and could find out just about anything about anyone. As the head of a clandestine agency, she didn't always have to play by the rules.

Daniels put a BOLO out on the assailant.

JD and I were about to leave the scene as Paris Delaney and her news crew arrived.

"Deputy Wild, what can you tell us?" the ambitious blonde asked as she closed in with her camera crew.

I gave a brief overview and asked for witnesses to contact the department.

I figured we’d head over to the Seven Seas and see if we could drum up any information. We hopped into the 1979 light blue metallic Porsche 911 SC and zipped across town to the posh resort.
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Classic rock pumped through speakers, and wind swirled through the open windows. The sun beamed bright, sparkling the metallic paint on the classic car. The six-cylinder purred, and the smell of leather and oil wafted.

Jack pulled into the parking lot and drove under the carport to the valet.

The Seven Seas was an oasis—luxurious suites, spacious cabanas, a crystal pool with a bar, and plenty of eye candy. Amenities included a private man-made beach, a spa, fine dining, and a trendy bar.

The valet rushed to grab Jack’s door.

JD hopped out, slid a few bills into the kid’s pocket, and told him to keep the car up front. We wouldn’t be long.

The lobby bustled with activity as we stepped inside. Tourists came and went. Forks clinked against plates in the restaurant, the sound spilling into the lobby.

We cut in line at the front desk. I flashed my badge to the pretty clerk and smiled.

She smiled back. She had a nice smile.

“Can you tell me what room this belongs to?” I asked, brandishing the key card.

The cute brunette hesitated for a moment. “I can’t give out guest information.”

“I took this off a dead guy. I don’t think he’s going to mind.”

Her eyes bulged.

I handed her the card, and she slipped it into the reader. The information flashed on her screen a moment later. Her tawny eyes surveyed the details. “Ah, yes. Mr. Weiss checked into the Coconut Cabana two months ago with another gentleman.” She closed her eyes and thought. “Klaus. I think that’s his name.”

I lifted a curious brow. “That’s a long stay.”

She smiled. “I guess they were enjoying the weather.”

“What can you tell me about them?”

She thought for a second, then shrugged. “I see them around. They don’t say much. Both have thick accents. They speak to each other mostly in German.” Then she muttered aside, “They’re not rude, just not overly friendly. All business.” After a pause, she asked in a delicate voice, “Which one died?”

“I’m not sure. Can you describe them both?”

She did.

“Sounds like Rudolph Weiss is the deceased.”

“What happened?”

“That’s what we’re trying to figure out.”

I gave her my card and told her to get in touch if she remembered anything else.

We left the desk and strolled across the opulent lobby. JD and I passed the lounge and the bar and walked the long hallway out to the pool.

As usual, leggy beauties occupied lounge chairs, their skin slick with oil. Piña coladas, oversized sunglasses, wide-brimmed hats, and taut fabric made a compelling argument for checking into the Seven Seas for a stay-cation.

JD and I made our way around the pool, pushed through the gate, and ambled down the secluded path to the cabanas.

I banged on the door to the Coconut Cabana.

The sound of the TV inside filtered down the foyer. Footsteps shuffled close, and the peephole flickered. A thick German voice barked, "What do you want?"

I flashed my badge and said, "Coconut County. We need to talk to you about your traveling companion."

The man inside unhooked the chain, flipped the deadbolt, and pulled open the door. His intense blue eyes flicked between the two of us. He looked to be in his early 40s and reasonably fit. He had a hard look about him with thin lips and a serious expression. His brown hair receded slightly and was just starting to thin on top. He wore it slicked back with pomade. Slacks, a brown tweed jacket, a blue Oxford shirt, and a tie completed his ensemble. Not exactly fun-in-the-sun Florida attire.

"I’m sorry to be the one to tell you this, but your friend is deceased.”

His eyes rounded. "Deceased?"

I nodded.

His jaw tightened, and his eyes darted about as he tried to make sense of it all. "How did this happen?"

"He was shot in an alley behind a liquor store about an hour ago.”

"By whom?"

I told him and gave him a brief description of the assailant.

He considered it.

"Do you have any idea who the assailant might be?” I asked.

"No.”

"I need to confirm the identity of the deceased. He didn't have a wallet, driver’s license, or passport. You’re Klaus, right?”

He nodded.

I pulled out my phone. "This may be unpleasant to look at.”

Klaus gave a nod of acknowledgment.

I showed him the picture I had taken in the alley.

Klaus nodded again, then grimaced and looked away.

I slid the phone back into my pocket. “Can you tell me his name?”

Klaus was a little stunned. His eyes flicked about as he worked out the details in his brain. "Rudolph. Rudolph Weiss," he said in that thick German accent.

"And your full name is?”
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“Klaus Brenner,” he replied.

“Have you been here at the hotel all day?”

Klaus nodded. “I had breakfast with Rudolph in the dining room. We came back to the cabana, then he set out to get some liquor and wine. I don’t know if you are aware, but the prices here are outrageous.”

I couldn’t disagree. “That was the last time you saw him?”

“Yes.”

“What brings you to town?”

Klaus hesitated for a moment. “Business."

The answer was short and final.

"What kind of business?”

He gave me an annoyed look. I got the impression that Klaus wasn’t a talkative fellow and liked to keep his business private. “My partner and I are working on a new energy source.”

With an impressed expression, I said, “What kind of energy source?”

”It’s theoretical at this point.”

“Rudolph was your business partner?”

“A colleague. Rudolph was a brilliant physicist. This is a tragic day.”

Klaus was angrier than sad about the loss of his friend.

“From the witnesses’ statements, I got the impression Rudolph may have known his assailant.”

That got Klaus’s attention.

“They got into some kind of argument in front of the liquor store,” I said.

Klaus processed the information.

“Do you know anyone here in town?”

“Not really. But we had hoped to consult with other thought leaders in the industry.”

“Like who?”

“Describe the man who shot Rudolph again,” Klaus said.

I did.

Klaus searched his mind.

“Does he sound familiar?”

“No.”

“Did Rudolph have any enemies?”

Klaus’s eyes found mine. “No. We don’t really know anyone here.”

The look in his eyes told me Klaus had enemies somewhere.

“Well, you’ve been here two months already. Maybe you made some.”

“Impossible,” he said.

“We’ll need you to come to the medical examiner’s office and make a positive ID.”

“I just told you, that’s Rudolph. What more do you need?”

“It’s a matter of procedure.”

Klaus thought for a moment. "I could stop by later this afternoon, if you give me an address."

I smiled. "Sure.” I dug into my pocket and gave him a card. “I'll need to get contact information from you. I'll text you the address."

Klaus gave me a quizzical look, then said, "I don't have a cell phone."

My brow wrinkled with confusion. "Really? How do you manage?”

"Easily. There are not many people I want to talk to.”

“Fair enough,” I said.

"I'll get you a pen and paper. You can write the address down for me."

He disappeared into the cabana, grabbed a stationery pad and a pen from the top counter, then returned.

I wrote down the address and the number to the ME's office, then handed it back to him. "How long do you plan on being in town?”

"My stay is open-ended. Obviously, this significantly changes my plans. But life must go on. I still have work to do.”

I forced another smile. "Well, we don't want to take up any more of your time. Please get in touch if you think of anything that might be helpful. My condolences for your loss.”

Klaus nodded, then shut the door.

JD and I shared a curious look.

"That was weird," he muttered as we walked back toward the pool.

Klaus had an odd manner about him. Direct, guarded, and stiff.

We strolled down the path, pushed through the gate, and took in the sights as we walked around the pool. Jack smiled at the ladies, and they smiled back.

The sheriff buzzed my phone about the time we hit the lobby. "I think we've got the shooter. Get over to the hospital. A guy who matches the description was just brought into the ER with symptoms of a heart attack. He had collapsed on the sidewalk. A couple of tourists found him. The triage nurse found a .38 caliber revolver in his pocket. Get over there and collect the weapon and see what else you can find out.”

"Do we have an ID on the assailant?”

“His name is Jürgen Stahl.”
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Two bullets had been fired from the .38. There were four left in the cylinder. I was pretty sure this was our guy. I bagged the gun as evidence.

A triage nurse told me Jürgen was being treated and was unable to take visitors at the moment. “Apparently, he overexerted himself. I’d probably have a heart attack too if I shot someone.”

Hopefully, Jürgen would make it. I had questions for him. I couldn’t fathom why an 89-year-old man would shoot a random stranger. Unless the stranger wasn’t so random.

We left the ER and returned to the station. I logged the pistol as evidence, then updated the sheriff on our conversation with Klaus.

“Stranger things have happened around here,” Daniels said. “I wouldn’t spend too much time on it. Perp’s in the hospital. He’ll be lucky to make it to trial.”

It was one of the easiest cases we’d had recently. Open and shut. But there was just something odd about it.

JD and I grabbed some coffee and chatted with Denise, catching her up on everything. She ran background on Jürgen and found a few interesting details.

Afterward, we headed across the island to the warehouse district for band practice. Wild Fury was scheduled to headline at Sonic Temple.

The usual band of miscreants loitered out front, smoking cloves and drinking beer as we pulled into the parking lot. We hopped out and greeted the long-haired rockers, and there were high fives all around.

JD and I stepped inside the dim hallway that always had a unique odor. The clash of music from several bands seeped through the walls.

Dizzy, Crash, and Styxx noodled on their instruments as we stepped into the practice space. A few cute girls hung out on the couch.

We caught up with the guys for a bit, then Jack grabbed the mic. The band ran through their set, thundering out their brand of party rock.

After an hour of ear-splitting goodness, Jack treated the guys to dinner at the Bluewater Bistro. Afterward, we hit Oyster Avenue and indulged in copious amounts of alcohol and poor judgment.

Brenda called bright and early the next morning.

I reached a sleepy hand for the phone on the nightstand and swiped the screen. In a scratchy voice, I said, “What’s up?”

"The old man's gun is a match."

"I guess that's pretty much the end of it," I replied.

"Not exactly. There's something really strange about this whole thing. The victim has gold foil fillings. Extremely rare in this day and age. He's got a chromium steel bridge, and I would expect to see that in a much older person. Not a man of 35 or 40.” She paused. “There's something else. There are no hits on fingerprints in the database."

"That's not surprising for a foreign national," I said. "There is such a thing as a law-abiding citizen."

"True, but the guy’s got no social media presence. No criminal record. You should look into that. I'm going to keep running tests.”

"Let me know what you find out," I said.

"Will do.”

“Send me digital files of his fingerprints.”

"You got it."

She ended the call, and I pulled myself out of bed. I took a shower, toweled off, then got dressed. I stumbled into the galley and started fixing breakfast. By that time, Brenda had sent me digital files of Rudolph Weiss's fingerprints. I forwarded them to Isabella and asked her to look into him and Jürgen Stahl.

I hadn’t heard back from her yet. I figured she was busy. Not unusual. The woman was constantly doing something, putting out some kind of fire here or there.

Bacon sizzled in the pan, and the smell of fresh coffee swirled. It wasn't long before Jack joined me in the galley. We dished up plates of scrambled eggs, hash browns, bacon, and toast. On the sky deck, we enjoyed the morning sun as we chowed down. I filled him in on Rudolph Weiss, and we kicked around a few theories.

After we ate, we headed over to the hospital to speak with Jürgen Stahl. When we got there, we found out he had been transferred to the NICU. Jürgen had suffered a mild stroke overnight.

I winced when I heard the news. It didn't bode well for getting an answer.

We stepped into his unit to see what condition he was in. It was safe to say that Jürgen wasn't a flight risk.

The peaks and valleys of his heartbeat blipped on the monitor beside the bed. Blood pressure, oxygen saturation, and other vital statistics constantly updated on the display. An IV dripped into his arm, and his chest was wired with electrodes to monitor his heart. He looked frail and weak, and the greenish cast from the overhead fluorescents, along with that pale green hospital gown, wasn’t doing his complexion any favors.

He was asleep when we entered.

JD and I stood at the end of his bed, looking on with grim faces. I hated to see anybody in that condition, even if he was a murderer.

After a few minutes, Jürgen peeled open an eye.

I flashed my badge and made introductions. "We need to ask you a few questions.”

He stared at us and said nothing.

I wouldn't speak either.

Denise had run a full background check on the man. He had no criminal history. Not so much as a speeding ticket. Immigrated to the United States in the 1950s. Worked as an aerospace engineer for most of his life. Moved to the Keys about 25 years ago and has been retired down here ever since.

"Do you remember anything about yesterday?" I asked.

Jürgen said nothing.

"Can you tell me why you shot Rudolph Weiss?”

His face wrinkled, and anger tensed his jaw. He had a little facial droop, and his words slurred. "Rudolph Weiss?"

"That's the name of the man you shot behind the liquor store."

Jürgen scoffed and said something. It was hard to make out, but it sounded like Heissler.

"Can you say that again?”

He took a moment, and the words came slowly. It took all of his breath to say, “Von Markov must be stopped.”

My brow knitted. "Who’s Von Markov?”

"He's been mumbling stuff all morning," the nurse said. "Hasn’t been making much sense.” She touched his foot. "Can you tell me what day it is?”

Jürgen looked at her like she was crazy.

"Can you tell me what year it is?”

He thought for a moment, then slurred, "19… 62.”

The nurse looked at us. "See what I mean? I don't think you’re gonna get much out of him."

I couldn’t disagree.

"Why don’t you come back tomorrow? They're usually pretty disoriented for the first few days after a heart attack. Plus, he had a mild ischemic event last night. It seems like everything’s a little fuzzy for him right now.”

I had to admit, I was worried Jürgen might not be around in a few days.

"Just one more question," I said to the nurse, then asked Jürgen again, "Why did you kill Rudolph?”
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Jürgen didn’t answer.

He may not have been capable.

We left and walked back down the hallway toward the elevators.

Jack muttered, “You think maybe that guy is out of his mind and mistook Rudolph for someone else?”

I sighed, “We may never find out.”

The blip of heart monitors and the wheeze of ventilators drifted into the hallway. We couldn’t get out of that place fast enough. Talk about depressing.

My phone buzzed with a call from the sheriff as we arrived at the elevators. Jack hit the call button.

“What’s up?” I asked.

“I need you two nitwits to get down to the wharf?”

“What’s going on?”

“You didn’t hear it?”

“Hear what?”

“A bomb went off at the old Crab & Claw.”

My brow wrinkled with confusion. Seemed like an odd target. “Didn’t that place close down last month? Why blow it up?”

“Insurance fraud, maybe. Who knows? At least the place was empty.”

“Any casualties?”

“Nothing major. I think a few tourists got hit with shards of exploding glass.”

“We’re on our way,” I said.

We stepped into the elevator when the doors opened and plunged down to the lobby. JD and I ran across the lot to the Porsche.

It didn’t take long to get to the wharf. Emergency lights flashed. EMTs and paramedics triaged people for minor cuts and abrasions. A crowd of curious onlookers gathered, snapping photos and grabbing cellphone video.

Debris lay scattered everywhere. The building that used to be on the edge of the water was non-existent now. It had been vaporized.

The Bomb Squad and the ATF sorted through the rubble.

"What do we know?" I asked the sheriff.

"Building is owned by Bruce Pickens. Closed down last month. That place has been slowing down for years. My guess is the owner's upside down. Needs the insurance money for a remodel or to cash out. If that's the case, he's going to spend a long time in federal prison.”

"Have you talked to him yet?"

"No. But that's what you guys are gonna do.”

Paris and her news crew were on the scene, capturing footage of the destruction.

Seagulls hung on the breeze, going about their business as usual.

There was something off about the scene. There wasn’t as much debris as I would have expected. The acrid stench of explosive material didn't linger in the air.

It was a good thing the building was isolated. The old Crab & Claw had been built over the water, away from other restaurants and shops on the wharf. All that remained were bits and pieces of the floor and a few of the pilings.

My phone buzzed my pocket. I pulled the device out and looked at the screen.

Unknown.

I hated answering unknown callers. Usually spammers. I swiped the screen and held the device to my ear. "This is Deputy Wild.”

A rather cheery fellow said, "I'm so glad you picked up. How do you like my handiwork?"

Anger tensed my jaw, but I was also optimistic. At least we had contact with the perpetrator. "So you're responsible?”

"It didn't happen on its own," he quipped.

It was always wise to be cautious when dealing with anonymous phone calls. Sometimes crackpots would call just to get a thrill.

“Tell me what kind of device was used.”

"I can’t give away all my secrets. Where's the fun in that?"

"So this is a game?"

"Isn't everything?”

"People could have been killed."

"I'm glad you're aware of the consequences. I think it's important to establish what's at stake.”

"How about you come down to the station and we can have a more in-depth conversation about this?"

He laughed. “I'm curious, does that line ever work?”

"Sometimes."

"I'm sorry, Deputy, but you'll have to work harder than that.”

"You know my name, but I don't know yours,” I said.

"You don't think I'm stupid, do you, Deputy? Keep on with these mid-wit tactics, and I will get offended. Rest assured, you don't want me to get offended.”

"I apologize. I didn't realize you were so sensitive.”

He paused for a moment. "I would start taking this more seriously if I were you.”

"How do I know you're not some crank trying to take credit for something you didn't do?”

After another pause, he said, “I suppose you're right. You must get a lot of that.”

"From time to time. Give me a piece of information. Something only the bomb designer would know."

He thought about it for a moment. "I suspect the ATF and your bomb squad are combing through everything, looking for fragments of the explosive device, hoping to track parts to their point of purchase. I can assure you, they will be unsuccessful. This bomb is unlike anything you have ever seen. Once you realize that, you'll know you're talking to the right person.”

"Sounds impressive."

"It is.”

"Help me understand. What's the point of this? Why blow up an abandoned restaurant?”

"It's simple. Haven't you figured it out yet?”

"I want to hear your perspective.”

"It got your attention, didn't it?"

He did indeed.

"The next one won't be so benign. You have 24 hours to find and disable it. If I were you, I wouldn't dillydally.”

"Where should I look?"

"It's a small island. I'm sure a man of your experience can find the device. If not, I will have overestimated your abilities.”

"I need some kind of clue. This is a game after all, isn't it?"

“It’s under your nose, but not in plain sight, hidden inside the town’s best delight. Deep, thick, or thin, it all just depends, authentic and true, it never pretends.”

I let the words soak into my brain, processing everything. "Is that it? Is that all I get?”

"You have 24 hours, Deputy. Starting now.”
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Itold JD and the sheriff, then called Isabella and asked her to track the call.

"I'll see what I can do," she said before hanging up. She sounded busy.

I had no doubt the caller had gone to great lengths to hide the origin of the call. Nobody would be stupid enough to call me directly from a cell phone without routing it through the Internet, using a VPN and multiple proxy servers.

"Deep, Thick, or Thin," Jack said. "Isn't that the name of an adult film?"

"It's pizza, you pervert," the sheriff grumbled.

Jack frowned at him.

“Big Tony’s,” I said.

My next call was to Tony Scarpetti. He was a reformed gangster who ran a high-stakes poker game at the Seven Seas on Friday and Saturday nights. He also owned a couple of the best restaurants in town. Anthony's was upscale Italian, and Big Tony’s was authentic New York pie. You could get a whole pizza or by the slice. It never disappointed.

"You need to clear the pizza joint," I said to Tony after he answered.

"What!?"

"I don't want to cause panic, but there's been a bomb threat.”

He scoffed. "Who'd be stupid enough to do that?”

He had a point. Tony Scarpetti was not a guy you wanted to mess with. He may have been a reformed gangster, but he still had a lot of contacts. One phone call, and you’d find yourself at the bottom of the ocean. I had no doubt about that.

Tony was one of those beloved figures. It didn't matter what he did, you couldn't stay mad at the guy. He was loyal to a fault, and he took care of his people. JD and I had gotten his daughter out of a bad situation once, and ever since then, we were family.

I told him we were on the way, and he said he’d get all the patrons and employees out of the restaurant.

By the time we got over there, Tony had the place evacuated. Patrons stood on the sidewalk across the street, still munching on slices of cheesy goodness.

Tony didn’t look happy.

Lights flickered and flashed as patrol cars screeched onto the scene. Deputies hopped out and cleared the perimeter, keeping onlookers at a safe distance. Without knowing how powerful the bomb was, a safe distance was just an estimate.

The bomb squad arrived, and news crews followed.

Resources were stretched thin as it was. The department struggled to manage multiple simultaneous events.

Jack parked the Porsche. We hopped out and found Tony.

"You better find a bomb, and you better diffuse it. I just evacuated all these people in the middle of a meal, and I promised I would comp their food.” Tony didn't like losing money.

You would think a bomb would scare people away. That they would move in the opposite direction.

But the crowd grew.

I'm sure quite a few of them wanted to see the damn thing go off.

The guys in the Bomb Disposal Unit grabbed the robot out of their vehicle and prepped it, then cut power to the building. Many IEDs can be triggered with a cell phone. A simple call or text and BOOM! Short of jamming the cell tower, there was no way to limit interference. Everybody and their brother had their cell phone out, taking pictures and uploading to the Internet. Any one of the onlookers could have been the bomber, just waiting to detonate the device.

BOB (the Bomb Operations Bot) was a prototype, bipedal robot on loan from A.R.I.S. for field testing. It wasn’t autonomous like their Maximus line. This was more of a remotely operated device with enhanced AI and 8K optics. You could turn it loose, and it would do its thing, but it wasn’t going to cook you breakfast. It was purpose built and had one task only—bomb detection and disposal. Gone were the days of clunky robots with tank treads and a single articulated arm. The times were changing.

The robot was capable of sniffing out most explosive devices. BOB could respond to verbal commands and give status updates. BOB stood about four feet tall with a silver exoskeleton and black joints.

The robot walked to the entrance of the pizza joint, opened the door, and stepped inside.

Sergeant Hartman operated BOB by remote. He wore special gloves with motion trackers and a VR headset that gave him BOB’s point of view. Hartman could override BOB at any time and control his every motion.

Hartman mirrored BOB’s view to the sheriff’s phone, and we huddled around, watching.

BOB walked around the pizza joint, looking in all the nooks and crannies. The robot’s highly tuned sensors didn't pick up any trace explosive compounds. The smell of bread, red sauce, mozzarella cheese, and Italian seasonings wouldn’t mask trinitrotoluene, RDX, or potassium chlorate, among others, from the robot.

BOB’s advanced optics had AI tracking with object recognition. It allowed him to identify objects quickly. The bot moved through the pizza parlor, checking out the tables and booths, looking in crevices and corners. The AI tracking identified slices of pizza, take-home boxes, soda glasses, the jukebox, and other items with blazing speed and accuracy.

In the far corner, affixed to the underside of the table of the last booth, BOB spotted the device.

His optics zoomed in, and we got a closer look.

The sheriff's face twisted with confusion. We'd all seen a lot of pipe bombs and improvised explosive devices, but nothing like this. The minister of death was a small, cylindrical device. Maybe 7 inches wide and 2 inches deep. A few blinking lights surrounded a central, semi-spherical core. It looked like a tiny flying saucer or a futuristic land mine.

Made of aluminum or some type of composite alloy, it could have been anything. Had there not been a previous explosion at the Crab & Claw, we all might have doubted the veracity of the threat.

"How do you want to handle this?" I asked the sheriff.

The feds hadn’t arrived yet. For now, it was our show, but that wouldn’t last long.

"Try not to blow us all up,” he said dryly.

BOB crawled under the table to get a closer look. His onboard AI processor scanned the device and compared it against known explosive devices.

"It's not in the database anywhere," Sergeant Hartman said after BOB reported back to him. "We’re looking at an original, one-of-a-kind device.”
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This was a tricky situation. It always is, but when there is a new, unknown design, it makes it all the more complicated.

Every bomb designer has a unique signature—their special way of doing things. It holds clues to where they learned the craft, but this was so far out there, there was nothing to compare it to.

BOB positioned a makeshift Faraday cage over the tabletop to help reduce RF signals. It was a special woven fabric with conductive fibers. It wasn't foolproof, but it would go a long way toward keeping out cell signals.

BOB scanned the device with infrared and X-rays to get a look at the inner mechanics.

"What do you make of that?" the sheriff asked as we all huddled around the mirrored display on his phone.

I pointed at the screen. "That looks like the centralized core. Those are probably power supplies. A primary and a backup.” My face twisted with confusion. "I don't see a primary det charge. This isn’t a typical layout, and that's what scares me. It's got anti-tamper devices here and here," I said, pointing. “It looks like it detonates by initiating some kind of state change in the core.”

Daniels gave me a look that was a blend of annoyance and concern. "You keep saying the word core. That bothers me. Would you stop saying that?”

I gave him a look.

“We’re not talking nuclear, are we?"

I shook my head. "Too small. But I'm no expert.”

"You got me,” Sergeant Hartman said. "I've never seen anything like this before."

"I think if we cut that lead right there, it should render the device safe,” I said.

"You think, or you know?" Daniels said.

I shrugged. "It's just a guess.”

He looked at his watch. "Well, we’ve got a little less than 23 hours to guess right.”

"That's if the perp isn’t lying,” I said. “It could go off at any time.”

The sheriff didn't like the sound of that. "You mentioned anti-tamper.”

"If you pull the thing apart, there's a good chance it's going to go boom.”

"What if you move it?”

"Those look like mercury switches. But to be honest, that could be any combination of mercury and possibly thallium, which could reduce the temperature needed for a state change.”

"State change?"

"Freeze it, then it won't explode when you tilt it.” I added, "Of course, there could be thermal sensors. If you're going to cool it, I would suggest doing so slowly. You’re not going to be able to move the device otherwise. Too risky. We have to render it safe on site.”

“Hartman?” the sheriff asked.

He shrugged. “I tend to agree with Wild.”

The sheriff grimaced. “This is really starting to piss me off.”

After much debate, we decided to proceed with cooling the device. Right or wrong, we’d know pretty quickly.

Deputies pushed the crowd back even farther.

We huddled for cover behind the bomb disposal unit’s van and kept our fingers crossed.

Sergeant Hartman sent BOB to do the dirty business. But there was one slight problem. The robot’s optics glitched as it approached the device.

Hartman grumbled a few obscenities.

“Why has the feed gone down?” the sheriff asked, trying to manage his annoyance.

“I wish I had an answer for that,” Hartman said.

“Can you get that thing back online?”

“I’m working on it.”

Hartman tried doing a forced reboot by remote, but BOB became non-responsive.

He sent a couple of the BDU guys dressed in protective gear in to retrieve the robot. They carried BOB out of the restaurant and brought him back to the sidewalk, where we all huddled behind the van.

BOB was a new acquisition and still a little buggy. Nobody was particularly savvy about the technical workings of the robot.

I called Dr. Alexis Sinclair at A.R.I.S. She was the interim CEO and an integral part of the design team responsible for the Maximus line. After some brief chit-chat, I said, “We have a slight situation. BOB is bricked.”

She groaned. “Have you tried a system reboot?”

“Yes.”

“Disconnect his battery, wait a minute, then try again.”

“Did that. Nothing.”

She sighed. “Bring him in next week, and I’ll take a look.”

“The bomb will have exploded by next week.”

“Oh, shit.”

“Exactly.”

“Okay, let me make some calls and see if I can get a tech out to you. I’d come myself, but I’m out of the country.”

I thanked her, ended the call, then updated the team.

Every second that ticked by felt like borrowed time.

Alexis called me back a few minutes later and said a guy was en route. He showed up 20 minutes later and pushed through the crowd. He had a hard time getting past the deputies at first. They didn't want to let anyone near the area.

Alexis had given me a description of Jared, and I spotted him as he tried to push past the barricade. I jogged down the sidewalk and waved him through.

Jared was a tubby guy with curly brown hair and thick black glasses. A few days of stubble lined his jaw and double chin. We greeted each other with a handshake, and I said, "Thanks for coming."

He looked a little tentative about the whole situation. "Is the bomb live?”

"Yes.”

A hint of fear rounded his eyes. "When is it supposed to go off?”

"Hopefully never, if we do our job right.”

That wasn't too reassuring for him.

"Relax. We’ve got a little over 22 hours, in theory.”

I escorted him to the robot and introduced him to the team.

Jared took a look at BOB and ran through the standard protocols. He disconnected the battery and tried to reboot the robot.

It didn't work.

He tried a few more things with the same result.

After another 20 minutes of fiddling with it, he gave up. "I don't know what's wrong. I'm gonna have to take him back to the lab and pull him apart.”

We all grimaced. That wasn't what we wanted to hear.

"Is it possible he could have been hacked?” I asked.

Jared shrugged. "Anything is possible. But we put a crazy amount of security into these things now.”

"Nothing is foolproof.”

"What do you want me to do? Leave the robot with you, or take him in now?”

"I want my IT guys to look at him," the sheriff said, “Just in case there was a hack.”

"Sure thing. Whatever you say." Jared's nervous eyes glanced around. "If you don't need me anymore, I'd like to get the hell out of here.”

We cut him loose, and Jared hustled away, disappearing into the crowd.

“How do you want to proceed?” I asked the sheriff.

“Manually.” He looked at Hartman. “You feel comfortable with that process?”

“Not really.” Hartman paused. “Wild seems to have a better understanding of the device than anyone else.”

I gave him the side eye.

“I’m just saying…”

After an exhale, I said, “I’ll do it.”

"You sure about that?" the sheriff asked.

I smiled and said in a sardonic voice, "What's the worst thing that could happen?”
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Ididn’t bother with protective clothing. What was the point? I couldn’t do the fine work while wearing bulky gloves. The big suit wasn’t maneuverable in a small space like the underside of a table. Besides, it was a sweatbox. I’d rather take my chances and just go out with a bang.

Don’t get me wrong, I had plenty of living to do, and I intended to do it.

I sprayed a fine mist of liquid nitrogen over the device from a distance, gradually adding more and more layers, drawing closer and closer until the device looked like a UFO that had crash-landed in Antarctica and been buried under the ice.

So far, no boom.

I’m not going to lie, my heart rate might have been a little elevated. Sweat sprouted on my brow.

Jack hovered nearby, not about to let me tackle this alone.

With a portable digital fluoroscope, I was able to get a glimpse of the internals. The C-arm flanked the device and fed real-time images to a tablet. A pulsed solid-state cutting laser would allow me to pierce the outer shell. It had pinpoint accuracy.

I lined everything up and took a deep breath.

Just as I was about to press the button and fire the small laser, Jack said, “Are you sure you want to do that?”

I gave him an annoyed look. “Yes.”

“You’re sure that’s the lead?”

“I’m not sure of anything.”

“Well, you know, measure twice, cut once.”

I studied the image on the tablet and made sure I was lined up correctly. Again.

I was about to press the button…

“You know,” Jack interrupted. “If this thing goes boom, I just want to say…”

We were like brothers. It didn’t need to be said.

“It’s not going to go boom,” I replied, trying to convince myself.

My finger hovered over the button again.

“You know…”

“Would you shut up!? You’re making me nervous.”

“You want me to do it?”

I pressed the button.

In an instant, the beam had pierced the metal housing and severed the trigger circuit.

A wisp of smoke drifted from the tiny hole in the metal. The acrid smell of charred metal and burnt electronics wafted.

My heart pounded.

I detached the bomb from the underside of the table, trying not to jar it or make abrupt movements. It had been affixed with dual-sided industrial-strength adhesive tape.

The table jittered and rocked slightly as the device broke free, spiking both our heartbeats. I winced, anticipating the worst.

Still no boom.

I exhaled, shared a look with Jack, then carefully put the device into a bomb detonation sphere and sealed it in. The thick-walled steel TCV (Total Containment Vessel) was designed to contain shrapnel and overpressure from a blast. The small TCV was on a motorized cart with fat, knobby tires.

Sergeant Hartman piloted the remote TCV out of the restaurant, and we grabbed the doors, holding them open. Hartman drove the TCV across the street and up a ramp, into the back of a total containment vehicle, where it was sealed inside.

Blood pumped, and adrenaline coursed through my veins. You’ll never feel more alive than on the brink of death. I was an adrenaline junkie and had certainly gotten my fix for the day. Maybe even the year.

By that time, the FBI had arrived.

With the threat somewhat neutralized, the BDU removed the device from the area and recovered the portable mini-fluoroscope. The ATF would take over and make the evaluation.

It was a tense few moments, but now that the threat was neutralized, a wave of relief washed over all of us.

Jack looked at his watch with a triumphant grin. “It’s happy hour somewhere.”

I didn’t disagree.

It would take a minute to ramp down from the adrenaline, and a nice glass of whiskey might smooth the transition.

Paris Delaney and other news crews had captured all the tense moments. The camera closed in and the lens focused. "Deputy Wild, you were able to successfully disable the bomb. Can you tell us what kind of device it was?"

"The threat has been neutralized. If anyone has any information about the perpetrator of this crime, please contact the Coconut County Sheriff's Department.”

"What went through your mind as you disabled the bomb?"

"I kept thinking I better not make a mistake." I smiled and stepped out of frame.

I was sure she’d run with the lead: Deputies save Coconut Key from certain doom.

I wouldn’t be disappointed with a headline like that.

I talked to Tony. He smiled from ear to ear and gave me a bear hug. “You’re a fugg’n hero, brother!”

“I don’t know about that.”

“Pizza anytime, on the house. You know that.”

“Thank you. You got any surveillance footage?” I knew better, but I thought I’d ask.

His brow wrinkled. “Hell no! My customers deserve privacy.”

There was no doubt that a lot of not-so-reformed gangsters had lunch at his place and discussed illegal activities.

“Look, somebody walked into your restaurant, ordered a pizza, sat in that back booth, and planted a bomb. You remember seeing anything unusual?”

Tony frowned and shook his head. “You know how many people come in every day? It could have been anyone.”

I gave a disappointed nod.

“I’ll talk to the staff.” Then he added, “When do you think we can reopen?”

“The forensic team will dust for prints. I’m sure the ATF and the FBI will look around. You’re probably done for the day.”

He wasn’t thrilled.

JD and I rejoined the sheriff, and there were handshakes, high-fives, and pats on the back all around.

The mood soured slightly when Special Agent Thompson approached the sheriff. He was a tall, narrow guy with a slick head, a bushy mustache, and tufts of rust-colored hair above his ears. In his late 40s, he wore a light gray suit and black tie.

We all knew what was coming.

Daniels briefed him on everything.

"Due to the nature of this case and the uniqueness of the device, we're going to take the lead on this,” Thompson said. “We’ll keep you in the loop, of course.”

"That's great," Daniels said, feigning enthusiasm. "You can have it. But you’ve got one problem. It seems the bomber has an affinity for Deputy Wild,” he said, aiming a finger at me. “That's his point of contact.”

I smiled big.

"Looks like you're part of the task force,” Thompson said without missing a beat. “I want a full debrief from you right now. You will report directly to me on this. I want to know the minute the perp makes contact again. I want you to run this by the book. Do you copy?”

I didn't particularly like the idea of reporting to anyone, especially the FBI, after our recent run-ins. But at least they couldn’t squeeze us out of this one.

“Affirmative,” I said.

“I think it was reckless of you to attempt to disarm the device without waiting for consultation or approval from the FBI. It may have worked out this time, but this could have gone so many ways of wrong. You two got lucky.”

Jack smiled. “I’ll take luck any day.”

“I made a judgment call, and my boys risked their lives,” Daniels said, sticking up for us. “The outcome was positive, and I think a thank you is in order.”

Thompson gave the sheriff a look, and his lip quivered with disdain. We weren’t going to get any compliments from him.

Thompson asked me, “What’s the perp’s connection to you?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“You got a name for this scumbag?”

“He wasn’t terribly forthcoming.”

“I want a tap on your phone,” Thompson said.

I laughed. "Not without a Title III wiretap order from a federal judge."

Thompson didn't try to hide his scowl. "Are we going to have a problem, Deputy Wild?"

"We've already got a problem, and I'm the least of your worries. After everything I've been through with you guys, I'm not letting you crawl up my ass.”

His brown eyes narrowed at me. "Just whose side are you on?”

I glared at him. We were not getting off to a good start. "I'll put an app on my phone that records incoming calls. I'll share calls that come in from our suspect. Take it or leave it."

Thompson stared me down for a long moment, then relented. "I want up-to-the-minute updates. You got that?”

I gave him a mock salute. "Aye-aye, Captain."

Thompson gave Daniels a disgusted look—how the hell did he put up with us? I'm not sure Daniels had an answer for that.

I exchanged information with Thompson, gave him a debrief, and said I'd keep in touch. After Thompson walked away, I shared a glance with Daniels.

“That guy has no idea what he’s getting himself into.”

I laughed.

“I don’t care who’s got the lead on this damn thing,” Daniels said. Find the scumbag responsible.”

“Count on it,” I said.

We wrapped up at the scene, then headed back to the station to fill out after-action reports.

We typed away on iPads in the conference room.

My phone buzzed with a call from an unknown caller.

It had to be our perp. I stared at the screen for a moment, a range of emotions swirling inside. I swiped the screen and held the device to my ear. "This is Deputy Wild?”
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"I'm impressed,” the smug perp said. “You found that faster than I anticipated. And disarming the device was a masterstroke. Took a lot of guts to do it yourself. Too bad the robot failed. Technology," he said in dismay. "I often wonder what will happen when society becomes so reliant on technology that people forget how to accomplish basic tasks. Just think of all the knowledge that will be lost. One day, the power grid will go down, and mankind will go back to the Stone Age. We will have to relearn everything.”

"Is that your ultimate plan?” I asked.

He chuckled. "That's far too idealistic a motive for someone like me.”

"What is your motive?”

"I take it right now, people are analyzing my device.”

"It's only a matter of time before we identify the components and track them back to you.”

He laughed again. "Good luck. That's not going to happen.”

"I wouldn’t be so sure about that."

"Well, you keep doing what you do, and I'll keep doing what I do. I just wanted to say that I'm glad you survived. This game would be less fun if you weren't involved.”

"I'm sorry, but do we know one another? Have we met at some point in time?”

"I'm a man who respects excellence and hard work, Deputy. A hero is only as good as the villain. They are a reflection of one another. It takes a great obstacle for a hero to rise to the challenge. My masterpiece would not be complete if I did not have a formidable adversary.”

"So you think of yourself as a hero?”

"We are all the heroes of our own story, are we not, Deputy?"

I said nothing.

"I must be going, but I've enjoyed our little chat. The next time, it won't be so easy.”

"There doesn't have to be a next time," I said.

"Yes, there does.” With that, he ended the call.

I checked my audio files to make sure the app had recorded the incoming call. I forwarded the MP3 to Special Agent Thompson, then I called Isabella and asked her to trace the call again.

As I suspected, it had been routed through the Internet using multiple proxy servers. "I can't find a point of origin,” she said. “But I'll keep looking.”

"Run a voiceprint analysis. See if you come across anything.”

"Will do.”

The three-letter agencies had voiceprint files for high-level targets. I doubted they’d have one for a common thug, but maybe this guy was an international player.

We wrapped up at the station, then headed up to Oyster Avenue to unwind with an adult beverage or six.

JD and I grabbed a high-top table at Skyline and enjoyed the sunset as we chowed on appetizers and sipped fine whiskey. Pretty people mixed and mingled. There were plenty of short skirts, stiletto heels, and fresh faces. The trendy bar always had an upscale clientele.

I don't know what happened to our waitress. She had delivered the first round of drinks and appetizers, then disappeared. I hadn’t seen her since. My drink had grown precariously close to the bottom of the glass. I kept looking around for the cute brunette, but didn't see her anywhere. We’d had enough close calls for the day. There was no need to risk running dry.

I took matters into my own hands and ambled up to the bar. I may have had an ulterior motive. A gorgeous blonde leaned against the counter, scribbling on a napkin. From where I stood, she had all the right curves. With tortoiseshell glasses and her hair pulled back into a ponytail, she gave off smart, sexy vibes. Like a librarian. Hopefully, a naughty one.

I pulled up next to her at the bar, and the fresh scent of her body wash delighted the senses. I tried not to pay her too much attention, but I couldn't help notice the hieroglyphics she scratched on the napkin—an advanced mathematical equation. It might as well have been a foreign language.

"It’s really not that hard," I said. “If you want my number, all you have to do is ask.”

She gave me an annoyed look over the rim of her glasses. "Excuse me?"

I extended my hand and smiled. "I'm Tyson."

"And I'm not interested.”

She went back to her equation.

I ordered two more whiskeys from the bartender. Undeterred, I tried again. "What are you working on?”

"You wouldn't understand.”

"Try me.”

She paused, huffed, then finally looked at me. "Okay, smart guy. If the phase transition point keeps shifting because the lattice constant changes under load, what’s the adjustment factor?”

She was so smug and arrogant about it.

But I admired confidence.

I stared at her, trying not to look like I was drowning. After a beat, I scoffed, “That’s easy. Are we talking about a pressure-sensitive, first-order transition?”

Her eyes widened with disbelief. “Maybe.”

“Well, we are or we aren’t?”

“Yes,” she said, growing intrigued.

“Well, you’ve got to reduce expansion stress.”

Something clicked in her brain as she stumbled across the answer she’d been looking for. It finally landed. “By cooling it more slowly.”

“Exactly.”

I didn’t know what the hell I was talking about.

She shook her head in disbelief, and her eyes squinted at me. “How’d you know that?”

“I just watched a show on quantum particle expansion. Fascinating stuff.”

She regarded me with doubt.

A douchey guy with cologne that overpowered the room rolled up to the blonde. He had wavy brown hair, a toothpaste smile, and a jaw made for television. He wore a navy DiFiore suit and a red silk tie. Somehow, the guy managed to flash his gold Rolex at every available opportunity. He looked me up and down. "Who's your new friend?"

The blonde was a little flustered. "Tyson was just helping me solve an equation.”

"Was he,” he said in a disapproving tone.

"It's funny how breakthroughs happen when you least expect it," the blonde said. "Tyson, this is my boyfriend, Ashton Rockwell.”

I extended my hand, and we shook. Of course, he tried to squeeze my hand as hard as he could, trying to establish himself as the alpha dog. I tried not to break the bones in his hand when I squeezed back.

With a smile, Ashton said, "I'm so glad you could help Emily out.” He wasn't happy at all. He asked her, "Are you ready to go?”

Her brow wrinkled with confusion. "We just got here."

"Change of plans. I told Todd we'd meet him and Marcy at Blue Ruin."

The bartender slid my drinks across the counter, and I dug into my pocket and pulled out a wad of cash.

Ashton took Emily by the arm and pulled her away from the bar. "It was nice to meet you," he said as he dragged her away.

Emily looked back over her shoulder at me before he hustled her through the crowd.

I chuckled, grabbed the drinks, and marched back to the high-top table.

JD had watched the interaction. "She was cute.”

“She was.”

“Too bad she’s got poor taste in men.”

“Who knows? He could be a great guy underneath all that possessive insecurity.”

We laughed.

Ashton and Emily hadn't even made it across the bar before the two started arguing with each other. I don't think she liked being told what to do, and Ashton didn’t like her talking to strange men. No doubt a woman like that got hit on all the time. She had plenty of options. Why she settled for that ass-nugget was beyond me.

They left the club a few moments later.

We hung out at Skyline for a little while. The guys met us up there, then we made a venue change to Red November and ended up at Vibe to catch Tube Snake. They had a blues-influenced rock thing happening. Good old-school music with vintage gear and greasy guitar tones that had more sizzle than bacon—a trio of guitar, bass, and drums with the soulful vocals of a man who had bled every word.

We enjoyed the show, then headed back to the Avventura. All things considered, it was a pretty tame night. After the day we’d had, that was fine by me.

The next morning, we headed over to the hospital to speak with Jürgen again. I hoped he’d be a little more coherent, but that wasn't the case. Just more ramblings about things that didn't make sense. He kept muttering something about Von Markov.

"Who is Von Markov?" I asked.

"The butcher. The butcher is here.”

"What do you mean?”

Jürgen summoned all of his energy and looked at me with fierce eyes. "He must be stopped!”

That took everything out of him. He faded and slumped back against the pillow after he said it.

"What's Von Markov trying to do?" I asked, going along with it.

Jürgen faded out of consciousness.

The nurse shuffled us out of the room. “That’s enough for now. You can try again tomorrow.”

I gave her my card. "Would you call me if he becomes more coherent? I really need to get some answers from him.”

She gave me a nod and said that she would, but I wasn't holding my breath.

We left the hospital room, and I called Isabella. "Please tell me you've got something for me.”

"I still haven't been able to track the origin of your bomber,” she said. “As far as your victim, Rudolph Weiss, I’ve got nothing. The guy’s a ghost. He doesn't exist. If I didn’t know better, I'd think someone went to great lengths to scrub his presence on the Internet." She sighed. "But maybe the guy’s just from a remote area and never got a social media account. Maybe he didn't shop online or use the Internet much. There are no Interpol records for him. Nothing stateside, and nothing in the archives. His fingerprints aren't on file in any of the criminal or professional databases.”

It wasn't impossible, but in this day and age, you definitely had to go out of your way to keep yourself out of an information database. Websites sold information to brokers all the time.

"Does the name Von Markov mean anything to you?”

"Not off the top of my head. Why?”

I told her about Jürgern’s ramblings. "I haven’t been able to establish a solid motive for Jürgen to shoot Rudolph. Doesn't make sense to steal the guy’s wallet but not his Rolex.”

“I’ll keep looking into this to see what I can find," Isabella said.

The circumstantial evidence was strong, but without a direct witness, there was wiggle room. I wanted to make this case as air-tight as possible.

I thanked Isabella for the information, ended the call, then dialed Brenda.

She picked up after a few rings. “Hey, I was just about to call you. You might find this interesting.“


10




“Ichecked the serial number of Rudolph Weiss's watch,” Brenda said. “That timepiece was made in 1939. How many people do you know that are running around, sporting vintage Rolexes on their wrists?”

"Not many," I replied.

"The thing’s in perfect condition. Not a scratch. It doesn't show any signs of wear or oxidation. It looks like a watch that just came out of the display case."

"Sounds like he took good care of it.”

"He did.” She paused. "You should check with the vintage watch dealers, online auction sites, and retailers. If a watch like that was sold recently, it shouldn’t be too hard to find.”

"It could have been passed down in his family from his grandfather. You never know.”

"It's your investigation. But it might be worth looking into."

"I'm on it. Is there anything else?"

"That's all for now, but I'll give you a call if anything comes up."

We left the hospital and drove to the Seven Seas. I wanted to have another word with Klaus Brenner.

Jack pulled the car up to the valet. We hopped out, and he took the ticket. JD and I hustled through the lobby and hurried toward the pool. We stepped outside, moved past the sun goddesses, and headed toward the cabanas.

I put a heavy fist against Klaus’s door.

A moment later, light footsteps shuffled down the foyer, and a soft female voice filtered through. “Who is it?”

I shared a look with Jack, then flashed my badge to the peephole. "Coconut County.”

The woman unlatched the deadbolt and pulled the door open with curious eyes. She was a cute brunette in her mid-20s with sculpted cheekbones and a nice figure. Wrapped in a fluffy white robe, it looked like she had just gotten out of the shower. "Is there some kind of problem?"

"Looking for Klaus?”

Her brow wrinkled with confusion. "Who?"

"The gentleman occupying this suite.”

She shook her head. "I'm sorry, I don't know what you're talking about. I just checked in late last night. I suppose you’re looking for the previous occupant.”

"Yes, indeed, we are. What’s your name?"

"Clarissa."

I smiled. "Sorry to disturb you, ma'am."

"No problem." She stepped back and closed the door.

JD and I shared a curious glance, then hurried back to the front desk.

“It’s a little odd that he just took off, don’t you think?” JD muttered. “What about his business here in town?”

“Maybe whatever they were working on was dead in the water without Rudolph.”

I asked the desk clerk about Klaus.

She tapped the keys and brought up the information on the screen. "It seems like Mr. Brenner checked out of the Coconut Cabana yesterday afternoon.”

"You wouldn't happen to know where he went?”

She smiled. "No. He didn't say. I suppose he went back to wherever he came from."

I gave her a card and told her to call me if he checked back in.

The sheriff called as we left. “You two need to get down to the station, pronto. Thompson’s bringing in a consultant. I guess there’s a little more to this device than meets the eye.”

I exhaled. “We’re on our way.”

JD and I hopped into the Porsche and zipped over to the station. We met up with the sheriff in the conference room with Special Agent Thompson, a few other FBI and ATF agents, deputies on the joint task force, and a rather attractive blonde. I was a little surprised to see her here. It didn’t quite compute.

Chatter filled the room, bouncing off the walls. Thompson spotted JD and me. He still looked pretty sour about having to deal with us. “Alright, people. Looks like we’re all here. Have a seat.”

We slid into comfy leather chairs around the large oak table, and the commotion settled.

Thompson introduced the blonde that I’d had the good fortune to meet the night before. “This is Dr. Emily Foster. She’s a theoretical physicist with DRI, which means she’s smarter than all you pea brains combined.”

There were a few chuckles.

“I’ve asked her to consult on this because, quite frankly, this is out of my league. Hopefully, she can explain this in a manner we can all understand. So pay attention.”

“Good morning,” Emily said, taking center stage. She spotted me, and a moment of surprise filled her eyes. “Thanks for taking the time. I know you all are extremely busy. So, I’ll get down to business. What I’m about to tell you is classified. You’ve all been cleared, but this discussion does not leave this room.” She looked around for acknowledgement, then took a breath. “The bomb that was rendered safe by Deputy Wild,” she said, glancing down at her notes, “is an advanced design similar to something we’ve developed at the Defense Research Institute. I was called in early this morning and spent several hours analyzing the design. I feel confident saying this is a primitive version of our quantum pulse technology.”

“Is it advanced or is it primitive?” one of the ATF guys snarked.

A few chuckles bounced around.

Emily was not amused. “It’s a crude version of cutting-edge technology. It’s extremely concerning that someone in the general public has the ability to construct a device like this. At a larger scale, a weapon like this could be catastrophic.”

That hung there for a second.

“So, what are we dealing with?” I asked.

“That’s a good question, Deputy…?”

“Wild,” I said with a smile. “Tyson Wild.”

Her left eyebrow raised with slight recognition. “Well, it seems we have you to thank for preserving the device. As I mentioned previously, this appears to be a quantum pulse bomb. Simply put, the device emits a burst of coherent quantum phase energy that disrupts the lattice structure of atoms by collapsing their quantum⁠—”

Thompson put a gentle hand on her shoulder. “In English.”

With a bunch of blank faces staring back at her, Emily adjusted. “Oh, right. Sorry. The device is based on a super-heavy isotope created by a particle accelerator that we call Oblivium-74. When destabilized, Oblivium emits⁠—“

With another hand on her shoulder, Thompson said slowly, “Like they’re five.”

“Oh. Gotcha.” Emily nodded, took a breath, and thought momentarily about how to dumb it down. “Okay, so the decay of Oblivium triggers a pulse of quantum decoherence…” She realized she was doing it again and course corrected. “It rips apart matter at the atomic and subatomic level. Molecular bonds are broken.”

“It basically unmakes matter,” I said, putting it all together.

“Exactly. Oblivium decays fully, leaving behind no radiation, no combustion artifacts, no chemical residue.”

“A nuke without the fallout,” I said.

“Essentially, yes. You can imagine the military applications for this technology. Yields can be adjusted for extremely precise strikes.”

“And you say Oblivium is an isotope manufactured in the lab?”

“Yes.”

“So, where did they acquire the Oblivium?”
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“From what I can tell, this device is using a highly unstable, dirty version of Oblivium,” Emily said. “It’s not as clean and lacks efficiency. Yields will be considerably lower. The rapid decay will limit the useful life of the device.”

“You mean it will lose potency over time,” I said.

“Yes. Unless they can clean it up and stabilize it or get their hands on true Oblivium. That’s not going to happen. Trust me, that is highly secure.”

“So somebody cooked this stuff up in a bathtub?” an ATF agent asked.

“Sort of. It’s a little more complicated than that and would take superconductors and cryogenic chambers.”

“We’re dealing with someone who has advanced knowledge and skills, along with resources,” I said. “Potentially access to classified information.”

“Yes.”

Thompson said, “We’re looking at everyone at DRI with knowledge of or access to Oblivium.”

“I did publish a graduate paper detailing the theoretical possibility of quantum pulse technology a few years ago,” Emily admitted. “It’s possible that paper has influenced the perpetrator.”

“This guy is not stupid,” I said. “He had to anticipate the analysis of the device. It’s almost like he handed it to us.”

“Sometimes these assholes are egomaniacs,” Thompson said. “Maybe he wanted us to know what he’s capable of. Why else would he play these games? He could have just blown up the pizza joint. He likes the attention. The feeling of superiority.” He paused, then motioned to me. “Deputy Wild is our point of contact with the scumbag. It shouldn’t be hard to put a profile together on the perp. Let’s track purchases of everything needed to synthesize bathtub Oblivium. Let’s figure out who this guy is and put a stop to it.”

Chatter erupted as the meeting ended.

JD and I pushed away from the table and meandered through the crowd to Emily after she answered a few questions from other agents. She gave me an intrigued look as we approached. Dare I say there might have been a thin smile on her face. “I was briefed on your actions yesterday. Impressive. Brave. Perhaps stupid.”

I chuckled. “We make the best choices we can with the information available.”

“And to think you were out last night casually having a drink as if nothing happened.”

“Life goes on.” I introduced her to Jack, and the two shook hands.

"I didn't figure you for a designer of weapons of mass destruction," I said.

She sighed. "Well, I don't think that was the original intention. But here we are. This technology is revolutionary. Imagine if we could completely eliminate the threat of nuclear war.”

"By replacing it with this?”

"I'd rather not see the world become an uninhabitable blob of radioactive fallout.”

"Seems like this kind of weapon at scale could do the same amount of damage.”

"Pick your poison, Deputy. At least with these kinds of weapons, there's a chance to rebuild afterward.”

I couldn't argue with that. "Looks like we'll be working together on this project. Perhaps we should exchange numbers.”

She gave me a curious look.

"For professional reasons, of course.” I dug into my pocket and handed her a card.

"I'll keep this handy in case I need it,” she said as she took it. She didn’t offer her number.

"So, when's the wedding?”

She gave me a confused look, then snapped to it. “Oh. Uh, I don’t know. We're still courting."

"How long have you been courting?”

She cleared her throat. "Three years.”

"What's the holdup? Is it you or him?" Then I muttered. "How crazy are you?”

Her brow knitted. "I am not crazy.”

"So it's him? Not ready to settle down?”

"I think we’re still getting to know each other.”

"Smart, beautiful women such as yourself don't stay on the market long."

"I'm not on the market. I'm not a commodity that can be traded.”

I smiled, watching her get riled up. "Well, he seems like a great guy," I said, trying not to sound too insincere.

"He is," she said, coming to his defense. "He's a great catch, and any woman would be lucky to have a man like that," she said, mostly to convince herself.

"Well, congratulations.”

"I don't see how this conversation is in any way relevant to our work. I would prefer if we kept our discussions professional from here on out, if you don't mind.”

"Of course. Just making small talk.”

"I’m not a fan of small talk. It's mostly a waste of time, wouldn't you agree?”

I smiled again. “Yes. Direct and to the point is better.”

There was an awkward silence.

“I should be getting back to the lab.”

“Thank you for the debrief. It was nice to see you again,” I said.

"You're welcome. I'm sure we’ll be in touch," she said before stepping away to say a few words to Special Agent Thompson. She ducked out of the conference room afterward.

"She seems a little socially awkward," JD said. "She needs to get out more.”

I laughed.

We talked to the sheriff for a bit, then Thompson approached. "I want you to come up with a list of everyone you know, every perp you’ve put away, anyone you've interacted with that might have the necessary skills. There's a good chance this guy has singled you out for a reason.”

I shrugged. "I thought the reason was obvious. He wants to go up against the best."

I said it just to get under his skin, and it did.

He took a deep breath, and his jaw tensed. He stifled his urge to snap back. "Careful, Deputy. Pride cometh before the fall.”

Thompson stepped away and rejoined his fellow agents. They had a little huddle before leaving the conference room.

When the room cleared, the sheriff said, "Please find the perp,” he begged. “The sooner, the better. The less I have to deal with Thompson, the better.”

We were all in agreement on that point.

JD and I left the station and headed up to Oyster Avenue to grab lunch. We chowed down at Totally Tubular and kicked around theories.

Isabella called during the meal. "I found something. I don't know if you’ll agree, but it's interesting.”

“I'm listening.”
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“Klaus von Markov was a German scientist during the war," Isabella said. "Did horrible neurological experiments on people. A true sadist. He headed up Projekt Zeitspiegel with Rudolph Heissler and Stefan Strauss before the war.”

"What's Projekt Zeitspiegel?” I asked.

"I'll get to that in a minute. Strauss sabotaged the project before it was to be handed over to the SS. He was killed, likely providing cover while his family escaped. His son, Henrik, was something of a prodigy and, at 13, was thought to be one of the brightest minds in the field. He worked with his father and von Markov on the project prior to its sabotage. After he escaped with his mother, he started working for the Americans on several top-secret projects. The intel Henrik provided led to strategic bombing runs on top-secret facilities. Klaus von Markov and Rudolph Heissler were killed during the bombing of their research lab in eastern Prussia in 1945.”

“So Jürgen Stahl is rambling about something that happened over half a century ago," I said.

"Jürgen could have dementia, possibly hallucinating, or he's just lapsing in and out of different eras of his life. That's the most logical explanation. There’s also a not-so-logical explanation.”

"I think it's no coincidence that our victim’s name was Rudolph Weiss and his companion was Klaus Brenner. Perhaps Stahl somehow confused them in his twisted mind with Klaus von Markov and Rudolph Heissler.”

"I ran background on Stahl as well. Officially, he was an aerospace engineer. Unofficially, he was working for the CIA, tracking down Nazi war criminals. Stahl worked with a group that is still active to this day. Though nature is taking its course. Nobody escapes time."

"So he's been fixated on von Markov for over the last half-century, and as his mind has deteriorated, he’s lost touch and is still hunting a ghost.”

"Possibly. From what I can tell, Stahl’s mother was one of von Markov’s victims during his neurological experiments.”

“That would make for a hell of a motive.”

“There is another alternative." She let it hang there.

"I'd love to hear it."

"Just bear with me. This has a basis in theoretical physics. It's not as crazy as it sounds. During the war, the Germans were working on everything from the occult to speculative science. Anything that could give them a battlefield advantage. Nothing was too outrageous to attempt. Projekt Zeitspiegel was co-opted by the regime. It was their effort to manipulate spacetime.”

“Spacetime?”

“According to Einstein's theory of relativity, time is affected by gravitational fields. The stronger the gravity, the slower time flows. Spacetime is curved by mass and energy. It's called time dilation. That's why the clocks on Earth run slower than clocks on satellites that orbit. Orbital clocks are adjusted to run slower by a few microseconds to keep in sync with clocks on Earth. This is a well-known and established fact.”

"Are you trying to say the Germans tried to build a time machine?”

"Yes. That's exactly what I'm saying. I'm not saying they were successful. It would take an inordinate amount of energy to create a gravitational field that could bend spacetime in any significant way. Plus, you would have to compensate for the extreme gravitational forces. If you didn't, the occupants of said time machine might be crushed.”

"You’re not saying what I think you're saying, are you?" I said, full of skepticism.

"I know you like to consider all possibilities. I'm just saying, it’s theoretically possible to create a time dilation field. If you could do that, time would move more slowly relative to the rest of the world. What would seem like a few seconds or hours would be months or years. Decades, perhaps. It’s not really a time machine, per se, but a way to move forward in time relative to everyone else. It’s like that movie where they take that spaceship around the black hole. The extreme gravitational field distorted time.”

"This isn’t a movie.”

"Look, I'm not saying that's what happened. But Heissler and von Markov’s bodies were never recovered after the bombing in Prussia. Neither was the device they were working on. Now you’ve got a dead guy in an alley, wearing a Rolex watch from 1939, who is the spitting image of Rudolph Heissler." Isabella paused. "I'm as skeptical as the next person, but that's just too weird to be a coincidence.”

"Let me get this straight. You think that Heissler and von Markov actually got Projekt Zeitspiegel to work, and they used the device to escape the bombing in Prussia? Then they just showed up here in the Keys randomly?” I said, full of doubt.

“Not randomly. Henrik Strauss is 98 years old and living in a retirement facility on the island.”

That hung there for a second.

“Look, I like to think I have an open mind,” I said. “But this⁠—“

“This is totally within the bounds of known physics. Don’t shoot the messenger. I'm just saying, maybe they found a way to create a gravity field strong enough to warp spacetime. As you can imagine, the CIA was all over this after the war. They spent decades trying to re-create the technology with Strauss.”

"And they never got it to work."

"That we know about.”

I laughed. "This is all too much."

"You know as well as I do, there have been some crazy experiments throughout the years. We can talk about studies on telepathy and ESP. Remote viewing. According to CIA documents, remote viewing has a 66% hit rate among trained operatives. You know as well as anybody else there are things about the Universe we don't fully understand yet.”

I couldn’t argue with that. “So, Jürgen Stahl has been hunting von Markov all this time, waiting for him to show up?”

"It’s something to consider," Isabella said.

In my experience, Isabella was always the rational one. Always fact-based. She had a healthy curiosity and distrust of bureaucracies. For her to even consider this, it had some merit.

“I think there’s a simpler explanation,” I said.

“I know what you’re going to say.”


13




“First, I think you’ve been watching too much TV,” I said.

“Like I have the time,” Isabella replied.

“We know a lot of these cats escaped to Argentina after the war. Von Markov escapes, changes his name, and starts a new life. All these years later, maybe his grandkid comes poking around, wanting to ask Henrik Strauss about the technology.”

“Fair enough. So you think Klaus Brenner is really Klaus von Markov III?”

“Could be?”

“And he just happened to team up with Rudolph Heissler’s grandson,” she said, thick with doubt.

“Maybe they shared a common interest in their grandparents’ work.”

“Okay. I’m going to send you a photo of von Markov, Heissler, and Strauss taken in 1943. You tell me what you think.”

The image buzzed my phone a moment later.

I took a look at it and stared in disbelief. Klaus von Markov looked identical to Klaus Brenner.

I showed JD.

It was undeniable, but I tried to deny it. “So the grandkids look like their grandparents. Like that’s never happened before. Big deal.”

“I compared that photo to the photo of Rudolph Weiss that you sent me. Facial recognition says they are the same person.”

“The algorithm is wrong.”

“97% certainty.”

“3% is a wide margin.”

“No, it’s not.”

“You don’t really expect me to believe this, do you?”

“Are you familiar with the Philadelphia Experiment?”

“Somewhat.”

“According to the legend, the Navy played around with camouflaging ships in 1943. With electromagnetic field generators and high-voltage Tesla coils, they tried to make a Cannon-class destroyer escort invisible to radar. Witnesses say that once the generators were activated, a greenish mist surrounded the vessel before it vanished from the Philadelphia Naval Shipyard for several minutes. Witnesses claim it appeared momentarily in Norfolk before reappearing in Philadelphia.”

“It’s BS,” I said.

“An eyewitness wrote several letters to an author who became obsessed with the story. Of course, both died mysteriously shortly thereafter. The Navy denies any experiments regarding teleportation or invisibility.”

“Conspiracy theory nonsense,” I said.

“Yeah, well, the file is so classified, even I can’t access it.” Isabella could get to just about anything. “I’m going to keep digging into Projekt Zeispeigel. All I’m saying is to keep your mind open.”

“Always,” I said, before ending the call.

I shared her theory with JD and the sheriff.

Daniels sighed and shook his head. “It’s always something weird with you two.”

“She sounded a little spooked,” I said. “She doesn’t rattle often.”

“Well, if she’s right, the world is about to get weirder,” Daniels said.

I figured it was time to have a word with Henrik Strauss. We left the station and headed over to Blissful Shores. I suspected it was anything but blissful.

Jack found a place to park, and we walked into the main lobby. The place had that mothball scent of slow death. Soiled diapers, disinfectant wipes, and a floral fragrance to cover it all.

I flashed my badge at the reception desk. "Looking for Henrik Strauss.”

The receptionist’s eyes rounded with surprise. "He's not in any trouble, is he?" she asked, half joking.

"We’re investigating a bank robbery," I said, just to get a rise out of her.

Her eyes rounded. "You know he's 98 years old.”

"It's never too late to be who you could have been."

My aspirational tone confused her.

"I’ll have someone show you to his room.” She picked up the phone, and her voice crackled over the loudspeaker. "Kathy to the front desk. Kathy to the front desk." The receptionist addressed us and smiled. "She'll be with you momentarily. Help yourself to some coffee, bottled water, whatever."

There was a small mini fridge with tiny bottles of water and an instant coffee maker on the counter.

JD and I grabbed some water and waited.

Kathy waddled up to the front desk a few minutes later. She shot the receptionist a curious look.

“Could you escort these gentlemen to Henrik Strauss?”

Kathy looked annoyed, but she forced a smile. “Right this way, gentlemen.”

We followed her across the lounge, where several seniors zoned out in front of the TV—some asleep, mouths half open.

I hated these places. Grim and depressing. Someplace I never wanted to be.

“Are you family?” Kathy asked over her shoulder as she led us down a hallway. Her long brunette hair swayed.

“No. We’re with the county.”

“Henry’s a popular guy lately.”

“What do you mean?”

“Two fellas came to see him the other day.”

“What about?”

“I don’t know. I don’t get up in people’s business.”

I pulled out my phone and launched the photo Isabella had sent me. I showed Kathy the image of the trio in their younger days. “Wouldn’t happen to be either of these two gentlemen, would it?”

Kathy studied the photo for an instant, then pointed. “Yeah, those two.”

I shared a look with Jack. Kathy had pointed out von Markov and Heissler.

“Do you know what they talked about?” I asked.

“Like I said, I don’t get up in people’s business. But I don’t think they talked about much. Henry is not very talkative. He’s off in his own world most of the time. Good luck getting anything out of him. The only person who ever comes by to visit is his granddaughter. She’s here a couple of times a week. But that’s it. Then, all of a sudden, he gets multiple visits this week.”

“Has anybody else been by to see him?”

“Not that I know about.”

We reached Henrik’s door.

“Well, here you go. Enjoy.” Kathy spun around and marched back down the hallway.

I gave a gentle knock on the door and stepped into the room.
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With long white hair that spiraled in all directions, Henrik sat in a chair, his blank brown eyes staring into another dimension. His bushy mustache covered his thin upper lip. At 98, his skin drooped and sagged, covered with age spots.

The TV flickered at a low volume.

“Mr. Strauss,” I said as we stepped close.

He didn’t respond. Not so much as a blink.

“Mr. Strauss, I’m Deputy Wild with the Coconut County Sheriff’s Office. This is my partner, Jack Donovan.”

Nothing.

“We just have a few questions for you.”

I waited for a reply that didn’t come.

“Two gentlemen came to visit you the other day. Do you remember that?”

Again, nothing.

I displayed the old picture of the trio on my phone and held it in front of his face. “That’s your father, isn’t it?”

Silence.

“Those other two are Rudolph Heissler and Klaus Von Markov.”

His eye twitched a little.

I didn’t want to read too much into it.

“Rudolph was shot yesterday by Jürgen Stahl. Does that name ring a bell?”

Still nothing.

“You want to tell me about Projekt Zeitspiegel?”

Henrik finally looked at me, then glanced at the open door. In a whisper, he said in a thick German accent, “You should stop asking questions.”

“Why is that?”

“It’s best for all of us.”

I shared a look with JD, then addressed Henrik again. “You want to tell me why guys thought to have been dead since the Second World War are walking around Coconut Key, paying you a visit?”

“I want no part of it.”

“Part of what?”

“What they want is impossible anyway.”

“What do they want?”

Henrik gave me a dumb look. “What do you think?”

“This whole thing is a little out of the ordinary. I’m not really sure what to think.”

Henrik looked to the hallway again, then whispered, “They want to go back.”

“To the past?”

“They want to change the outcome of the war. Just think of it. All the knowledge of the present day at their fingertips. Catastrophic.”

I still had my doubts, but rolled with it for now. “Why come to you?”

He hesitated. “Because I have what they need.”

“What is that?”

Henrik’s eyes narrowed as he sized me up. “What do you know about time, Deputy Wild?”

“I know that none of us has enough of it.”

He seemed amused by my response. “Indeed. At my age, every day is precious. Unfortunately, I spend them in here alone with my thoughts.”

Henrik’s fugue state was mostly an act.

He pointed to the bed. “Look at the sheet.”

We did.

“See the wrinkles?”

I nodded.

“The wrinkles and undulations are like time, bent and distorted by mass and gravity. With enough of either, you can warp spacetime. Even fold it onto itself. But it’s one-directional. You can move forward through time dilation as the rest of the world moves faster. But you can’t go back. Unless,” he said, holding his finger up with a sparkle in his eyes.

“Unless what?”

“Unless you could harness negative energy.”

“Negative energy?” JD said. “You mean from people who have a problem for every solution?”

Henry smiled. “No. A theoretical force. But like I said, that would be impossible.” A sly grin tugged his lips.

“Why do I get the feeling you know how?” I said.

“I had made it my life’s work. But I abandoned it. Too dangerous. Some things should be left alone. We were not meant to play God.”

I took it all with a grain of salt. Henrik could just be a crazy old man talking nonsense. But out of curiosity, I asked, “What would happen if someone could travel to the past? Seems like a recipe for disaster.”

“Like I said, some things should be left alone. The potential paradox could unravel the very fabric of existence. Say you traveled back in time and killed your grandfather. Would you cease to exist?” His eyes lit up with wonder. “Or would the timeline split at a quantum level, and two parallel timelines coexist? In theory, there could be an infinite number of timelines.”

I knew enough about quantum physics to understand concepts like multiple timelines and quantum superpositions. But at the end of the day, it really didn’t matter. The clock ticked in one direction, and we were just trying to get through each day as best we could.

I asked, “What do you have that they want?”

Henrik smiled and tapped his noggin.

“I’m sure there’s a vast amount of knowledge in there.”

He nodded.

“What about notes?”

“I destroyed them. Too dangerous. And the crystal is in a safe place.”

“The crystal?”
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Henrik gave another look around. “My father worked closely with von Markov before the war, before he realized von Markov’s true nature. I would often help my father. We were building a time dilation device. It became clear to us that the Reich should not possess such power. My father took the Vrilkristall and gave it to me when I fled the country. Of course, the Americans wanted to develop the technology. But like nuclear weapons, it was a genie best left in the bottle.”

“Where is this Vrilkristall?” I asked.

“Someplace safe. Von Markov needs it to power his time dilation device and harness negative energy if he wants to return to the past.”

“Do you think it was really Klaus von Markov who visited you?”

Henrik’s eyes narrowed at me. “It was him and Heissler. I worked closely with those monsters on the device. Mind you, my father and I had no part in their other experiments,” he said, his face twisting with disgust. “Those came later.”

“Could it have been von Markov’s grandson that came to visit, trying to pull the wool over your eyes?”

Henrik considered it. “I suppose.” He sighed. “I guess I did get excited about the idea that the device actually worked on such a scale. He claims to have it with him.” He paused. “I must admit, there is a part of me that would like to see it again. I never managed to recreate von Markov’s device myself.”

“Did you ever see the device work firsthand?”

Henrik hesitated for a long moment. “One time. We managed to create a stable dilation bubble for a fraction of a second before the device shorted out from the immense energy. A blink of an eye.” He snapped his finger for dramatic effect. “When I left the lab with my father, a week had gone by.” Henrik laughed. “My mother was not happy. He had some explaining to do. But that’s when we knew. My father took the Vrilkristall that night and absconded with it.”

JD regarded him with a degree of doubt.

“Where is the crystal now?” I asked again.

Henrik tapped his noggin again. “Only I know. And I’m taking that information to my grave.”

I kept playing along. “How did von Markov travel through time without the Vrilkristall?”

“Klaus said he found a way to synthesize one. He said it burned up after use. It must have had impurities,” Henrik said, working out the possibilities.

It was an interesting story, but it still seemed like science fiction.

I gave Henrik a card. “Get in touch if Klaus returns.”

He took the card and examined it. “I suppose he’ll be back. Klaus was always determined.”

I thanked him for speaking with us and said we’d be in touch.

“Come back anytime. I don’t get many visitors besides my granddaughter. You two seem like good people.”

We smiled and said goodbye.

JD muttered to me in the hallway after we’d gotten out of earshot. “How much of that do you believe?”

I shrugged. “Half would be generous.”

We crossed paths with Kathy as we neared the lounge.

“Did you get anything out of him?”

“Not really,” I said.

She frowned and shook her head. “I hear he was a genius at one point in time. Now he can barely wipe his ass.”

Henrik had them all fooled.

I gave my card to the receptionist at the front desk and asked her to get in touch if Henrik had any other visitors. She said that she would, but I wasn't holding my breath.

We stepped into the parking lot and made our way back to the Porsche. We climbed inside, and Jack fired up the engine. "You think Klaus is going to return to the Blissful Shores?”

"Look, I think we’re dealing with von Markov’s grandson. I think he found his grandfather's old technology, and he's chasing a pipedream. I know it's theoretically possible, but it's just a little too woo woo for me."

Jack shrugged. "You know better than anyone else that the Universe is full of possibilities.”

I looked back at the main entrance. "If we sit here long enough, I think Klaus Brenner will return."

"If we sit here long enough, my ass is going to get sore, and I'm going to get hungry."

Jack was never a fan of stakeouts.

At that moment, a medical transport van pulled into the lot and drove to the main entrance. Two men in pale green scrubs hopped out. With heads on swivels, they gave cautious looks around the parking lot before they stepped into the lobby.

Something was odd about it. Too much situational awareness.

We watched as they moved to the front desk and presented paperwork.

JD and I shared a look.

We decided to hang out for a minute and see where this was going.

A moment later, Kathy appeared and escorted them through the facility.

I shared another suspicious look with Jack.

I can’t explain it, I just had a bad vibe about the whole thing. I pulled my phone from my pocket, logged onto the county network, and ran the plates of the van. The vehicle came back registered to Coconut Emergency Medical Transport, LLC.

Nothing out of the ordinary.

I figured my paranoia was just getting the best of me and dismissed it.

It wasn’t long after that when the two men in scrubs pushed Henrik out of the facility in a wheelchair. He slumped in his seat, looking sedated.

That was our cue.

We hopped out and hustled toward the van as they loaded Henrik inside.

“Excuse me,” I shouted, flashing my badge as we approached.

Their eyes rounded. They slammed the doors, hustled to the front, and hopped inside. The driver cranked up the engine and dropped the van into gear. The tires chirped as he pulled away from the main entrance. Rubber squealed as they banked the vehicle around.

JD and I ran back to the Porsche and hopped inside. Jack twisted the ignition and put the car in gear. He let out the clutch and launched out of the parking space.

The transport van tilted as it turned out of the lot, tires screaming, engine howling.

Jack followed.

The Porsche cornered on rails. He stood on the gas as soon as we turned onto the straight. We were on their bumper in no time.
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Icalled dispatch and asked for backup.

The van barreled down the avenue and took a hard right on Clearwater Boulevard. Tires howled, and inertia lifted the van onto two wheels for an instant.

Jack followed around the corner and downshifted.

I held on as inertia threw me toward the left side of the vehicle.

The shifter kicked back against Jack’s palm, popping out of gear with a metallic snarl. The tach revved, and we lost momentum.

The van pulled away.

Jack stabbed the clutch, blipped the throttle, and jammed it back into 2nd gear.

“Can’t find it, grind it,” I snarked.

Jack scowled at me and stood on the gas. These older Porsches weren’t horsepower beasts. Slow by modern standards, but their quirky handling and tactile feedback made them gems from an analogue era.

“You need new synchros,” I said.

“Tell me something I don’t know.”

It was a common problem with the 915 gearbox. Not a cheap fix, but nothing was on these cars.

We caught up to the van as they came to a stop at Stone Crab, waiting on cross traffic. The passenger hung a pistol out of the window and blasted a few shots at us.

Muzzle flashed from the barrel.

Bullets snapped by, narrowly missing the Porsche.

The van took off, barreling across two lanes of traffic. It reached the median, then threaded the needle, darting left into traffic.

Jack had to wait for another gap.

A few cars passed, then he dumped the clutch. The tires gripped the concrete and launched us forward. He skipped the problematic second gear and threw it into third as we rounded the corner, but without the torque, we got passed by a small import four-banger.

The van took another right a few blocks ahead on Turnbull Lane.

We finally caught up and followed.

Avoiding second gear was a little problematic around town and definitely gave the perps the advantage.

By that time, Tango One was in the air and had a visual on the van.

It's hard to outrun a helicopter.

But these guys were going to give it the good old college try.

We stayed with them as best we could. After a few twists and turns, the perps pulled into the parking garage of an office complex, getting out of the line of sight of Tango One.

By the time we got into the garage, the vehicle was parked in the middle of the lane, the doors wide open. The perps were long gone. They had taken off on foot and disappeared into the building, most likely.

Patrol cars screeched onto the scene and surrounded the premises.

JD and I pulled in behind the van, hopped out, and drew our weapons. We flanked the van and approached with caution.

I advanced alongside the vehicle and angled my pistol into the front cabin.

Empty.

We hustled around to the rear and pulled open the cargo doors. Henrik was still strapped in.

The sedative had started to wear off, but he was still a little groggy.

“I’m beginning to think Henrik is a high-value asset,” Jack said.

Maybe he was.

Deputies searched the office building, and more patrol units arrived on the scene.

The patter of Tango One thumped overhead as the helicopter kept circling.

A search of the building turned up nothing.

Deputies Erickson and Faulkner discovered scrubs in a stall in one of the bathrooms. The perps had likely stashed a change of clothes in advance and walked out of the building like nothing had happened. A fallout location in case things had gone south. It showed they had some sophistication and foresight.

We found out later that the van had been stolen but hadn’t been reported. The company had gone out of business two months ago, and all the vehicles had been sitting in a lot surrounded by a chain-link fence, rimmed with concertina wire. Nobody knew the van was even missing.

We waited for the sheriff to arrive on the scene and caught him up to speed. He gave me one of those looks as I recounted the details.

“You expect me to believe that nonsense?” Daniels said.

“I don’t know what to believe myself,” I replied. “Obviously, Henrik has something people want. We can’t exactly bring him back to the Blissful Shores. They don’t have adequate security. They’re not prepared to deal with this kind of thing.”

“Does he have any next of kin on the island he can stay with?”

“As far as I know, he’s got a granddaughter. But I doubt she is equipped to deal with any threats.”

“What are you suggesting?”

I shrugged and shared a look with JD. We were both on the same wavelength.

“We can look after him for a few days,” I said.

Daniels lifted a doubtful eyebrow. “You two nincompoops don’t know the first thing about caring for the elderly.”

“Well, Jack’s elderly,” I deadpanned.

He shot me a scowl.

“Henrik is our only connection to Rudolf Weiss, or Heissler, or whoever he is, depending on what you believe,” I said.

“It’s not your call,” the sheriff said. “Talk to the granddaughter. Work it out with her. And for God’s sake, Wild, keep him out of trouble.”

Henrik was a little more coherent now.

I approached and laid out his options. "I don't think you're safe at the Blissful Shores.”

"I don’t think I’m safe there either. Everybody who goes into that place dies sooner or later," he said, not having lost his sense of humor.

"How do you feel about staying with us on the boat for a few days? We can look after you while we solve this case.”

He considered it for a moment. “What kind of boat?”

“A nice one.”

“You got internet?”

I chuckled. “Yes.”

“What about girls? You got girls?”

“At times.”

He thought for another moment. “Anything is better than the Blissful Shores. Ought to call it Bed Sores.”

I smiled. “What’s your granddaughter’s number? I’ll give her a call.”

Henrik thought about it for a moment. “I don’t really know. It’s in my phone, but I don’t seem to have my phone.”

“No worries. I’ll figure it out. What’s her name?”

He told me.

I called Denise and had her run background. It wasn’t too hard to pull up his granddaughter’s DMV info.

“She’s cute,” Denise said, looking at Giselle’s picture with a hint of jealousy in her voice. “Are you sure this is related to the case?”

I chuckled. “Yes.”

She gave me the number. “Stay out of trouble.”

Giselle was 28 and lived in the Seabreeze Flats.

I dialed her number, and it went straight to voicemail. “Giselle, this is Deputy Wild. I’m here with your grandfather. Everything is okay, but I need you to call me at your earliest convenience.”

Paris Delaney and her crew arrived. They captured footage of the circling chopper and patrol cars with flashing lights.

With Henrik secure in the van, I drove him back to the marina at Diver Down. Might as well make use of the vehicle. I wore gloves and tried not to contaminate anything. I pulled around to the dock.

Jack followed, and we unloaded him.

“I don’t need a wheelchair,” he grumbled.

“Are you sure?”

He waved me off and attempted to stand. Henrik was a little shaky, but he stood up and collected his balance.

I stood by, ready to catch him if he teetered.

Henrik wobbled a little as he took a few steps, then steadied himself.

I took cautious steps beside him. “Do you need a cane?”

“No, I don’t need a cane,” he said, annoyed.

Watching him walk was a little nerve-racking.

We made it to the Avventura, eventually.

Henrik grabbed the railing and started the march across the passerelle to the aft deck of the superyacht.

Buddy waited, his nose against the glass of the salon door, barking with excitement.

After some labored steps, we made it aboard. I helped Henrik across the aft deck.

"You doing okay?"

"I'm not an invalid," he barked.

I opened the door and held Buddy back to keep him from knocking Henrik over. After introductions were made, I escorted Henrik across the salon to the sofa and helped him take a seat. Buddy nuzzled up to him. Henrik had a new friend, whether he wanted one or not.

"Can I get you anything to eat or drink?" I asked.

"You got a beer?”

"I think maybe we should hold off on the beer for a moment.”

"I was drinking beer before you were born, son."

I laughed. "I'm sure you were. Let's talk to Giselle first.”

Henrik scowled at me. "What does she know? She's no fun either.”

“Keep an eye on him,” I said to Jack. “Don’t get in any trouble.”

Jack stayed with Henrik while I hustled back down the dock to the van. I loaded the wheelchair in, hopped inside, and drove to the property department, where I logged it in as evidence. Forensic investigators would go over the van, looking for trace DNA, fingerprints, and anything else that might lead us to the perpetrators.

I caught a rideshare back to the marina. By the time I boarded the boat, Henrik and Jack were watching the game, drinking beer.

I glared at JD and snatched both the drinks from the coffee table. That earned me dirty looks. “We have no idea what kind of medication he’s on and how this might interact.”

“I’m not on any medication,” Henrik snarled.

I didn’t believe it for a second.

Henrik muttered to Jack, “We need to lose the party pooper.”

Jack laughed.

I took the beer into the galley, then returned to the salon. I scolded Jack. “We’re responsible for him as long as he’s on this boat. So let’s try to avoid any incidents.”

“I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but my time clock’s a little short,” Henrik said. “Might as well have a little fun on the way out.”

“I don’t want you going out on my watch.”

“Like you have any say in the matter. Fate has its own plans.” He smiled.

It was at that moment that I realized I had become the parent of two adult children. He and Jack were trouble, and I was outnumbered.

My phone buzzed with a call from Giselle.
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“Ihated to put him in that place,” Giselle said. She had a sweet voice. One I could listen to for a long time. “He wanted to stay independent as long as he could. I worried about him living alone like that. Then he fell and couldn’t get up. Broke his hip. He was on the floor for two days before I found him. I had been out of town. It was a miracle he survived. I really thought he was a goner, but he bounced back from hip surgery like a champ.” She paused. “You don’t think I’m a terrible person, do you?”

“No. We’ve all got to make choices.”

“I just wasn’t able to care for him full-time. I’m a flight attendant, so I’m constantly traveling.”

“Makes sense. Listen, I think it’s in his best interest to stay here under our protection for a few days until we can sort this out and figure out who tried to kidnap him.”

“I agree.”

“I’ll need a list of medications, dietary restrictions, and anything else we should be aware of.”

“Sure.”

“Are you in Coconut Key right now?”

“Yes. I just got in, but I’m flying out again tomorrow. Let me take a minute to get myself together. I’ll make a list and pick up some of his belongings from the facility. If you give me an address, I can be at your place in an hour or so.”

“Fantastic,” I said, then gave her the details. “Let me ask you something. Has he ever talked to you about his work prior to the war?”

"Has he been going on about that?”

"A little. I'd like to know more.”

"You have to keep in mind, he can get a little confused. At this stage, he doesn't have the best memory in the world, and sometimes he can… embellish certain aspects of the past."

"He seems pretty sharp.”

"The man still has a brilliant mind. And he has moments of clarity. But at times he can't remember what he had for breakfast." She paused. "I know he plays it up in the facility. He doesn’t like those people and doesn't want to talk to them. Plus, he's figured out how to play helpless to get people to do things for him. So, don't let him take advantage of you.”

I laughed. "I won't.”

“Grandpa can be a little grumpy at times. I’m surprised he’s been agreeable with you guys.”

“Well, we do have our charm.”

“Apparently so.”

After a pause, I said, "About the time travel stuff. Is that all nonsense?”

She sighed. "I know at one point, he worked closely with the government on a number of top-secret projects. I suspect that was one of them. I don’t think it ever went anywhere. But I can tell you this, I've never seen anyone from the past or the future show up and say hello.”

"I'm sure a time traveler wouldn't announce themselves.”

"If you want my honest opinion, I think it was a dream he had in his youth, but never quite figured out how to make it happen.”

“What about the Vrilkristall?”

"What's that?”

"He never mentioned it to you?”

"No.”

Seemed odd that he wouldn’t have mentioned it. "So it's all nonsense?"

"Like I said, my grandfather can have an active imagination at times.”

"Good to know. But somebody wants something from him.”

"People always have. Perhaps they are projecting onto my grandfather their own hopes and dreams. I may be a little biased, but I think he was one of the greatest minds of his time. It’s hard to watch that get dulled with age. It’s even harder for him, I’m sure. He still wants to be relevant. Like I said, there are glimpses of his former brilliance in there. Who knows? Maybe he could still change the world.”

“Perhaps.”

“I wouldn’t count the old guy out. He’s a fighter, that’s for sure.”

“Has he ever talked about Klaus von Markov?”

“The name has come up here and there, if I recall. There are certainly some aspects about that time he has never discussed. I know it was difficult to lose his father and see his family torn apart. I couldn’t imagine having to flee and start over like that. He was still just a child. Fortunately, he was able to escape that madness.”

“Indeed.” I thanked her for everything and said, “I look forward to seeing you shortly.”

“Thank you for looking after him.”

“My pleasure.”

I ended the call and stepped back into the salon. Jack and Henrik were still watching TV.

"When is she coming over?" JD asked.

"About an hour."

"Good, because we’ve got band practice."

"We can't just leave him here.”

“We’ll take him with us.”

I shook my head. “No.”

Jack looked at me like I was crazy. "Why not?"

"I'll be fine right here,” Henrik said. “I don't need a babysitter."

"What if he falls?”

Henrik dismissed the notion. "I'm not going to fall.”

“His granddaughter will be here,” Jack said. “She can stay with him.”

"What if somebody else tries to kidnap him?”

"Well, you can stay here and look after him, if you want. But I think he’d have fun if we got him out. He’s been cooped up in that shithole for God knows how long. That’s enough to dampen anyone’s mojo.” Jack looked at Henrik. “Am I right?”

“Damn straight.”

Jack smiled. “See. All he needs is a little sunshine and good company, and he’ll feel 20 years younger.”

“Maybe even 30,” Henrik said.

We waited around for Giselle to arrive.

She showed up exactly an hour later. Buddy barked up a storm as she crossed the passerelle to the superyacht.

I held the little Jack Russell back as I pulled open the door for her. Buddy was ready to pounce. So was I. Giselle was gorgeous with wavy blonde hair, tawny eyes, and elegant features.

“You must be Giselle,” I said as Buddy drooled.

“You must be Tyson.”

We shook hands, and I invited her in. She spotted Henrik on the couch. “There he is. Are you behaving for the deputies?”

Henrik’s face twisted. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I never misbehave.”

She knew better.

I introduced her to Jack, then she gave Henrik a hug. “I hear you had quite the adventure. I’m glad you’re alright.”

"It was nothing."

"This is very kind of the deputies to let you stay here. This sure is a lot nicer than my apartment,” she said, taking in the surroundings with awe.

"There's plenty of room if you want to stay and look after him," Jack said.

She lifted a curious brow. "Tempting.”

“Can I get you anything to drink?” I asked.

“You know, a bottle of water would be great.”

“Coming right up. Cold or room temperature?”

"Room temperature, please."

I darted into the galley and returned a moment later with a bottle of water and handed it to her.

"I brought his medication, and there are a few things I wanted to talk to you about.”

We stepped into the galley, and she set his meds on the counter.

“He’s got blood pressure meds that he takes once a day, a statin, and drops for his eyes. Sometimes he gets a little heartburn. I brought an H2 blocker and some calcium carbonate. Other than that, he’s really in pretty good shape.”

“He’s beating the averages, that’s for sure.”

“Do you have any idea who tried to kidnap him this afternoon?”

“I have some ideas, but quite frankly, this is all a little hard to process.” I caught her up to speed on everything.

“So, that’s why you asked me about von Markov.”

I nodded. “Klaus could have hired these people to kidnap your grandfather, or it could be someone else entirely. A foreign intel agency or some other hostile group.”

She tried to wrap her mind around it. “Look, I’ve heard so many stories over the years, I don’t know what to believe. I always chalked it up to pure fiction.”

“Well, somebody thinks the technology is real.”

She considered it for a moment.

“Are you sure you don’t know anything about the Vrilkristall?”

Her lips tightened, and she shook her head. She probably wouldn’t tell me if she did know anything.

“I think that’s what they are after, along with whatever information he’s got in his head,” I said. “I’ve seen people do crazy things for what they believe in.”

“I’m sure you have.” She paused, concern tensing her face. “I’ve got a flight out tomorrow. I don’t really feel comfortable leaving him right now. But I don’t think there’s enough time to get my flight covered.”

“He should be safe here. I’m pretty sure we weren’t followed. Unless someone has tapped your phone, nobody knows he’s here.”

“Thank you for doing this.”

“It’s what we do.”

“I hope this isn’t too much of an imposition.”

I dismissed it. “It’s no big deal.”

Jack stepped into the galley. “It’s time. We gotta jet.”

“You go ahead,” I said. “I’ll stay and look after him.”

“If you’ve got somewhere to be, I can stay here with him,” Giselle said. “That is, if you trust me with your boat. I mean, we might be in the Bahamas by the time you get back.”

We laughed.

She might have been serious.
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Jack convinced us it would be a good idea to get Henrik out for a bit. Giselle went along with it. We loaded into her white BMW SUV, and she drove us across town to the warehouse district.

She found a place to park close to the entrance. We hopped out and assisted Henrik. He was getting around a little better now that more of the sedative had filtered out of his system. He was surprisingly spry for his age. I figured the kidnappers had used propofol or some other fast-acting sedative that would process out quickly with minimal side effects.

The usual band of miscreants loitered out front, smoking cigarettes and drinking beer. The long-haired rockers wore skinny jeans and looked at Henrik with amusement.

“Never too old to rock ‘n’ roll,” one of them said as we approached. He high-fived JD, and we made introductions.

The guys couldn’t take their eyes off Giselle. She wasn’t the typical kind of girl you’d see around the practice studio. She didn't have raven hair, heavy eyeliner, and multiple piercings. She looked as wholesome as apple pie. Mouthwatering.

One of the miscreants handed Henrik a joint, and he took a toke before I had a chance to stop it. Weed was still illegal in the state for recreational purposes.

"What are you doing?" I asked, looking at him like he was insane.

“It’s good for the pressure in my eyes,” he said, handing the joint back to the miscreant.

What was I going to do, bust both of them? We had a non-interference policy around the warehouse. We didn't need to make enemies around here. JD and I were Special Crimes—and there was nothing special about someone smoking a joint.

I grabbed the door, and the entourage entered the dim hallway and shuffled down the corridor to the practice room.

Dizzy, Styxx, and Crash noodled around on their instruments. We introduced them to Henrik and Giselle. I handed our guests foam earplugs. "It gets pretty loud around here.”

The two plugged their ears and took a seat on the couch.

Jack did a brief vocal warm-up, then the band broke into Lipstick & Landmines. A wall of sound filled the room. The bass boomed and the kick drum thumped. It was loud enough to vibrate your insides.

Blazed out of his mind, Henrik had an ear-to-ear grin as the band rocked out a list of favorites.

Afterward, Jack treated everyone to dinner at the Five Fathoms. We chowed down on surf and turf and filled our bellies. Henrik had a serious case of the munchies.

We enjoyed appetizers and sipped on cocktails. Henrik entertained the table with stories from yesteryear. He came alive in a setting like this. With an eager audience, he held court. I don’t think he had enjoyed this much social interaction in years.

Chatter filled the restaurant, and the smell of delightful entrées wafted through the air—grilled meat, spices, sweet sauces, and sinful desserts.

After we finished our soups and salads, the waiter delivered piping hot entrées. Everything looked good. Everything at this restaurant was good.

"Well, well, well, would you look at that," JD said. He nudged my elbow and nodded across the dining room. "Isn’t that Emily's boyfriend, Ashton?"

In a booth against the far wall, Ashton sat across the table from a gorgeous brunette. Her raven hair danced in waves past her shoulders. Even at this distance, her stunning eyes captivated. She batted her long lashes at him, and the two doted on each other. This was more than a casual business meeting. That was confirmed when he reached across the table and clasped her hand. If I didn't know better, I'd say they had an ongoing relationship.

"What a douchebag," Jack muttered. "Think Emily has any clue?”

"I don't think she'd be the type to put up with it if she did."

It wasn't any of my business, and I knew from experience that people often shoot the messenger.

"Are you going to tell Emily?" JD asked.

"Not my circus." I paused. "Maybe there's a legitimate reason they are together. Maybe it's not how it looks."

Jack gave me a flat look. It was exactly how it looked.

I went back to my meal and cut into my tender and juicy steak. It was cooked to perfection. My taste buds exploded with happiness as I took a bite.

I couldn't help but glance over my shoulder from time to time to steal a look at the two to see how their date was progressing. It wasn't long after that when they leaned across the table for a kiss. Their lips met for an instant, and they both smiled afterward. This wasn’t the first date. You didn't need to be a detective to see that.

I tried to ignore it, but I felt bad for Emily.

“I don’t think I’ve seen him eat that much in years,” Giselle said after Henrik put down a 10-ounce filet, garlic mashed potatoes, and sautéed spinach. He had plenty of room left for dessert and demolished a tower of chocolate cake.

Henrik smiled, talked, and had a good time.

“I told you this would be good for him,” JD muttered. “Stay in a place like the Bed Sores, and even a healthy person might lose the will to live.”

Jack picked up the tab, and Giselle drove us back to the Avventura while the rest of the guys hit Oyster Avenue. She dropped us off at the dock.

“I’ve got an early flight out tomorrow. Are you sure you don’t mind doing this?”

“Not a problem,” I said.

“I’ll be back in two days. You know how to get in touch if you need anything. If I’m out of touch, I’ll get back to you as soon as I can.” She looked at Henrik in the back seat with Jack. “You behave for the deputies.“

He dismissed her admonition, then opened his door.

Jack hopped out and hustled around to help him.

I assured Giselle, “We’ll take good care of him.”

I climbed out, closed the door, and Giselle took off.

JD and I walked with Henrik down the dock.

“Now that she’s gone, let’s get this party started,“ he said.

JD and I chuckled.

“You’ve had a pretty full day,” I said. “I think we should ease into the party lifestyle.”

Henrik frowned at me.

We escorted him back to the boat and crossed the passerelle.

Buddy waited for us at the salon door with an eager grin. I slid open the door, knelt down, and petted the little guy. He was ready to stretch his legs, so I grabbed his leash and took him out for a walk.

It was a nice night. The moon glowed overhead, and clouds drifted on the breeze.

By the time I got back to the boat, JD and Henrik were at the bar, drinking.

“Don’t get your panties in a bunch,” Jack said, off my look. “Giselle said he could have a beer.”

“A beer. I don’t want him getting drunk and falling down the stairs.”

“I’m not going to fall down the stairs,” Henrik assured. He lifted his longneck and clinked with JD. “Prost!”

“Prost!” Jack replied.

It was the German cheers.

We sat around and chatted with Henrik about his escape, the war, and his work with the Americans. He was living history. There weren’t many firsthand accounts left. He’d certainly lived an interesting life.

At the end of the evening, we escorted him to a below-deck stateroom. He navigated the companionway without issue. I was a little concerned about him getting up and wandering around in the middle of the night, but he assured me he wouldn’t venture out.

“You’ve got a TV and a private en suite. Call me if you need anything during the night.” I had given him a burner. His cell phone was still at the Blissful Shores. Probably the best place for it, if it was being tracked.

“Is there anything I can get you right now?”

“No, thank you.”

JD and I left and returned to the main salon.

“You can’t encourage him,” I said in a hushed voice.

Jack’s face twisted dismissively. “Relax. The guy made it this far. He’s gonna be fine. Besides, he deserves to have a little fun. If I make it to his age, I hope I’m still having a good time. Otherwise, what’s the point?”

Horror movies used to creep me out as a kid. Now, the scariest thing on the planet was the possibility of growing old and incapacitated.

We called it an early night, and I climbed up to my stateroom and settled into bed.

I watched a little TV and caught the late news.

“Diplomats at the U.S. Embassy in Berlin are experiencing mysterious symptoms, including confusion, dizziness, nausea, headaches, and even hearing loss after being exposed to sonic disturbances. Echoing previous incidents in Havana and Guangzhou, China, authorities believe this may have been another directed energy or ultrasonic attack. Authorities are still investigating. All victims are expected to make a full recovery. In other news…”

I dozed off with the TV on.

In the morning, I got another dreaded call.
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Ihad slept in and gotten a decent night’s sleep. I fixed a fabulous breakfast, and we all chowed down on a smorgasbord of pancakes, waffles, French toast, hash browns, scrambled eggs, and crispy bacon. I made a little of everything.

Henrik had survived the night and was in good spirits. The morning had started off without incident, but that all changed with a phone call around 10:30 AM.

“Good morning, Deputy Wild,” the bomber said. “I trust you had a good night’s sleep?”

The sound of the scumbag’s voice sent a spike of adrenaline through my body.

“Did you have a good victory celebration last night?”

“What do you want?” I asked, tired of his nonsense.

“I want to continue our game.”

I had a feeling he was going to say that. "What’s your ultimate goal? What's your endgame?"

"In due time, Deputy. In due time."

I dreaded what was coming. This wasn’t a social call.

There was a long, awkward silence, and I suspected the bomber was playing it out for dramatic effect.

"I'm sure you can guess what's next,” he said.

"Where is it?" I asked in a dry tone, so over this nonsense.

"Why would I tell you that? There's no challenge in that. No fun." After a pause, he said, "I can tell you when. That's much more interesting, isn't it? Knowing that a devastating explosion will take place in 12 hours if you fail to deactivate the device."

"Same type of device?”

"Similar. But not the same. This one won't be so easy. The yield will be bigger. More damage. More devastation.”

"Some people create. Some people destroy."

"I choose to create.”

I scoffed. "How do you figure?”

"I'm creating a great many things. An opportunity for you to rise to the challenge, to say the least.”

I huffed again.

“You disagree?”

“You’re creating death and destruction.”

“No one has died yet. And if you do your job, no one will.”

“You’ve proven your point. You can build an advanced bomb. How about we stop there and call it a day? You’ve got the satisfaction of knowing what you can do. True power comes from withholding might. The discipline not to destroy.”

He laughed. “Nice try, Deputy. But you’re not going to be able to play to my ego like that. Besides, it’s out of my hands. The bomb has already been placed, and it is set to detonate. You’re wasting time.”

“How do I find it?”

“Maybe it will find you,” he said in an ominous tone. “Good luck.”

He ended the call before I could reply.

I shared a grave look with JD and filled him in on the situation.

“A bomb?” Henrik said. “Now that is concerning.”

I called the sheriff and gave him an update, then texted the audio clip of the call to Special Agent Thompson and Isabella. I set a timer on my phone for 12 hours from the time of the call.

The countdown had begun.

Thompson called. “You got any idea what he meant by the bomb finding you? Is he talking about a smart bomb? A drone?” He paused. “What did you do to this guy? Fuck his wife? Kick his dog?”

Neither of those was my style. But JD and I had made a lot of enemies. “Every bomber we’ve put away is still serving time, and none have been this sophisticated.” My mind raced, deep in thought. An idea popped into my head. “The boat. Maybe he planted the bomb aboard the boat while we were out last night.”

“That’s right, you live on a boat,” he said with annoyance.

“I’m sure you know everything about me. I bet your team has done a deep dive.”

“They couldn’t find anything. Otherwise, I’d think you were on the take.” After a pause, he said, “I can send a detection team to your location.”

“I don’t think it’s going to do any good. Oblivium is a non-radioactive, non-thermal, silent material. Geiger counters, vapor detectors, sniffer dogs, EMF sensors won’t pick it up.”

Thompson sighed. "This is a real problem. If this technology spreads or becomes commonplace, we'd be flying blind.”

"I'll call Emily. Maybe she's got some method of identifying the isotope.”

I told him I'd be in touch and ended the call.

"Isotope?" Henrik asked. "What isotope?”

I gave him the background on the bomb.

His eyes sparkled with intrigue. "Now you're talking my language.” He thought about it for a moment. “If Oblivium is in a metastable quantum state before detonation, it will likely distort quantum field coherence. It's possible that a device that uses entangled photon pairs or perhaps superconducting quantum interference could detect wave function instability."

JD and I looked at him like he was speaking a foreign language. Either this was a rare moment of clarity, or Henrik was as sharp as ever.

Off our dumb looks, he clarified, “Think of it as a device that scans for quantum phase jitter."

"Whatever that means,” Jack said.

I called Emily. "I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but we've got another problem." I left out the bit about her boyfriend and told her about the new threat. Then, in an effort to sound intelligent, I said, "I was thinking it might be possible to detect the device if we had something that could scan for quantum phase jitter. You know, something that could detect distortions in quantum field coherence." I said it casually, like it was something I thought about when bored.

Emily paused for a long, impressed moment, not sure how to respond. "Yes, I suppose that would work.”

"Do you have anything like that?”

"No. Detection is something we haven't worked on yet.”

"How quickly can you throw something together?”

"When do you need it?”

"In less than 12 hours.”
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JD and I scoured every inch of the Avventura but didn't find a bomb or anything that looked remotely like one.

"That bastard is going to fly in a drone and blow us up as we sleep," Jack said.

“He said the device was already in position.”

Jack scoffed. “And you trust this guy?”

Everything could be a lie.

"At this point, I think we need to make a venue change," I said. "Let's get Henrik over to the Seven Seas. I think we should err on the side of caution."

"That's probably not a bad idea," Jack admitted, though neither of us was too thrilled about being targeted.

"Let’s evacuate the marina. If there is a bomb aboard this boat, it could take a few others with it."

"What about Diver Down? That's an obvious target."

I agreed. "Hell, there could be a bomb hidden anywhere on the premises. Depending on the size of the yield, it could level the whole area.”

It wasn't a pleasant thought.

"What's the point?” JD asked. "I mean, he finds you to be a challenge. Why would he get rid of his opponent so quickly?”

"Maybe I should remind him of that the next time he calls."

I left the boat and hustled down the dock to Diver Down. The restaurant was filled with a decent mid-morning crowd. I stepped behind the bar and whispered in Teagan's ear. "We need to clear the restaurant.”

She looked at me with a knitted brow, like I was crazy.

"I don't want to alarm you, but there's been a threat.”

"What kind of threat?" she blared, louder than I would have liked.

I shooshed her and in a low voice said, "A credible one.”

Her eyes rounded, and she swallowed hard, knowing exactly what I meant. In a grave but calm voice, she asked, "How much time do we have?”

I told her. "Let people finish up, don't take any new orders, and close up.”

She gave a subtle nod.

Harlan sat at the end of the bar, his keen eyes watching my interaction with Teagan. "Can I get another beer, sweetie?"

Teagan forced a smile. "I'm sorry, doll. We're shutting down for the rest of the day.”

The old Marine’s face wrinkled. "Why is that?"

"Because I have places to be, and we need to do some routine maintenance."

"Everything looks like it's working just fine to me."

"Well, we like everything to be in tip-top shape."

Harlan was no dummy. He knew something was up.

Jack went back to the boat, helped Henrik gather his belongings, then took him over to the Seven Seas and got him checked into one of the cabanas.

Harlan paid his tab, climbed off his barstool, and ambled toward me. In a whisper, he asked, "You want to tell me what the hell is going on?"

I smiled. "Like she said, routine maintenance."

"Bullshit.”

"We’ll be open again tomorrow.”

He stared at me for a moment, trying to read my mind. "Well, if you need my help, you know where to find me," he said before ambling toward the door.

Harlan may have been cantankerous at times, but he’d do anything for the people he cared about.

Slowly but surely, patrons finished their meals, paid their tabs, and left without much fanfare.

Sheriff Daniels arrived, along with the bomb squad, the FBI, and the ATF. Once the restaurant was empty, we turned the dogs loose and searched the place from top to bottom, including the loft above.

Nothing.

We searched the surrounding area, including the dumpster and the dock. A bomb could have been hidden in any of the dock boxes, most of which were padlocked. One by one, we got permission to search the boxes and cut the locks off the ones where we couldn’t get in touch with the owners.

Exigent circumstances.

The bomb techs went through everything, and the process was documented. Residents were evacuated in an abundance of caution. We also checked all the cars in the lot, looking underneath and inside the vehicles.

That took the better part of the day and turned up nothing.

I regrouped with the sheriff and the others on the dock. The place was a ghost town.

“Maybe this guy is pulling your chain,” Daniels said.

“I don’t think so.”

“If he’s watching, he’s getting good insight into our response protocol.”

A black SUV pulled into the parking lot. All eyes were on it as the driver found a place to park. It looked like a government vehicle.

Three men and a woman exited the SUV. They all wore navy suits and dark sunglasses.

The woman had sandy-blonde hair that hung in rings to her shoulders. She had olive skin and an athletic figure. Her eyes found me, and she marched in my direction.

She looked like trouble.

Out came the credentials. "Deputy Wild, I’m Intelligence Officer Novak. NSA. My colleagues, Fulton, Chen, and Mosley.”

I gave them all a brief lookover. "What can I do for you?”

She nodded for me to step aside. I left the crowd, and we took a short stroll. "It's my understanding you are taking care of Henrik Strauss. We’d like to speak to him."

"I'm sorry, but he's not here at the moment. As you can see, I'm a little busy.”

"I understand, but this is a matter of national security.”

"You know we’re dealing with an active bomb threat at the moment.”

She lifted a curious brow.

"I thought you guys knew everything."

"Where is Strauss?”

"Not here.”

Novak gave me an annoyed look.

"What's your interest?”

"That's top-secret.”

"How about you read me in?”

"What have you been able to get out of him?”

I lied, "The man is 98 years old. I'm not sure how much is in there.”

"Perhaps you fail to see the importance of this matter.”

"Perhaps you’ve failed to enlighten me as to why I should care?”

"Deputy Wild, you're a patriotic man. You want what's best for our country, don’t you?”

I didn’t appreciate her condescending tone. "I’ve bled for our country."

Novak hesitated for a long moment. "Is there somewhere we can speak in private?”

I nodded to the restaurant and escorted her inside. The door chimed as we stepped into the empty space. Chairs were upside down on tables.

We took a seat at the bar.

I thought I'd be a good host and asked if I could get her anything to drink.

"No, thank you.”

"You were about to tell me why you're interested in Strauss.”

"I think you already know the answer to that.”
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"Time dilation comes to mind," I said. "As does the name Klaus von Markov.”

"How much has Strauss told you?" Novak asked.

"It's hard to sort fact from fiction.”

"Understandable.”

"I'm hoping maybe you could clear some of that up.”

"I can tell you what I know to be fact. I can tell you that von Markov’s research facility in eastern Prussia was bombed in 1945. I can tell you his body was never found.”

"Tell me something I don't know.”

"The device that von Markov was working on was never recovered.”

"How do you know he was at the location during the bombing?”

"According to the intel we had at the time, he was. Obviously, I don't have any firsthand knowledge of this. I'm just going by what's in the files.”

“Maybe his body was destroyed beyond recognition. Maybe the device was as well.”

“Certainly a plausible theory,” she said with some skepticism.

"You have a better one?”

"I don't know if it's better. But it's an alternate and worth considering.”

“I’m listening.”

“As you can imagine, after the war, von Markov was considered at-large and high value. For decades, intel officers searched for him and others. Six months ago, someone accessed a Swiss numbered account that had been dormant since the war.” She showed me an image from a security camera. The man in the picture looked strikingly similar to Klaus Brenner, or Klaus von Markov, whichever you believe. “Our advanced facial recognition algorithms determined that to be Klaus von Markov. That determination was made based on known photographs.”

I shook my head. “It’s his grandson.”

She shrugged. “Perhaps.” Then she showed me another photo. “Here’s the same man walking out of the bank with a suitcase and a full satchel. If you compare that to the first image, you’ll notice that the satchel is full upon his departure.”

I studied the image.

“A few days later, a man matching von Markov’s description cashed in stock certificates now worth $1.3 billion dollars through a broker in Zurich. As you can imagine, that kind of money buys anonymity, fake passports, and just about anything else a person could want.”

“I’m sorry, but I just don’t believe that somebody traveled through time, then walked into a bank over half a century later and cashed out.”

“Truth can sometimes be stranger than fiction, Deputy.”

I sighed, acknowledging the possibility.

“Whether it’s fact or fiction, it’s my job to analyze the intel, assess the threat level, then act accordingly,” Novak said. “All the available science tells us that this is theoretically possible, under certain conditions. We believe that this gentleman,” she said, referencing the photo of Klaus with the suitcase, “is in possession of the time dilation device. Whether he is Klaus von Markov or his grandson matters not. What matters is the threat that arises if someone should have the ability to travel into the past and alter historical events. According to people a lot smarter than me, the only way that can be accomplished is through the use of⁠—“

“Negative energy.”

She seemed a little surprised, but at the same time, not. “So we are on the same page. Strauss must be protected, and the Vrilkristall must be kept safe. I don’t need to tell you the Russians, the Chinese, and every other foreign intelligence agency are looking for that crystal.”

“You’re aware of the attempted kidnapping of Henrik.”

“It’s one of the reasons why I am here, and why I want to ensure his safety.” She paused. “You may not believe this is real or possible. That doesn’t matter to me. I must take all national security threats as credible until proven otherwise.”

We stared each other down for a long moment.

“As you’re aware, I have no law-enforcement authority,” she said. “I rely on the FBI, local police, county sheriff’s offices, and other law-enforcement agencies to facilitate my goals. Now, can I count on your cooperation, or do I need to pull someone else into the mix?”
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Henrik sat on the sofa in the Pineapple Cabana, staring at the TV with the volume muted. Completely zoned out, he didn’t respond to any of Officer Novak’s questions.

“Mr. Strauss, it’s really important we speak,” Novak said, almost shouting.

I didn’t bother to tell her he wasn’t deaf.

Henrik didn’t respond.

“Mr. Strauss, I need to talk to you about Projekt Zeitspiegel.”

Henrik remained blanked out.

Novak muttered to me, “Is he always like this?”

“Pretty much.”

“Henrik, I need to know where the Vrilkristall is?”

Still nothing.

She tried to get his attention a few more times, waving her hands in front of his face, snapping her fingers. Henrik remained catatonic. He didn’t even blink.

“I told you it was a waste of time,” I said.

“How do you manage with him?” Her voice was thick with frustration.

“He’s in and out. Mostly out.”

“Well, if he shows back up, I want you to call me immediately. Is that understood?”

“Yes, ma’am.” She gave me a card, nodded to the other officers, and they rolled out.

I escorted them to the door.

Once they were all outside, I closed the door and flipped the deadbolt. I peered through the peephole, watching them walk away down the path. When I walked back into the living room, Henrik asked, “Is she gone?”

I nodded.

“Good. She bothered me. I’m sure the government’s got a file on me as long as a whale’s dick. Everything she wants to know is in there. I’ve got nothing to add. Everybody who needs to know about Zeitspiegel already knows.”

“Where is the crystal?”

He stared at me for a long moment. “Why do you want to know?”

“I can’t protect it if I don’t know where it is. It seems there are a lot of people who want it.”

“I hid it.”

“Where?”

“Well, you see, that’s the trouble. I don’t remember at the moment.”

I looked at him with skeptical eyes. “Is this another act?”

His brow knitted. “No. It’s the God’s honest truth. It’s floating around there somewhere in my brain, but I can’t grasp it,” he said, clutching at the air around his head.

I shared a look with JD.

He shrugged.

“When did you hide it?” I asked.

“I remember the year. It was 1977.” He grinned. “That was a fun year. I was seeing this girl…” he drifted off in thought. “What was her name?”

“Were you living in the Keys when you hid it?”

“Things sure have changed since then.” He paused. “It will come to me. Just pop into my head when I least expect it.”

“How can you forget something like that?”

“Like I said, it was a fun year, and there are some gaps,” he said in a tone that told me he partied a little in the ‘70s. Maybe a lot.

“We’ve got other priorities besides that crystal right now,” JD said. “We need to find that bomb.”

I looked at my watch. The incessant march of time continued on. 10:30 PM would be here before we knew it. “Stay here and look after him. I’m going to go back to the marina and inspect the hull of the boat. That’s the one place we didn’t look.”
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The day had evaporated. The sun angled toward the horizon, and the sky was awash with pastel colors.

With a dive mask, fins, and a snorkel, I plunged into the water and swam around the boat, scanning the hull for explosive devices.

I didn’t find anything.

I surfaced, flung the water from my hair, and swam to the dock. I pulled myself up and dripped dry, feeling defeated. Where the hell would this clown put the bomb?

Then I had a terrible thought.

I toweled off, hurried back aboard the boat, and got changed. I grabbed my helmet and gloves, then raced down the dock and hopped onto my sportbike. With a twist of the ignition, the engine growled. I revved the throttle, then eased the clutch out and rolled out of the parking lot. The exhaust howled as I hugged the tank and throttled up. The wind whistled through my helmet as I weaved through traffic, heading over to the practice studio. Wild Fury was slated to play at Sonic Temple later that evening.

I pulled into the lot, parked, hopped off the bike, and raced inside. Not much time for chitchat with the miscreants.

Pinky and Floyd were breaking down the gear along with the guys, getting ready for the show. They were about to load it all into the Wild Fury van and take it to the venue for sound check. We’d played the club so many times, the show was on autopilot.

They all looked at me with curious eyes when I burst into the room.

"What’s up?" Crash asked.

My fervent eyes scanned the practice space. "You haven't come across a bomb, have you?"

Eyes rounded and jaws dropped.

"A bomb?"

I searched the area like a madman. It was in disarray. All the guitars were in their cases. Amps and cabinets had been pulled away from the walls and were ready to be loaded onto a cart. A few guitar cables littered the floor along with some trash, broken drumsticks, and long-forgotten guitar picks.

I looked everywhere, checking all the cases, open-back cabinets, under the couch, and every nook and cranny I could think of.

No bomb.

"Why would somebody want to bomb the practice studio?" Crash asked.

"Why does anybody want to blow up anything?”

“Maybe they don’t like the music,” Styxx muttered.

“Everybody loves our music,” Dizzy said.

I pulled my phone from my pocket and called Sonic Temple.

It just rang and rang.

My next call was to the sheriff as I hustled back to the parking lot. “I think I know where the bomb is. We’re supposed to headline at 10:00 PM at Sonic Temple. The place will be packed at that time. I should have considered that sooner.”

“I’ll meet you there with the bomb techs.”

I ran out of the warehouse, hopped on the bike, and blasted toward Sonic Temple. The crotch rocket screamed as I weaved through traffic.

The sun had dipped over the horizon by the time I got up to Oyster Avenue.

The mood was festive, and revelers drifted up and down the boulevard, hopping from bar to bar. Lights from signage cast a warm glow over the patrons. The smell of grilled food filled the air.

A small line had begun to form at the door to Sonic Temple. It was still early in the evening, but Reject Nation was set to go on at seven, followed by Cheap Stereo Romance, then Wild Fury.

I was the first on the scene.

I had just turned onto Oyster Avenue and approached Sonic Temple when it happened. The pulse rippled through the building, distorting the air for a fraction of a second before the explosion rumbled the ground. The wave ripped through the structure, showering small bits of debris in all directions. But it was unlike a conventional explosion. With a blinding flash of plasma, it vaporized the building almost instantly, imploding onto itself. There was no traditional blast of overpressure.

In an instant, the building had been leveled, as well as sections of neighboring buildings. Shattered glass rained down, covering the sidewalks and roadway.

Onlookers shrieked with terror.

I raced to the scene, screeching to a halt, and hopped off my bike.

My heart pounded, and adrenaline coursed through my veins.

The group that had been waiting in line had all been shredded by the blast. They lay mangled on the sidewalk, broken and bleeding, charred by the arc of plasma.

After dealing with enough battlefield casualties, you learn to spot the ones who can be saved pretty quickly. Unfortunately, none of them were coming back from this. I checked vitals, but they were all gone.

My heart sank.

I didn't know who was inside the building during the blast, but it was obvious no one could have survived. Not a blast like that.

The distant sound of sirens warbled as emergency responders drew near.

The air was filled with the scent of blood mixed with concrete and gypsum, along with the sharp smell of ozonated air. It had a unique metallic tang.

I felt helpless.

There was nothing I could do. I'd failed. Anger, disappointment, and guilt swelled. If I'd only been a little quicker, these people might still be alive.

My phone buzzed my pocket. I didn't even have to look at the screen to know who it was. Veins bulged, and my fists balled.

I was furious.
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“Deputy Wild, I’m afraid you’re too late,” the caller said in a gleefully smug voice.

With a tight jaw, I said in a low growl, “That wasn’t supposed to detonate until 10:30 PM.”

“Whoops. I lied. Sue me.”

I wanted to reach through the phone and strangle the guy. “Your credibility just went out the window.”

“No, it didn’t. My threats are more credible than ever. Don’t be mad, Deputy Wild. You didn’t think this game had rules, did you?”

Rage boiled my veins.

“I’m glad you survived. I quite enjoy this. It only gets more interesting from here. I’ll be in touch.” He ended the call, and I wanted to smash the phone.

Red and blue lights flashed as patrol cars screeched onto the scene. EMTs and paramedics were close behind, followed by the medical examiner, and Paris Delaney and her crew.

First responders attended to the victims and searched the rubble for survivors. I didn't think they'd find any inside the building. There wasn't much left but piles of dust and debris. Sonic Temple was a memory.

Special Agent Thompson arrived on scene with his team, and I gave him a full debrief. He was angry. We all were.

“You said we had 12 hours.”

“I never said that. He did.”

A frustrated sigh escaped his mouth. "Well, at least this didn't go off when the venue was full. This could have been so much worse."

It was a tragedy, but I didn't disagree. The venue could hold thousands of people. Packed inside for a Wild Fury show, it could have been devastating. Still, it didn't make it any easier to stomach.

Paris approached, and her camera crew closed in. I gave her a look that said, not now. Paris was not one to take no for an answer. "Deputy Wild, what can you tell us about the explosion? Is this related to the bombing at the wharf and the device at Big Tony's?"

"I urge anyone who has any information about the bombing to contact the FBI, ATF, or the County Sheriff's Department."

I stepped out of frame, not wanting to answer any more questions.

Brenda examined the remains, and her crew bagged bodies. There were no survivors. No casualties to triage.

Emily arrived on scene with a mortified look on her face. She scanned the debris in absolute horror. "I got here as soon as I heard. I'm sorry I haven't been able to come up with a detection device. It's going to take some time to build one, and even then, I don't know how sensitive it would be.” Her face contorted with sorrow. "This is all my fault."

"How so?”

"I should never have published that paper. I should never have pursued this technology.”

"I don't think it would have made a difference."

Her brow wrinkled with confusion.

"Somebody else would have come up with the technology sooner or later. It always happens. Ideas are floating around in the atmosphere. Sometimes we happen to get lucky and pluck them out first. But technology can't be stopped.”

She frowned.

Jack called. "I'm watching this thing on the news. I just can't believe it. Are you okay?"

"Yeah. I think if I had gotten here a little bit sooner, I'd have been vaporized.” I exhaled a frustrated breath. "This guy’s playing with us, and I don't like it."

"Have you talked to him since the bombing?"

"Yes. He couldn’t resist the urge to gloat.”

"Did he give you any clues when the next bomb is going to be?"

"Our conversation didn't last that long. But one thing is certain. He's not stopping here."

"I’m going to get online and make a statement about the bombing on behalf of the band. Offer our condolences to the loved ones of the victims. I think we should set up some kind of fund.”

"I agree.”

"I’ll call some venues, see if we can move the show. We can donate all proceeds to the victim’s families. Don't worry, I'll handle everything.” He paused. "What's your plan?"

"I'm going to wrap up here, then head back to the boat. I don't think there's any need to stay at the Seven Seas. If this guy really wanted us dead, he could have done it. Like you said, a drone attack would be almost indefensible.”

“This guy is taunting us.”

“I agree.”

“What’s his motive?”

My lips tightened. “Entertainment. He’s getting a rush from all this. The destruction, the games, the media. It’s validating.”

“He’s baiting us.”

“Could be.”

"We’ll check out here, and I'll meet you back at the boat with Henrik,” Jack said.

"How's he doing?"

"Just fine.”

I told him I’d see him later and ended the call.

I looked at Emily and thought for a moment. “You’re a theoretical physicist. What’s your take on quantum gravity and time dilation?”

A quizzical expression knitted her brow.

“A little off topic, I know, but…”

“I suppose you’re asking in reference to time travel.”

I nodded.

“Theoretically possible, but not practically feasible with current technology. Why do you ask?”

“I’ve got someone you might enjoy talking to.”
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"This isn’t a ploy to get me back to your boat so you can take advantage of me, is it?" Emily asked as we stepped into the salon.

Buddy greeted her with excitement, bouncing and barking. She knelt down and loved on him. He slobbered wet kisses all over her. Lucky bastard.

"And what makes you think I'm interested in you that way?" I said, taunting her.

That flustered her a bit. "I don't know. I didn’t suppose you were making small talk at the bar because of an interest in physics."

"More of an interest in chemistry," I said with a sly grin.

She squinted at me playfully.

"Besides, I don't make a habit of pursuing unavailable women."

"But isn’t that part of the allure? Wanting something you can’t have."

I smiled. "I don't want what I can't have.”

Emily gave me a doubtful look, then scoped the accommodations. "It seems like you’re a man who has just about everything."

I smiled. "I've been blessed.”

"So, where is this gentleman that you wanted me to speak with?"

"He should be here shortly, along with Jack. Can I get you a drink?"

Her suspicious eyes narrowed at me again. "One drink. No funny business."

I raised my hands innocently, then slid behind the bar. "What's your poison?"

"Vodka martini."

I mixed one up and slid the glass across the counter to her, then poured myself a glass of whiskey.

"What should we drink to?"

"That we may find the good fortune to catch this guy before more innocent people get hurt," I said.

"I'll drink to that," she replied, lifting her glass.

We toasted and sipped the fine beverages.

A million thoughts raced through my mind, among them whether or not I should say anything about Ashton Rockwell and his side chick. I chose a different route. "What got you into this line of work?"

"DRI recruited me right out of graduate school. After I wrote that paper, it kind of blew up online, no pun intended. I was contacted by a lot of different companies that wanted the technology. I went with DRI. They seemed like the best choice to develop this.” Emily frowned. "Maybe I was naïve when I originally pursued the idea. I guess everything is weaponized eventually, isn’t it?"

"It seems that way." After a pause, I said. “How are things with Ashton?"

She forced a smile. "Couldn’t be better. I'm a lucky girl."

I wanted to say something, but I bit my tongue. I was afraid it would come across the wrong way—some sleazy guy trying to get into her pants by making up drama about her boyfriend. “He’s a lucky man. I hope he realizes what he has.”

She blushed.

JD arrived with Henrik. The two crossed the passerelle and entered the salon.

"Well, look who's here," JD said upon seeing Emily.

"Emily, I'd like you to meet Henrik Strauss," I said.

Henrik smiled at the sight of her. "It's a pleasure, my dear," he said as the two shook hands.

"She's a theoretical physicist at DRI," I said. "I think you might have a lot in common.”

"Yes, I believe so," the old man replied.

They chatted for a bit.

JD stepped to the bar and muttered, "I've got good news and bad news.”

A look of dread filled my face. I’d had my fill of bad news for the day.

"The bartender and a couple of staff members were killed during the explosion."

I winced. We’d gotten to know the staff pretty well over the years.

"I talked to Harvey. He said he was on his way up to the club when the bomb detonated. As you can imagine, he's a little shaken up.”

Harvey owned Sonic Temple.

"Reject Nation and Cheap Stereo Romance lost all their gear. It was in the venue at the time. They’d already done a sound check. Fortunately, none of those guys were inside when it exploded. I talked to Chase at Vibe. Everything is all set up. The show will go on.”

I lifted a surprised brow.

“I told the other bands they could use our gear. Everything, including all liquor sales, will go to the victim’s families. I figure we can throw in a little something extra to sweeten the pot.”

"For sure."

“Now let’s talk about how we’re going to catch this guy.”
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The show at Vibe went off without a hitch. Of course, the charity event drew media attention, and Paris was there to interview Jack and the band. That wasn’t the intention, but it did generate good publicity.

I had talked Emily into attending the show and told her to invite her boyfriend. I figured all that guy needed was enough rope to hang himself. She’d catch on, eventually.

Not surprisingly, Ashton didn’t show. He had some lame excuse. I was sure he had other plans.

We hung out with Henrik in a booth at the back of the club and took in the show from a distance. The old timer seemed to enjoy it. Though he did fall asleep a few times despite the ear-splitting music. I had given him a pair of earplugs. At 120 decibels, it wouldn’t take long to lose frequencies.

The band brought the house down with two encores. Afterward, Pinky and Floyd broke down the gear and returned it to the practice studio. The guys didn't have any trouble rounding up a group of eager young ladies who were interested in a private party back on the boat.

Who was I to say no to that?

I asked Emily if she would like to join, merely out of courtesy. I had no alternative motives and was not about to cross a line. I had no doubt she'd find out soon enough what a tool Ashton was.

"Thank you, but no. It's getting late, and I've got a lot of work to do. Especially if you want some kind of detection device.”

"The sooner the better," I said.

I escorted Emily and Henrik outside. The avenue bristled with activity as drunk revelers strolled up and down the sidewalks, listing like ships in the wind. Undeterred by the bombing, nothing was going to get in the way of their fun.

I held on to Henrik’s arm in case a weaving reveler knocked him off balance. He kept jerking away, not wanting to be coddled. "I can put one foot in front of the other, you know," he barked.

I smiled. "Just erring on the side of caution.”

We made it back to Emily’s SUV and loaded inside. She drove us to the marina and dropped us off at the dock. I thanked her, and we said our goodbyes again. I helped Henrik out of the vehicle and down the dock. He really didn't need my help. He got along pretty well, albeit unsteady at times. We crossed the passerelle and boarded the Avventura. We’d beaten the crowd back to the boat.

"It might get a little rowdy around here in a minute," I said.

"I can handle rowdy.”

"Well, you’ve got your earplugs if the noise keeps you awake."

"How do you know I'm not going to stay up and enjoy the festivities?"

I smiled. "Be my guest.”

It wasn't long before revelers trickled aboard the boat.

That trickle soon became a flood. The salon was filled with gorgeous beauties in tight miniskirts and skimpy tops. There were plenty of pert assets on full display. Henrik got an eyeful, and it looked like he enjoyed it. He didn't see a lot of that kind of thing around the old folks’ home.

Jack manned the bar and doled out drinks to pretty ladies.

I can't say I was really in the mood to celebrate, given the events of the day, but there was no sense in looking back. There was only one direction. Forward.

On the sky deck, luscious lovelies peeled out of cocktail dresses and slipped into the Jacuzzi. They bounced around the bubbles, looking inviting. It didn’t take long for company to join them. Perks of the rock 'n' roll lifestyle.

Some of the neighbors had returned to the marina after the evacuation and joined the party. It was an open invitation—a way to keep the complaints to a minimum.

The usual debauchery ensued, and a good time was had by all.

That was until about 2:00 AM when two girls approached me with terrified faces.

"Don't be mad," the brunette said.

Her blonde girlfriend cringed.

Both gorgeous, it was hard to imagine a reason why I would be mad at them, short of them setting the place on fire. They were smoking hot. One touch would be incendiary.

I gave them a confused look.

"I think we killed him.” The brunette cringed.

Her blonde friend nodded.
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"It was a total accident," the brunette said as I opened the hatch to Henrik’s stateroom.

The white-haired old man lay sprawled out on the bed in his birthday suit. That was a sight I could have gone my whole life without seeing.

"We thought we’d show him a good time,” the brunette said.

"Must have been a damn good time," I said.

"It was," the blonde said. "The old man’s still got it. Had it," she said with a frown. "At least he came and went at the same time."

I averted my eyes and stepped to the bed and felt Henrik’s wrist for a pulse.

Thoughts raced through my mind. How would I explain this to Giselle when she returned?

Fortunately, Henrik’s pulse thumped my fingertips.

My heart beat a little easier.

Henrik peeled open an eye and looked at me with annoyance. "What the hell are you doing here!”

I smiled and raised my hands innocently. "They thought you were dead.”

"I'm not dead. I'm just resting my eyes.”

I backed out of the room and said, "He's all yours, ladies.”

"Who's ready for round two?” Henrik asked.

The two girls shared a look and shrugged. Why not?

"Try not to overdo it, ladies," I said as I ambled down the hallway.

Henrik was getting more action than I was. But hey, may we all be so lucky as to go out doing something we love. I just didn’t want him to go on my watch.

I made my way up to my stateroom and crashed out. The party rolled on for another hour before settling down. The earplugs came in handy.

It was about 10:00 AM when I rolled out of bed the next morning. I pulled myself together and went down to the galley to whip up breakfast.

Henrik sat at the breakfast nook, sipping coffee and chowing down on a breakfast burrito. “I hope you don’t mind. I helped myself.”

“Not at all,” I said with a grin. “Make yourself at home. What happened to your friends?”

“They’re still asleep. I guess I wore them out.”

I laughed. “I guess you did.”

My stomach rumbled. I kept it simple and grilled scrambled eggs and bacon. I ate at the breakfast nook with Henrik. He’d already finished by the time I sat down.

“Your friend Emily is a smart girl,” he said. “Not hard to look at either. You should keep her around.”

“She’s not really a friend. More of a colleague.”

He shrugged. “If you say so.” Then he added, “But don’t let life pass you by. You blink and you’re asking yourself, where did it go? What was it all for?”

“You figure that last part out yet?”

“It’s simple. It’s no great mystery.” In a sincere tone, he said, “We’re here to love people.”

“Kinda like you did last night?” I teased.

He dismissed it with a hand wave. “I know the difference between love and lust.” Then he added, “But I believe I could learn to love both those ladies.”

We chuckled.

“I know they don’t love me. But when you’ve got a body like this,” he said, motioning to himself, “they can’t resist.”

I almost spat my coffee out.

My phone buzzed with a call from the sheriff. I wasn’t in the mood for any more bad news. “Tell me something good.”

“I need you to get over to the Sparkle Store.”

I sighed. “What happened now?”

“Hostage situation. This is right up your alley.”

“I’m on my way.”

I ended the call, shoveled the rest of the eggs in my mouth, and bussed my plate. I hurried down the hall and banged on the hatch to JD’s stateroom. “Get up. Sheriff needs me across town. You need to look after Henrik.”

“I don’t need looking after,” Henry shouted from the galley.

Jack grumbled something.

I hustled up to my stateroom and grabbed my pistol. On the way out, I snatched my helmet and gloves and made a mad dash for the bike.


28




Patrol cars dotted the area. Lights flashed, and deputies took cover behind squad cars. They angled pistols over hoods, aiming at the front door.

Traffic had been blocked off, and news crews were on the scene. The patter of Tango One thumped overhead.

I pulled onto the scene, parked the bike, and found the sheriff. “What have you got?”

“Two perps. Half a dozen hostages inside.”

“They make any demands?”

“Other than asking us to go home, no. Not yet.”

Daniels had a sharpshooter on the roof directly across the street from the store. A tactical team was in position at the back door, ready to breach.

"Do you have a direct line of communication?”

"They picked up the store phone once. Told me to move everybody out of the area or they would start killing hostages.”

"What's the number?" I asked.

He told me, and I dialed into the store.

It rang forever.

Finally, someone picked up the phone. “Who ‘dis?”

“I’m the guy that’s going to help you get out of this situation.”

“Yeah? How you gonna do that?”

“I’m Tyson. What’s your name?”

“Fuck you.”

“That’s nice. Your mother give you that name?”

“Fuck you. Get all these pigs out of here now, or I’m gonna start putting holes in people.”

“Sounds like you’re a little frustrated.”

“Damn right, I’m frustrated. All these motherfucking cops showed up out of nowhere.”

"Yeah, I see how that could put a damper on your day.”

"So do something about it.”

"I'll see what I can do, but I need some cooperation on your end.”

"You’re not in a position to demand anything from me,” he said. “I don't have to cooperate with shit. You have to do what I say. I'm the one with the hostages.”

"Look, I just want to make sure everyone’s safe and stays that way."

He didn't say anything.

"These people were just going about their business. They didn't ask to become hostages. How would you feel?”

He laughed. "First off, I wouldn't shop in a store like this. This is for people with more money than sense. Who pays these kinds of prices for rocks? That's all they are, man. They’re just rocks. But society says they're worth money. These dumbasses buy them. They ain’t got no value other than to look at. You can't do anything with them.”

"What are you gonna do with them? Sell them to a fence that will give you half of what they're worth. Ice is hard to move.”

"I’ve got ways.”

"Let me help you before you make a big mistake.”

"My biggest mistake was walking into the store in the first place."

"See, we can both agree on something.”

"Now let's start agreeing on my demands."

"I’ve been doing this a long time. You’re not the first person to take hostages. It doesn’t work out for most of them. I’m gonna tell you how this is going to go down. You can let everybody go before this escalates, and maybe this gets knocked down to armed robbery. Or you can keep going down this path until somebody gets killed, maybe even yourself. You want to do life in prison?”

“Hell no!”

“I don't care who you are, or how tough you think you are, life is a long stretch. A lot of things you miss out on when sitting in a 6x8 cell. Now, I guarantee you, if you put the guns down, let the hostages go, and just walk out of there, you'll get a fair shake. If not, everything is off the table. Even if you get away today, we’ll catch up with you eventually.”

"Bullshit. Once I walk out of this store, my ass is gone. You’re never gonna see me again.”

"You gotta fence the merchandise. Maybe you skip town, lie low for a while. Maybe you get out of the country. But kidnapping is a serious offense. There will be an international warrant. You won't be able to hide.”

"Man, I didn't kidnap nobody.”

I laughed. "The six hostages in the store might think otherwise.”

“That ain’t kidnapping. They was in here already.”

"So they can leave at any time?”

He was silent for a long moment. “Man, stop trying to confuse me. I want all these cops out of here. I’m gonna put a bullet in this pretty blonde if this area isn’t clear in 5 minutes.”
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"Sounds like you're feeling boxed in," I said.

"You’re damn right I'm boxed in. Now I want all you mother fucker's gone."

"What happens if you put a bullet into the blonde's head?" I asked.

"Someone's gonna have a mess to clean up."

"That sure is an understatement. Then what happens?"

"Then I shoot somebody else, and I keep doing it until I get what I want."

"So you’re just going to rack up the murder charges?"

"One or a hundred, it's all the same, isn't it? I can't do more than one life sentence."

"Why do a life sentence at all?”

The perp hesitated a moment.

"You’re going to run out of hostages, eventually.”

I let him ponder that for a moment.

“Let's say all the cops clear out and you get out of here,” I said. “What's the plan then?”

"You’re out of your mind if you think I'm going to tell you my plan. Like I told you, I’ll be long gone. You ain’t never going to see me."

By that time, the tactical team had gained access to the nail salon next door. The strip mall was older, and there were no firewalls in the crawl space above the drop ceiling. You could move freely from one store to the next. It was a terrible design, especially for a jewelry store.

Conduit, wiring, and HVAC ducts lined the plenum above the drop ceiling, below the roof deck. The tactical team had lifted a ceiling tile and angled a fiber-optic cable over the wall. They lowered it through a gap after gently lifting a ceiling tile in the jewelry store. We now had a wide-angle view inside the store. The tac team mirrored it to the sheriff’s cell phone.

He showed me while I stalled the perp for more time.

There were two masked assailants. I counted six hostages, all of them on the floor in the center of the store. Of course, I didn't have an angle into the back storeroom. Anyone could have been back there.

All the display cases had been smashed, and high-value items had been taken. Shards of glass littered the cases and the floor. They crackled underfoot as the perps moved about.

The guy on the phone with me paced around with nervous energy. He avoided the floor-to-ceiling glass windows and the door, fearing a sniper. On occasion, he'd move closer to get a better view, but never to the point where the sniper could take a clear shot.

The other perp stood watch over the hostages, making sure no one got out of line.

"I don't see anybody moving," the perp said to me. “What part of get the hell out of here did you not understand?”

"Would it be totally outrageous for you to let one of the hostages go? A show of good faith so I can get my boss to tell these other cops to get out of here.”

He thought about it for a moment. "I guess I could do that.”

"Fantastic. We're making progress.”

From the video feed, I caught sight of a familiar face among the hostages.

The perp grabbed a blonde from the floor and yanked her to her feet. Taking cover behind her, he marched her toward the door, his pistol at her temple.

I nodded to the sheriff, and he told the tac team to stand by.

The perp crouched behind the blonde at the front door. He unlocked the door, then shoved her out.

“Go, go, go!” the sheriff said to the team over comms.

BOOM!

A flash-bang grenade whited out the camera feed for an instant.

By the time the camera feed came back, the tac team had dropped from the ceiling into the hazy store.

With two quick pops, the dazed thugs hit the floor, bleeding out.

The phrase FAFO comes to mind. They sure found out.

The tac team struck like lightning and secured the area. Once the threat was neutralized, they escorted the hostages out of the store. EMTs and paramedics were on hand to treat any injuries. Other than a little psychological trauma and high cortisol, the hostages were fine, including Emily’s boyfriend, Ashton.

“Well, that’s the end of that,” Daniels said.

Both perps were dead.

Paris Delaney and her crew tried to get as close as possible. I knew she was angling for interviews with the survivors.

Brenda and her crew entered the store, and forensic investigators chronicled the scene.

Ashton didn’t shy away from the opportunity to be on camera. He told Paris, “It was terrifying. I was just trying to buy an engagement ring for my girlfriend when these jackasses came in. Can I say jackasses? Or will you edit that out?”

“We’re live.”

“Oh.”

“Were you afraid?”

“Well, you know,” he said, trying to sound tough. “We’ve all gotta die sometime. But not today.” He flashed his pearly whites.

“I hope your girlfriend says yes after all the trouble you’ve been through.”

“She’d be a fool not to. I’m a good catch, if I do say so myself,” he said with a smarmy grin.

“You’ll have a heck of a story to tell your grandkids.”
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At the station, I filled out after-action reports in the conference room. I tapped away on a tablet under the harsh fluorescent light.

My phone buzzed with a call from Giselle. "Hey, how's it going?"

"All things considered, it's going pretty well."

"How's grandpa? He's not giving you any trouble, is he?"

"Oh, no. Not at all. A model citizen."

"Good. He can get a little ornery at times.”

"He's been a delight," I said, neglecting to mention his escapades with the two beauties last night.

"I've been trying to get in touch with him, but he’s not returning my calls. I just got back in town. I thought I'd stop by the boat and say hello.”

"I'm at the station right now, doing some paperwork. But Jack's at the boat with him. Stop by any time.”

“Okey-dokey. I will."

I ended the call, and the sheriff poked his head into the conference room. "You got a minute?"

I nodded. "Just finishing up."

"I thought we'd have lunch and talk about a few things.”

I gave him a curious look but didn't push it. Daniels wasn't one to just have casual conversations.

I finished typing in the report, then we left and headed up to Oyster Avenue to grab something to eat. The sheriff wanted to go to Bob’s Bait Shack, and that was fine by me.

A cute hostess sat us at a table on the outdoor patio. It was a nice afternoon. The Florida sun beamed bright overhead, and a cool breeze drifted across the deck.

We perused the menus, and the sheriff ordered the Bob’s Barbecue Burger, and I went with the mushroom cheeseburger. We split an oversized basket of sweet potato fries.

The place was packed for lunch, as usual. You could get everything from fried seafood to burgers, sandwiches, and wraps.

Our burgers arrived, and we chowed down. The whole time, I waited for the sheriff to get to the point. Possibilities swirled in my mind.

"How are you doing?" he finally asked.

My brow knitted with confusion. It was an unusual question coming from Daniels. "I'm doing great. Never better."

"You guys have been going at a pretty good clip for a long time now."

"Well, if people would stop doing bad stuff, maybe we could take a break."

"I know that bombing at Sonic Temple hit close to home. Seems like this guy is gunning for you."

"Wouldn't be the first time.”

"You guys could have easily been inside that building doing a sound check when the bomb exploded.”

"True.”

"By the nature of your lifestyle, you guys are pretty exposed at certain times. Now I'm not asking you to change anything about the way you live your lives. But I want you to stay frosty. Don't get complacent."

"Trust me, I won't."

"I will deny I ever said this, but I don't want to attend either of your funerals.”

I smiled. "I think that pretty much goes for all of us."

We had grown to be one big family, with Daniels at the head of it.

"Maybe I'm just getting old. I can’t really keep up with all this new technology. Artificial this, quantum that. I miss the good old days when crime was simpler. Now everything is a multilayered scam. Everyone’s on the take. You don’t know who to trust.”

“Is there something going on in the department I should know about?”

He didn’t answer right away. With a sigh, he said, "Sometimes I wonder what the point of it all is. At the end of the day, we’re just bailing water on the Titanic.”

"We're still afloat," I said.

"And it's taking everything we've got to stay that way." He exhaled another breath. "Some days I think I just want to go fishing and let it be somebody else's problem."

My eyes narrowed with suspicion. "Sounds like you need a vacation.”

"The thought has crossed my mind.”

I'm not sure he was talking about a temporary vacation either.

"I can't do this forever. Someday this town’s gonna need a new sheriff.”

"You’re not thinking about…" I didn't even want to say it.

"I'm just putting a bug in your ear.”

I stared at him for a moment. "You want me to run for sheriff when you retire?"

"You got your shit squared away. You’ve got more than enough resources to fund the campaign. Everybody loves you, especially the camera. You’re a local hero. I can think of no better person to take over the reins once I ride off into the sunset."

I cringed. "I don't know. That's not really my style. I'm the tip of the spear. I'm an instrument. Point me in a direction, and I'll execute. Dealing with bureaucracies and politics…” I shook my head. “That’s not my thing."

The sheriff shrugged. "Fair enough. Just something to think about.”

"Tell me you’re not going anywhere anytime soon,” I said in a hopeful tone. "You'd miss all this.”

"I’d miss it like a hemorrhoid."

I laughed.

"This conversation stays between us.”

"What conversation?" I said with a grin.

"I'm just saying, when I leave this place, I want to know it's in good hands.”

"This is my home. I'm not going to let this place go to hell on my watch.”

He nodded.

And with that, we went back to our burgers. I suspected we’d never speak of it again until the time came, and I hoped that time was a long way away.

We finished our meal and topped it off with some key lime pie. I offered to pick up the tab, but Daniels insisted.

My phone buzzed with a call from Giselle again. “I’m at your boat. Nobody’s here. Any idea where they went?”
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Icalled Jack. It went to voicemail. I left him a message, then dialed again.

This time, he picked up after a few rings. "What's up?"

Music thumped in the background.

"Where are you?"

"Nowhere. Just getting a little fresh air and taking in the scenery.”

"Where are you?" I asked again, having an inkling.

"I thought it would be a good idea to get Henrik out into the world and create new experiences. I figured it might jog his memory."

"Giselle went by the boat, looking for her grandfather.”

"Just tell her we’ll be home shortly.”

"Where. Are. You?”

"Studying how gravitational forces affect buoyant masses.”

"You took him to a strip club?"

“It was Henrik’s idea,” Jack said.

"Sure it was."

"He's having a great time.”

"I'm sure he is.”

"I would have called and invited you, but I knew you were busy."

"I was dealing with a hostage situation,” I said.

"How’d that work out?”

"All the hostages survived."

"Great. Come join us for a celebration.”

"I'll be there in a minute.” I ended the call and told the sheriff, "I need to go reel him in."

"Good luck with that,” he said in a doubtful voice.

I thanked him for lunch as we left the restaurant, then I hustled down the avenue to Forbidden Fruit. The sheriff went back to the station.

I flashed my badge at the entrance, and the cashier waved me through. I'm not going to say we were regulars at the establishment, but professional reasons had brought us here on occasion. Okay, maybe we were regulars.

Spotlights slashed the hazy air, and sultry music pumped through speakers. Mesmerizing beauties pranced around the stage, undulating in hypnotic ways in rhythm to the beat. Drooling guys stuffed dollar bills in G-strings as nubile goddesses teased and tantalized.

Jack and Henrik had front row seats at a table next to the main stage.

A gorgeous brunette with emerald eyes gave Henrik a lap dance. She slithered around his body and dangled her celestial orbs in his face. Henrik looked like a kid in a candy store, mesmerized by the sight.

I took a seat at the table and gave Jack a disapproving look. He was too preoccupied with a blonde to notice.

When the song ended, the bras went back on, and the girls plopped into the men’s laps, trying to coax out another dance.

A waitress approached and asked me if I'd like a drink.

"No thanks. I'm on duty."

"Jacko says it's compliments of the house."

"Tell him thank you. Another time.”

She looked at Jack and Henrik. They'd already put down at least one round. "You ready for another, boys?"

Before Jack could answer, I said, "No. I think they're done."

Jack scowled at me. So did Henrik.

"Giselle is looking for you," I said to the wily old man.

"Well, she can keep looking."

"I need to get you back to the boat, alive and upright."

"Oh, he's upright," the brunette said.

Henrik grinned.

She asked him if he’d like to go to the champagne room.

"I certainly like champagne," Henrik replied.

"No champagne room for now, thank you," I said.

They all frowned at me.

"I don't think Giselle is going to be too happy if she finds out where you are."

"It's not her life. I'll live mine how I see fit."

There was no arguing with the two of them.

My phone buzzed my pocket with another call. I pulled out the device and looked at the screen.

Unknown.

That sense of dread twisted my stomach again. I really didn't want to answer, but I knew that wouldn’t make the problem go away. I swiped the screen and held the phone to my ear. "This is Deputy Wild?”

That familiar, haunting voice crackled through. "Deputy Wild. So good to talk to you again.”

“Tell me you’ve decided to give yourself up.”

He laughed. "No. The game is not over yet. Are you ready to play again?”

"Not particularly," I said as I stood up. I snapped my fingers to get Jack's attention, pointed at him, then pointed at the door. It was a declarative gesture, and I didn't leave any room for misinterpretation. I walked toward the exit and said to the caller, "Hang on a second. It's loud in here.”

I stepped outside into the bright sun, squinting as I hit the sidewalk. My eyes had adjusted to the darkness from the short time in the club.

"Where are you, Deputy? It sounds like fun.”

"Where are you?" I said, turning it around.

"The question you should be asking is where is the bomb?”

"Okay. I'm listening. Tell me where it is.”

"You know the drill by now. I can tell you when.”

"Let's start with that.”

"Six hours. That's when the bomb will detonate.”

"You’ve lost all credibility. How do I know it won't go off sooner?”

"You don't.”

"So why bother with a deadline?"

"If it makes you feel better, we can say within six hours."

"That doesn't particularly make me feel any better. What would make me feel great is if you told me exactly where it is.”

He laughed again. "That's not going to happen. But don't worry. I'm not targeting you this time. In all honesty, I wasn't targeting you before. If I was, you'd be dead.”

"Okay. Give me something to go on.”

"All of my clues have been way too simple up to this point. I think this should be a little more challenging, wouldn't you agree?”

"No. I wouldn't."

"I can give you no clue at all.”

“I’d prefer a clue, thank you.”

“No. I think no clue is your clue. Good luck.” He ended the call.

Again, I wanted to smash the phone on the sidewalk, but thought better of it.

By that time, Jack had escorted Henrik onto the sidewalk.

“What’s going on?” JD asked.

I told him, then said, “No clue is the clue.”

“What the hell does that mean?”
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“No clue is the clue,” I repeated to myself. “No clue is nothing. Nothing is⁠—“

“Zero,” Henrik said. “Null. Ground state.”

“Zero Ocean Way,” I said, putting it all together. “The Aquarium.”

It was as good a guess as any at this point.

I called the sheriff and filled him in, then texted the recording of the call to Thompson.

I told Jack to take Henrik back to the boat. Jack called for a rideshare, and so did I. They piled into the silver four-door when it pulled to the curb, and I waited another moment for my driver to arrive.

He pulled up in a black BMW 3 series and zipped me to the Coconut Key Aquarium. The driver pulled to the curb, and I hopped out.

The place was packed with tourists. People flooded in and out.

They had done away with the ticketing booth. Everything was app-driven. No cash. You had to purchase tickets online, then you would receive an access code to be scanned.

I jumped the turnstile and ran into the building.

Massive glass walls gave a glimpse into the aquatic life of sea lions. They swam around without a care in the world, oblivious to the danger. The blue glow from the tank illuminated the awestruck faces of children and adults.

I finally found a female staff member wearing a blue polo shirt and white shorts. With a flash of the badge, I said, “I need to speak with the manager. There’s been a threat, and we need to quietly and calmly evacuate the building.”

The pretty blonde went stiff, and her blue eyes became saucers. The recent bombing at Sonic Temple was on everyone’s mind. “What kind of threat?”

“Just get the manager.”

She nodded and scurried to find him.

I followed.

We caught up with him by the shark tank, and I explained the situation.

Steve was a bald guy in his early 40s with oval glasses, a narrow face, and a bushy brown mustache. Fear bathed his brown eyes. “When is this thing supposed to go off?”

“At any time,” I said.

He swallowed hard.

Curious patrons eavesdropped.

I spoke in a hushed voice. “Announce that the aquarium is closing for an unexpected maintenance issue and tickets will automatically be refunded.”

He nodded.

I followed as he hurried to the office and made an announcement over the loudspeaker. His voice echoed through the damp, dark passages as he urged everyone to move in an orderly fashion to the exits.

By that time, the sheriff had arrived with several patrol units. The FBI and ATF weren’t far behind.

Deputies set up a perimeter and kept people out of the area. They hurried patrons away from the building as they exited. It didn’t take a Rhodes Scholar to realize this wasn’t a maintenance issue.

News crews arrived, and choppers circled overhead.

We managed to get everybody out of the building without a mass panic.

The FBI and the bomb squad went in with dogs and handheld ETD sniffers. We searched every inch of the place. The aquarium was a massive facility with dozens of large tanks that housed all kinds of aquatic life.

Nothing turned up.

We searched offices, storerooms, trash cans, the cafe, the kitchen, everything.

No bomb.

That sense of dread affected us all. Nervous anticipation slicked skin and elevated heartbeats. A ticking bomb on an unreliable timeline. The explosive device could go off at any moment.

We all regrouped near the main entrance. Looks of frustration abounded.

Emily had arrived and joined the party.

“What are you doing here?” I asked.

“I thought I might be able to help.”

I noticed the ring on her finger. It looked like she had accepted Ashton’s proposal. I’m sure he played up the traumatic experience in the jewelry store. It certainly would make a hell of a story to tell their kids someday. I felt torn and really wanted to tell her what a douchebag he was.

"Are you sure this is the location, Wild?" Thompson asked.

"To be honest, I'm not sure about anything. If you can tell me what no clue is the clue means, be my guest.”

Thompson's mouth tensed with frustration. "We've searched the premises, but we haven't searched the tanks. What if he planted the device underwater?”

It was something we hadn't considered.

"Underwater shock waves travel more efficiently," I said. "But we have no way of knowing how this might affect a quantum pulse bomb.”

“It could amplify it," Emily said.

That was not what Thompson wanted to hear.

The aquariums were built to look like natural habitats. If the bomber was smart, he could have designed this device to resemble a rock at the bottom of the sea floor. It would be almost impossible to find.

Thompson looked at his watch. We had a little over four hours left, if the bomber had been truthful.

"Even if you discover the bomb in the water, it makes it that much harder to deactivate," I said. "Based on past experience, this guy likes to use mercury switches. He may use some other type of mobility sensor. If we can find the device, I doubt we'll be able to remove it without setting it off.”

Thompson's face tightened. It wasn't what he wanted to hear, but he knew I was right.

“There's no way we can image it underwater,” I continued. “No way to identify the trigger logic to disarm it. We also run the risk of the wildlife bumping into it and triggering a motion sensor.”

“Cut all power and electricity to the building,” Thompson said. “I want this entire block cleared. I also want to interrogate every employee of the aquarium, and everyone who's had access over the last several weeks. This thing could have been sitting dormant in there for God knows how long.”

"Have all the neighboring buildings been evacuated?" I asked.

"Yes," Daniels said.

“Good.”

I surveyed the area, then spotted something that made me second-guess myself.


33




The Zero Point Technology building was directly across the street. I wondered if that might be the target.

“I thought you said all the buildings had been evacuated?” I said as I spotted a man in a 12th-floor window of the Zero Point building.

“They have,” Daniels replied.

"Then what is that dumbass doing?"

"Shit," the sheriff grumbled.

"I'll go get him.” I darted across the street and ran into the lobby of the building.

The place was empty.

I found the stairwell and spiraled up to the 12th floor, quads burning, chest heaving for breath. Sweat misted the small of my back. No better workout than running stairs.

I burst into the main hallway and darted about, checking the offices, looking for the guy I had seen in a corner office.

I found the idiot collecting his laptop, a few notebooks, some pictures, and a few external hard drives.

I flashed my badge. "You need to evacuate the building.”

His brow wrinkled with annoyance. "I just need to get a few things.”

"Now!"

"Look, buddy. I've been working on this project for the last six months. I'm not letting all my work go up in smoke. Besides, the bomb is across the street at the aquarium. We’re totally safe here.”

I scoffed. This guy had no idea what he was talking about. “News flash. We don't know where the damn thing is. Okay. Get your ass moving.”

His annoyed gaze persisted. "You ain't the boss of me.”

"Look, dipshit. I'm risking my life to be here. Now please evacuate the building.”

"Okay, okay! I just need to grab one more thing.” He rummaged through a drawer, pulled out another data drive, and tossed it into the cardboard box with all the other items he had collected.

That's when I noticed we had another visitor.

Emily had followed me into the building. She had stepped out of the stairwell, spotted me, and jogged toward me.

My face tensed with frustration and worry. "What are you doing here?”

“I couldn’t reach you by cell. The feds have jammed service in case the bomb can be triggered by remote.”

“You shouldn’t be here.”

“I know. I just…” she stammered. “I don’t think the bomb is in the aquarium. I don’t think it’s in this building either.”

“Let’s have this discussion elsewhere,” I said.

The office worker had gathered his stuff and cradled the banker box.

We all moved toward the stairwell when a thunderous BOOM rumbled the building.

The pulse tore through concrete and steel, ripping it apart at the subatomic level.
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The pulse knocked me down and punched the air out of my lungs. Debris and loose papers swirled. The blast had sheared through concrete and rebar. It rang my bell, and my vision blurred. The air was thick with that ozonated smell.

The world had gone silent for a moment.

My pulse thumped my ears. Adrenaline coursed through my veins, and the trauma of it all made my whole body feel numb. It took a second for my hearing to return. For a few moments, I didn't know if I was here or there.

Dust and chips of concrete littered the floor.

I pulled myself together and climbed to my feet, then rushed to Emily.

She gathered her wits, still in a daze, covered in dust.

"Are you okay?"

With a pained look on her face, she nodded. "I think so."

I looked her over and didn't see any signs of bleeding or obvious trauma.

I moved to the office worker, but he wasn't quite so fortunate. He lay on the ground, motionless. A piece of debris had caught him in the neck and severed his carotid. Blood pooled around his neck and head. The box that contained his six months’ worth of work lay scattered about the floor.

I felt for a pulse in his neck, but he was long gone.

I stood up and took stock of our situation. A few feet closer to the stairwell, and we would have been vaporized. The blast took out the neighboring building and most of this one. The explosion had sliced through the building like it was cake. Only this corner section remained. Just a small bit of the hallway and the guy’s corner office.

It was a miracle it was still standing, but I couldn't be certain how long it would remain that way. It was like a Jenga tower. One small breeze seemed like it would knock the damn thing over. It wasn’t the tallest building in the world, but it was tall enough.

I stood at the edge, looking down at the chaos.

The neighboring building was completely gone. Dust and debris still hung in the air.

I helped Emily to her feet and moved her away from the ledge. We stepped into the corner office. It was probably more structurally secure. One of the office walls had been ripped completely away. The windows had shattered.

I looked down at the street below as emergency responders collected themselves. Screams of panic and agony drifted up. I hoped the casualties were few, but it wasn't looking good.

The aquarium seemed to be intact.

News helicopters, along with Tango One, circled overhead.

My heart still thumped my chest, and adrenaline sizzled my skin.

There was no way down from here. The stairs didn't exist anymore. Neither did the elevator. I might have been able to figure out a way to climb down, but that wasn't in Emily's wheelhouse, and I wasn't willing to leave her here alone.

It was a long way down and structurally unstable.

With eyes like saucers and nerves shot, I helped Emily to a chair in the office. She took a seat and tried to settle herself.

"Slow, deep breaths,” I said. “Don't hyperventilate. Don't go into shock. You're fine. We’re going to be fine. It's only a matter of time before they rescue us.”

Emily nodded. "Remind me never to follow you into a building when there's a bomb threat.”

"That was pretty stupid.”

Emily nodded in agreement. "I thought the bomb was next door.”

"What made you think that?”

"I dunno. Just a hunch. Null Point has an office in the building.”

It was another technology company that competed with Zero Point.

"This guy has been nothing but disingenuous,” I said. “He gives us bogus clues. Changes timelines. It's all to keep us off balance.”

"It seems like he’s doing a good job of that.”

I checked my phone. There was still no cell service.

I moved to the window frame, crunching over broken glass. I shouted down to the first responders below and waved my arms. "Need some help up here!"

One of the deputies saw me. It wouldn't be long now.

We were too high for ladders. They’d have to do a helicopter extraction.

I took a seat behind the desk.

Emily coughed, the air still thick with dust and debris.

There were all kinds of toxic materials floating around. These were newer buildings, so I didn't think they were loaded with asbestos, but who knows what else was in there.

"This bomb is bigger than the last one," Emily said.

"That's the only thing the bomber was honest about.”

"Still, this is nothing compared to what's possible with true Oblivium.”

"Well, we better hope he never gets hold of that stuff."

"I feel responsible."

"Did you build the device? Did you plant it in the building? Did you set it to go off?”

She shook her head.

"Everybody's responsible for their own actions. You created the technology. How other people use it is on them.”

She nodded. "I guess. But I still can’t help but feel like it shouldn’t have been created.”

“We talked about that, remember?”

“I know,” she said with a grim frown.

Emergency lights flashed and flickered below. More emergency responders arrived on the scene.

The building rumbled, and something shifted. The office shook, and we shared concerned glances.

This building could topple at any moment.
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“Okay, I’m beginning to think this was a really bad idea,” Emily said.

“Don’t worry,” I assured. “We’ll get out of here.”

She nodded, trying to convince herself of that.

“I guess congratulations are in order,” I said.

She gave me a blank look, then realized. Emily splayed her fingers and admired the sparkly gem. Uncertainty crept into her gaze. “Yes. I’m a lucky woman,” she said, trying to convince herself again.

I bit my tongue. “When’s the big day?”

“I don’t know. This all happened so fast, my head is still spinning.”

"You seem uncertain."

Her brow knitted. "No. I'm not uncertain at all. In fact, I've never been more certain about anything in my entire life."

Anything I said, she was going to say the opposite.

Off my look, she said, "Don't start. He's a really great guy.”

I raised my hands innocently. "I'm sure."

"You don't like him.”

"I think you could do better."

She lifted a sassy eyebrow. “Like who? You?”

“You’re not my type.”

She scoffed.

“Smart, sexy, brave…” I shook my head. “I like ‘em dumb and ugly.”

She gave me a skeptical look. "You just haven't gotten to know him like I know him. Sure, he can come off a little possessive and arrogant. But he's really sweet and caring at heart.”

"Hey, you don't have to sell me. I'm not the one signing on for life."

"You make it sound like a death sentence."

"For some people, it is. Choose wisely."

"What's that supposed to mean?”

"Just make sure he's everything you think he is."

"Nobody's perfect. Everybody wears a mask.”

I couldn't disagree with that.

"It takes time to see the real person,” she continued. “We all put on our best face.”

"So, you think you’ve seen beyond his mask?"

She nodded. "I think so.”

I smirked. She had no idea. "What would you do if you caught him cheating?"

Her brow wrinkled. "Ashton wouldn't cheat. It's not in his nature.”

I could barely contain my reaction.

“We talked about it. Honesty and trust are paramount in our relationship. I don't think you can have a successful relationship without trust.”

"Trust is a fundamental component of any relationship.”

My phone buzzed with a call, interrupting the moment. I pulled the device from my pocket. Cell service had obviously been restored to the area. I swiped the screen and held the phone to my ear.

"You still alive?" the sheriff asked.

"I'm not quite sure how, but we survived. How about you?”

"The area was mostly clear during the blast. There were a couple of bystanders who got hit with some debris. But no fatalities. Not yet, at least. Hopefully, no one else was in that building. What about your person?”

"We are going to need a body bag.”

The sheriff groaned. "What about Emily?”

“She’s fine.”

He breathed a little easier. “Okay. Tango One will be in position shortly. They'll drop a harness down. Looks like that's the only way out.”

"Hurry up. I don't think this structure is too stable.”

I ended the call and told Emily about our planned method of extraction.

"This might be a good time to tell you about my fear of heights."

I chuckled.

"It's not funny."

"I’m sure it's not," I said, raising my hands in surrender. "But you don't have any other choice, unless you want to stay up here until the building collapses.”

"I think I'll pass on that.”

The thump of rotor blades drew near.

I stood up, walked to the window frame, and waited for them to lower the harness. They hovered overhead and dropped it down.

I grabbed onto the frame and leaned out the window to grab the rope and pull the harness in. I secured Emily in the harness first. Once I was sure it was snug, I escorted her to the window frame.

She cringed as she peered out over the ledge. "Oh hell no!"

"No choice.”

She winced, and terror twisted her face.

The building jittered and groaned again. A slight shift, and the hairs on the back of my neck stood tall.

We didn’t have long.

Emily closed her eyes and stepped into the abyss. She swung from the window frame, and the helicopter pulled away slightly. The wench engaged and pulled her up. Deputies waited for her and pulled her into the cargo area when she reached them.

Once she was safely aboard, they dropped the harness back down.

The building rumbled again. The floor shifted. Concrete snapped and cracked.

This thing was going down.


36




Istrapped in, then swung out the window. The rescue team would extract the office worker's body later. Priority one was to get the living out of the building before it collapsed. Which it did the minute I swung free.

It crumbled and imploded on itself in a plume of dust as the helicopter lifted me out of harm's way. Not a moment too soon.

Steel and rebar creaked and groaned.

Onlookers below shrieked in horror.

The winch pulled me up, and I climbed into the cabin with Emily, then disconnected the harness.

The pilot banked the craft around and headed toward the station.

"Thanks, guys," I said. "That was a close one."

"You got nine lives, Wild,” Deputy Polk shouted at me.

I’d been through that many at least.

Jack buzzed my phone. "I’ve been watching the whole thing on TV. You got out of there in the nick of time. You okay?"

“Yeah, we’re all good.”

“I don’t know about you, but this has got me all fired up. The gloves are off. We need to get this bastard any way possible.”

“I’m with you, brother.”

“I knew that you would be. Glad you’re okay.” He paused. “I should have been there.”

“Nothing you could have done. How’s Henrik?”

“He’s good.”

“Keep him out of trouble, and I’ll be back shortly.”

“Affirmative.”

I texted Isabella to rattle her cage and see if she had drummed up any info on our perp.

At the station, we touched down on the helipad, and EMTs triaged us. We were both dirty, dusty, and shaken up. We’d both suffered minor abrasions.

All in all, we were okay.

The EMTs suggested we go to the hospital for a full workup, but I declined. Emily wasn't too enthused about the prospect either. She turned down their offer for a ride in the ambulance.

Once inside, I filled out after-action reports in the conference room. That's when another unknown call buzzed my phone.

"I'm tired of this game," I said when I answered, knowing it could only be one person.

"But you're doing so well. You're still alive after two close calls. It's quite impressive.”

"You lied.”

"I did no such thing. How you interpret the clues is your business."

“You detonated the bomb early again. More people died."

"As we've already established, there are no rules, Deputy. More like guidelines. Suggestions, perhaps.”

"A game without rules isn't fun.”

"Oh, I'm having a tremendous amount of fun. And I suspect you are too.”

I scoffed. "This is anything but fun.”

"You don't mean that. I'll bet you feel more alive than ever. That adrenaline, like a drug, rushing through your veins. You get to play the hero. And the clarity of mind,” he said with envy. “Nothing to cloud your judgment. When it comes to matters of life and death, survival is the only thing that matters. It's pure. Unadulterated. You should be thanking me. Plus, you're getting to spend time with that gorgeous blonde. Have you banged her yet?”

The scumbag had obviously been watching.

I didn’t bother to answer his lurid question. "What's next?"

"See. You’re ready to get back into the action already. I'm afraid you'll just have to wait, Deputy. All things in good time.”

He ended the call.

I forwarded a recording of the call to Special Agent Thompson, then found the sheriff. We chatted about the events.

"Look, I want this guy behind bars yesterday,” he said. “Use all available resources.”

I knew what that meant. “Believe me, I'm doing everything I can.”

"This guy keeps upping the ante every time.” A grim look tightened his face. “It only gets worse from here.” Daniels put a comforting hand on my shoulder before walking off.

I’d come a few feet from getting vaporized. You couldn't get much closer. I know that weighed heavily on him.

Ashton had arrived at the station to pick up Emily. They embraced in the lobby, and Ashton looked over her with worried eyes. "Are you okay?"

Emily nodded.

"What were you doing in that building?”

"I… I don't know. I needed to warn Deputy Wild. There were no comms.”

"That's not your business. You are a scientist, not a first responder. You're not a field agent. I don't mind you consulting on this case, but you are not going back into the field, you hear me?”

"You can't tell me what to do."

An exasperated sigh escaped his mouth. "I'm not telling you what to do. I'm telling you that I care about you. And I don't want you blown up. I'm just looking out for you. You can consult on this case from your office. You don't need to go to an active site. That makes no sense to me. What good can you do there anyway?”

Emily frowned. "I think I can do a lot of good.”

"I’m right, and you know I’m right.”Ashton spotted me and glared. "I blame you for this.”

My face wrinkled. "Me?”

"How could you let her go into that building?”

"I didn’t let her do anything. She did it all on her own.”

"Isn't somebody looking out for her? She's a civilian, for chrissakes.”

I said to Emily, "You really ought to listen to your boyfriend. You should stay out of threat areas.”

Her eyes narrowed at me.

“Fiancé,” Ashton corrected.

“Oh, right. Congratulations!”

I could have dropped a bomb of my own on this guy and probably should have. I was so tempted to ask if the brunette he had dinner with was his sister. If she was, there was something weird going on in that family.

Ashton scowled at me and tugged Emily’s arm. “Let’s go.”

Emily looked over her shoulder as Ashton pulled her away. “I’ll be in touch.”

I watched as they got into an argument in the parking lot. I stayed out of it.

“Ah, young couples in love,” Deputy Hollis said, watching the drama unfold.

I laughed.

Emily and Ashton fought all the way back to his BMW. They hopped inside and kept fighting.

I called for a rideshare and waited in the lobby.

Isabella texted back. [Sorry. I’ve got nothing. He’s covering his tracks well. I’m looking for transactions of equipment and material necessary to construct these types of bombs, but I don’t have anything solid yet. Will keep you in the loop.]

[Thanks.]

A black Lexus SUV pulled up a few minutes later. I hustled outside and climbed into the vehicle. We zipped back to Diver Down, and he dropped me off at the dock.

I walked back to the Avventura and crossed the passerelle. Buddy waited for me, faithful as ever.

Henrik and JD sat in the salon, watching TV. The news coverage was nonstop. The camera did a good job of capturing the devastation, but it wasn't quite the same.

A shiny aluminum cane rested by the sofa. This wasn’t some cheap drugstore device. It was stylish, sleek, and modern.

“Did Emily bring a cane?” I asked.

“No,” JD said. “I picked it up for him. But he won’t use it.”

Henrik made a face.

“I think it looks good.”

Henrik sneered at him.

“Just a little something in case of emergency.”

Henrik wanted to hang on to his independence. To him, the cane was an admission that time had won.

I climbed up to my stateroom, peeled out of my clothes, and took a shower. The dust and grime swirled down the drain, and the hot water soothed my sore muscles. The blast had felt like getting hit with a wrecking ball.

Afterward, I toweled off and got dressed, then rejoined JD and Henrik in the salon. I was hungry, and they were too. We decided to order pizza. I wasn’t in the mood to go anywhere. I’d had enough adventure for one day.

We kept the evening pretty low-key. I texted back and forth with Isabella a few times, trying to come up with something that could identify this guy.

Emily called later in the evening. “I hope I’m not disturbing you.”

“No. Not at all.”

“I just wanted to apologize for Ashton. He was extremely rude.”

“He’s just concerned.”

“It’s not your fault I was in that building. I’m a big girl. I can make my own decisions.”

“Look, it’s none of my business.”

“I know what you’re going to say.”

“No, you really don’t.”

The douchebag’s voice echoed in the background.

“Listen, I’ve got to go,” she said in a hushed tone. “We’ll talk tomorrow.”

She ended the call. It was probably for the best. I didn’t need to get involved in that drama.

A few minutes later, my phone rang with a call on an encrypted app. I didn’t recognize the number. Dread knotted my stomach. I had exceeded my BS limit for the day. I swiped the screen and said, “This is Deputy Wild?”
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“I’ll get to the point,” the voice said. It was not the bomber. The German accent was unmistakable. “Henrik Strauss has something I want. I have something he wants. I see no reason why we can’t make a simple exchange.”

“Should I call you Klaus Brenner, or Klaus von Markov?”

“It does not matter what you call me. What matters is that I have Giselle. If Henrik wants to see her alive again, he will deliver the Vrilkristall and share his knowledge.”

“I need proof of life,” I said.

“You will get it.” Then he added, “She is unharmed for now. Involve anyone else or play any games with me, and I will not be able to guarantee her safety.”

“You won’t get what you want if she’s harmed.”

“Then you should play by the rules.”

“What are the rules?”

“You will deliver the Vrilkristall to me tomorrow night. I will give you a time and a location.”

“It’s going to take longer than that to get to the crystal.”

“That’s not my problem.”

“I can’t change the laws of physics. I need more time.”

“You’ll have to figure something out.”

“How am I supposed to do that when Henrik can’t remember where it is?”

“If that’s the case, you better find a way to spark his memory.”

“Sounds like you’re in a hurry. What does time matter if you can manipulate it?”

“Find the crystal. I will be in touch.”

He ended the call, and I dialed Isabella. I knew she probably wouldn’t be able to track the call over the encrypted app, but it was worth a shot. I sent her a copy of the proof of life video after it came through.

Giselle was bound at the wrists and ankles, with duct tape over her mouth. Tears had streaked her mascara. It looked like she was on a bunk in a boat. The LED light from a cell phone lit her face, blowing it out. The picture wobbled with the swells. Klaus kept the framing tight. He stuck today’s paper in front of the lens and focused on the date.

My jaw tightened as I watched.

Giselle looked terrified.

I left my stateroom and found Jack. He and Henrik were still watching TV in the salon. He’d taken a liking to the old guy. It was hard not to.

“We’ve got a situation,” I said after I pulled JD aside.

I gave him the scoop in a whisper.

His face tightened. “You got any idea where Klaus called you from?”

“He’s on a boat somewhere.” I showed him the clip.

Jack winced at the sight.

“I don’t want to upset Henrik,” I said. “But we’ve got to tell him.”

“How do you think he’ll take it?”

“I don’t want to give him a heart attack.”

“I’ll tell him,” Jack said.

We walked back into the salon.

“Hey, buddy. We’ve got a little problem.”

“The problem is I need another beer. And we should call some honeys. There’s no action around here tonight.”

“I’m afraid it’s a little more complicated than that.” Jack cringed. “Do you remember where you hid the crystal?”

Henrik’s face wrinkled. “Why?”

“Well, there’s no easy way to put this.” He told him the bad news.

Henrik’s face went long. Then he clenched his jaw. “That vile son-of-a-bitch!”

“We’ll sort this out, but we need something to bargain with. We’ve got roughly 24 hours.”

“Or what?”

“You know what.”

A grim frown tugged his face. “Klaus must not be allowed to get that crystal. It is imperative. Do you know what he will do!?”

“It’s all theoretical at this point,” I said. “No one has really traveled through time. Klaus Brenner is von Markov’s grandson. There is a logical explanation for all this.”

Henrik glared at me. “I know what I experienced all those years ago. I know how powerful the Vrilkristall is. This technology must not fall into enemy hands. My family has made great sacrifices to ensure this technology would never be misused. I’m not compromising our future or our past now.”

I still didn’t buy into the whole thing, but Henrik sure did.

“He’s going to kill Giselle if he doesn’t get what he wants,” I said.

“If he gets what he wants, do you know how many other people will die? He will change the course of history. This…” he said, motioning around. “All of this could vanish.”

He snapped his fingers.

“What if he’s right?” Jack muttered.

I shared a look of doubt with JD, then said to Henrik, “Are you really going to let your granddaughter die?”

Sadness filled the old man’s eyes.
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"So where is it?" I asked.

"Just hold your damn horses,” Henrik replied. “I'm thinking."

I shared an anxious look with Jack.

Henrik looked like he was working out a complex mathematical problem. "I got it," he said with a smile. "I buried it in the backyard."

"At the retirement home?"

His face twisted. "No. The backyard of my home."

"Great,” Jack said. “We'll go dig it up.”

"There may be one slight problem," Henrik cautioned. "I don't own the place anymore."

We both stared at him.

"When did you sell it?" I asked.

"A few years back, when Giselle insisted I get full-time care. This is all her fault. I didn't need assistance. I was doing just fine."

"You’re sure that's where it is.”

His brow remained wrinkled. "Yes. Do I need to repeat myself?"

"What's the address of your old home?”

“876 Willow Bend Way.”

"You're sure about that?" I said.

"I lived there for damn near 40 years. I should know my own address.”

I shared a look with Jack.

It was late, but time was of the essence. We gathered our things, called for a ride share, then helped Henrik out to the parking lot.

By the time we got there, a black Lincoln Navigator had pulled in. The SUV drove around by the dock, and we climbed inside. We slid into the cushy leather seats, and Clarence zipped us over to Willow Bend.

He took one look at us in the rearview and changed the station from rap to yacht rock.

We pulled to the curb in the upscale neighborhood in front of the two-story French colonial with dove-gray siding, Arctic white trim, square columns, and a large veranda. A white picket fence surrounded the yard, and tall palm trees swayed in the breeze. A colorful flower garden looked well-tended.

We climbed out of the SUV and stood in front of the home, surveying the grounds. There weren't any lights on. It was a little after 11:00 PM, and I figured everyone was asleep.

The Navigator drove off.

"What's the game plan?" JD asked.

"We’re going to knock on the door and tell them we need to dig a hole in the backyard.”

"A gas leak,” JD suggested. "Fiber-optic cables. Sewer line.”

"That's great, but we’re not with the gas company, the phone company, or public works."

"Preliminary investigation.” He paused. "We could always tell them we suspect there's a dead body buried back there by the previous tenant.”

I gave him a look.

Jack shrugged. "What?"

"This ain't my house," Henrik said.

We both looked at him with confused faces.

"This is 876 Willow Bend Way,” I said.

"It might be 876 Willow Bend, but that ain’t my house,” he said, pointing a craggy finger.

The house looked like a new build. "You said you sold it three years ago?"

"Yes.”

"So they tore down the house and rebuilt?" Jack said. "The crystal is still probably buried in the ground in the backyard."

I took a deep breath. "Let's go see what they have to say."

We pushed through the gate and strolled the walkway up to the veranda. I rang the video doorbell and waited.

An annoyed voice crackled through the speaker a moment later. “Do you know what time it is?”

“Coconut County,” I said, flashing my badge to the lens. “Sorry to disturb you at this hour.” I shared a look with Jack before proceeding. “We’re investigating a cold case and need to take a look around your backyard.”

“Cold case?”

“We believe perpetrators may have concealed evidence on the property.”

“Evidence?”

“Yes, sir.”

“If it’s a cold case, can this wait until the morning?”

“No, sir. Time is of the essence. We believe there is a connection to a recent kidnapping.”

Jack muttered, “Just tell him there’s a body buried in his backyard and we need to dig it up.”

“What!?”

“We can come back with a warrant,” I said, bluffing. “But we’re losing valuable time, and a young girl’s life is at stake.”

“How long is this going to take? I’ve got an early flight out in the morning.”

“We just need to take a look around, then determine the next steps,” I said, trying to minimize the inconvenience.

He sighed. “Sure. Go ahead. The gate’s unlocked. I’ll meet you around back.

We escorted Henrik around the house and up the driveway to the back gate and stepped onto the patio. Henrik looked around, taking in the scenery. "This has changed a lot."

"Where did you bury it?" I asked.

"I need to get my bearings.” He looked around, trying to find some natural landmarks, but everything had changed.

The patio was made of nice stonework. A fire pit offered a centerpiece for social gatherings. A propane grill stood ready to barbecue burgers, and a covered bar offered the perfect place to serve drinks. The pool was perfect for lounging in the sun on a float pad. It gave off resort vibes, designed for leisure.

James, the homeowner, stepped onto the patio through the back door. He’d put on a T-shirt and shorts, but was in his bare feet. James was mid-40s with short curly dark hair, a chubby face, and a portly figure. He stood about 6’2” and was an imposing guy. "Want to tell me what this is all about?"

"Like I said," I replied. "Cold case that may be connected to a current kidnapping."

His brow wrinkled with confusion. "I still don't see what that has to do with my property." James surveyed JD and me, then Henrik, trying to piece it all together. He pointed at the old man as Henrik counted off steps from the fence to the edge of the house. "Who is Einstein over here?"

The bushy white hair made a direct comparison obvious. James didn't know how spot on his reference was.

"He's involved in the investigation. The former homeowner." I changed the subject. "How long have you been in the house?”

"About a year now. We bought it from a guy who did a teardown and rebuild.”

Henrik rejoined us. "By my calculations, it's in the living room," he said, pointing.

My brow lifted. "You sure?”

"My calculations are never wrong."

"What exactly are you looking for?" James asked.

"It's a long, complicated story," I said. Then I asked Henrik again, "Are you absolutely sure?"

"I'm positive,” he said without a trace of doubt. "This I know.”

I grimaced, shared a look with Jack, then addressed James. "This is going to sound outrageous, but hear me out."
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"Are you out of your goddamn mind?" James said. "You want to dig a hole in my living room? Absolutely not."

"It's a matter of life and death," I said.

"I don't give two shits. You’re not taking a jackhammer to my tile."

"We'd obviously pay for any damages.”

James scoffed. "The time, the inconvenience, the noise. No. You guys can’t even tell me what you're trying to dig up. I mean, there's not a goddamn body under there, is there?”

I didn't respond, just shared an ominous glance with Jack.

He shrugged.

James shook his head. "No. I don't want to know. If there's a body under there, it's staying under there.” James started putting the pieces together. He pointed at Henrik. "You just asked this guy if that's where he buried it? Is this guy some kind of psycho killer? Did he bury somebody under my house?”

"Like I said, we can come back with a warrant, but I’d rather not have to go through the delay.” It was all BS. I had no grounds for a warrant.

"No. My wife and kids are asleep. We’re going skiing in the morning. I don't have time to deal with this nonsense. If you think you’ve got probable cause, then go get a warrant. In the meantime, I’m going back to sleep. You guys can go fuck yourselves."

"It's a matter of life and death,” I said.

“Not my life." James marched back inside and slammed the door.

"Well, he's a pleasant fellow," Jack said. "What the hell do we do now?"

I asked Henrik one more time if he was sure about the location.

"I am absolutely 100% positive."

"Where exactly is it in the living room?" I asked.

"By my calculations, it's right under the coffee table."

"I know where we can get a jackhammer," JD said.

I gave him a look.

We left the patio and stepped through the gate, making our way down the driveway. I called for a rideshare, and we waited at the curb for a few minutes until another SUV arrived to take us back to the marina.

On the ride back, Jack said, "He is leaving in the morning, you know.”

"You want to break into that guy’s house, tear up his floor while he's gone, and put it all back together by the time he gets back?"

"The thought had occurred to me. I’ve got some really good tile guys. They can bang that out in a minute.”

"No. Absolutely not."

"You got a better idea?"

I had to admit, I was working through the logistics of Jack's plan in my mind. It was outrageous, illegal, and totally crazy.

"We could try to pass off some fake crystal," I said.

Henrik shook his hand. "Klaus will know. He’ll test the Vrilkristall before letting Giselle go, if he lets her go at all. I suspect he’ll kill every one of us when he gets what he wants. But once he has the crystal, our future is tenuous at best. We might not have a future at all. Perhaps not even a past."
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This was a really bad idea, but Jack assured me that Juan and Jesus were the best tile guys on the island and could match the tile in the living room after we cut into it. There was just one slight problem. The house alarm.

I had a plan for that.

After a good night’s sleep, JD and I headed back over to Willow Bend to surveil the joint. James and his family had cleared out by 9:00 AM.

We pulled to the curb in front of the house. With the surveillance van wrapped like a public works vehicle, we wouldn’t draw much attention. Wearing neon vests, nobody would give us a second look. Though no matter how we disguised him, Henrik looked a little out of place. Just a tad past the age of retirement for manual labor.

We hopped out, walked up the driveway, and entered through the back gate. I knocked on the back door a few times just to make sure nobody was home.

No dogs barked.

From the French doors that opened to the patio, I got a view of the keypad for the alarm. With my phone, I zoomed in and took a picture, then sent it to Isabella.

Every manufacturer had a default service code. Even if the homeowner had changed it, there was always a backdoor to get into the system in case of an emergency. Most home alarms were hard-wired with a landline. Many had a backup battery and a cell phone in case the power was cut. Trouble is, most people don't replace the backup battery when it dies. Some people don't go to the extra expense of having a dedicated cell line just for the alarm.

It's always user error that creates vulnerabilities in a security system.

Within a few minutes, Isabella had identified the make and model and downloaded the security codes from the dark web, which were readily available. For no other reason than to cause mayhem, hacker groups were notorious for posting sensitive information about consumer electronics. Almost everything could be breached, from smart TVs to digital thermostats to networked wireless printers. Everything offered a backdoor into the system. You could never be too careful.

From his wallet, Jack pulled out a small lock-picking kit. He knelt down by the back door, slipped the tools into the slot, and jiggled them around. In under a minute, he unlocked the door and the deadbolt. He gave me a last look before opening the door. Last chance to back out. Last chance to avoid felony charges.

I kept telling myself it was for a good cause.

You know what they say about the road to hell…

I nodded, and Jack twisted the handle. He pushed open the door, and the alarm began its countdown of incessant beeping. Dressed in ball caps, dark sunglasses, and dust masks, our faces were obscured from any cameras that may have been positioned in or around the property. We had swapped out the plates on the utility vehicle with fake temporary tags.

We hustled through the house toward the keypad, and I punched in the code that Isabella had sent me. Beep, beep, beep, beep, beep.

Just like that, the system was deactivated.

JD and I shared a relieved look.

By that time, Henrik had meandered through the house to join us.

I said to him, "I need to know exactly where it is.”

He had previously counted the paces from the back fence to the French doors in the living room. From there, he stepped off exactly where he had buried the crystal. Just as he had said, it was directly under the coffee table.

JD and I carried it out of the way, then moved the couch against the wall. It would give us a clear area to work.

Jack closed the blinds at the front of the house. The frosted glass of the front door would keep anyone from seeing us inside. But it was about to get hella noisy in here.

We searched the area for cameras, but didn’t find any. It seemed the only camera on the property was the doorbell. By parking across the street, we hopefully hadn’t activated the motion sensor, but that was anyone’s guess.

Jack opened the front door, stayed clear of the lens, popped the cover, and dropped the battery. With the camera offline, it wouldn’t send updates to James’s phone.

He gave another look around before stepping back inside and rejoining us in the living room.

I stood over the tile that marked the spot. "In the spirit of measuring twice and cutting once, you’re positive this is it."

Henrik glared at me. "I've never been more certain about anything in my life.”

We didn't have a way to scan for the object. Infrared wouldn't penetrate the tile, and neither would ground-penetrating radar. The foundation slab was too thick, and the rocky substrate underneath was too dense. I didn't figure Henrik would have buried the crystal too deep. A few feet at best.

I looked at my watch. "Where's Juan and Jesus?”

“They'll be here any minute.”

Any minute turned into half an hour. Every second was precious. They pulled behind the public works vehicle in a nondescript white van with temp tags. JD had given them a heads-up that this job might be a little on the shady side.

Jack and I hustled down the driveway to greet them.

Juan and Jesus were the best tile guys on the island… with a criminal record. An important caveat. They stepped out of the van wearing dust masks and neon safety vests. These guys knew the drill.

We escorted them to the back of the house and ushered them into the living room. Jack made introductions, and we shook hands.

"Nice place," Juan said.

“Everything needs to return to exactly the same condition,” I said.

“Gotcha.”

“You need to wear gloves and face masks at all times. If anybody asks, you’re with the city.”

“This ain’t our first rodeo.”

Jack told them what needed to be accomplished. "You sure you can match the tile when it comes to putting it all back together?”

"No problem," Juan said.

"We need to be quick and quiet about it. And this stays between us. It never happened. You weren’t here."

“That kind of discretion comes with a price.”

"I don't care what it costs," Jack said. “Can you do it?”

"Sure. No problem. What's underneath the tile? A dead body?" He and Jesus chuckled.

"No." JD asked Henrik how far down it was.

"Maybe a foot or two.”

"Below the slab?” Juan asked.

Jack nodded.

Juan shrugged. "It's going to be loud and messy."

"Put up some dropcloth so it doesn't get all over the house.”

“Si, señor.” He looked around and spotted the family photo of James and his clan on an end table nearby. “You know, my nephew got popped on a B&E charge. He’s a good kid. Got a trial date coming up. Would be great if you could talk to someone. Make that go away.”

It wasn’t quite a request. I knew we were doing a deal with the devil.

“I’ll talk to the state’s attorney. Maybe we can work out a plea agreement.”

Juan shrugged, not satisfied. “He’s so young. Would be a shame to have one mistake on his permanent record.”

“I’ll see what I can do.”

“You can either do it, or you can’t. I mean, I don’t see how that’s really different from what we’re doing right now.”

“We’re not stealing anything from the homeowner.”

“We’re just going to put a hole in his floor.”

“First offense?” I asked.

“Like I said, Carlos is a good kid. Right now, he’s looking at a 2nd degree felony and a max of 15 years. Just like we all are right now.”

I was in no position to make a deal, but I was confident I could nudge things in the right direction. “I can’t make any guarantees, but I can push for deferred adjudication and probation, maybe even a pre-trial diversion with full restitution and community service.”

Juan thought for a moment, then we shook on it. “Okay, boss. Let’s get started.”

They stepped out of the back door and walked down the driveway to grab their gear. The duo returned several minutes later with plastic sheeting, tape, a concrete saw, and an array of tools.

Juan fired up the saw and cut into the grout around the tile. There was no turning back now.
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The saw screeched and scraped as it cut into the concrete, spitting dust. The shrill, piercing sound could split eardrums. We wore hearing protection. Juan and Jesus didn’t bother.

You could hear the noise a few blocks over.

We covered all the furniture with a plastic dropcloth and taped over doorways. Within moments of cutting, the area was covered in dust.

In an abundance of caution, Juan cut out several tiles, giving us a wide berth to look for the crystal. After he'd cut through the slab, Jesus went to town with the jackhammer and broke up the six-inch concrete lined with rebar. They cut the slab into chunks, then hauled it off and dumped it in the backyard for now. Below the slab was dirt and limestone.

Juan and Jesus kept taking turns with the jackhammer, shoveling out debris and hauling it into the backyard with a wheelbarrow.

Once through the slab and the backfill, Juan and Jesus hit looser dirt and limestone that had been dug up before. It seemed like we were on target.

JD and I shared optimistic glances.

We were about four hours into the process by the time we made it through the bulk of it. And when I say we, I mean they.

With the pit about 2 feet deep, there was no sign of the Vrilkristall.

There was absolutely no way Henrik had dug any deeper than this.

"Are you sure this is where it's at?" I asked again, growing frustrated. "Because it's not here.”

Henrik stood at the edge of the pit and looked down into the hole. He stared at it for a long moment, looked back to the fence, checked all of his landmarks, measured in his head one more time, then said, "This is exactly where I buried it." A sheepish look played on his face. "But I recall moving it.”

My eyes rounded with exasperation. "You moved it!"

"Yes.”

My eyes squeezed tight, and my jaw tensed. I wanted to explode, trembling with frustration. I took a breath, settled myself, and said in a calm voice, "Where did you move it?”

"I decided to put it in a safe deposit box at the bank. Yes. That’s it. That’s where it is."

I gave him a flat look. “Henrik, we spent most of the day tearing up someone's house, looking for that crystal. Now you're telling me it's not here.”

“That’s what I’m telling you.”

“May I remind you that you assured me countless times that this was the spot. Do you remember that?"

"Yes, I remember.”

I couldn't get mad at the guy. It wasn't his fault. "But now you are absolutely sure it's in a bank vault in a safe deposit box?"

“Yes.”

“You’re certain?”

“I've never been more certain of anything in my life."

"That's what you said before."

"I was certain when I said it."

My lips tightened, and I contained myself. "Which bank?"

"Coconut National."

I exhaled a frustrated breath and said to Juan, "How fast can you get this back together?”

He shrugged. “We need to go to the store, get backfill, quikrete, rebar, and tile.” He looked at his watch. “It’s also time for lunch.”

“I’ll grab lunch and meet you back here.”

“Okay. I need money for supplies.”

Jack pulled a fat wad from his pocket and peeled off enough crisp bills to cover costs. “Do not go to a strip club.”

Juan raised his hands innocently. With a slight grin, he said, “I am a man of God.”

Juan and Jesus left. They hopped into their van and took off.

"It's Saturday," Jack said. "The bank doesn't open till Monday. How do you plan on getting into the vault?”

"I’m just going to say it right now. We are not breaking into the bank."
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Getting into the bank wasn't as difficult as I anticipated.

A call to the manager and an explanation of the situation got us access. We had worked with him previously on a robbery case. He felt obligated to lend his assistance after hours.

Henrik’s memory may have been a little dodgy about where he hid the crystal, but at least the key to the safe deposit box was still on his key ring.

The bank manager had the other key.

Like launching a nuke, both of them inserted their keys into the slots and twisted. The manager opened the door and yanked the box out. He set it on the table in the room. "I'll give you some privacy," he said before stepping out.

We all stared at the box for a moment, hoping against hope that it wouldn't be empty. At this point, I gave it 50-50. Anticipation sizzled my skin, and my heartbeat may have elevated.

Henrik lifted the lid, and a faint blue glow illuminated his smiling face. "I told you."

JD and I peered into the box to marvel at the Vrilkristall.

"Where did this thing come from?" I asked.

"You wouldn't believe me if I told you.”

He was probably right about that. I didn’t believe half of this nonsense.

"Go ahead, touch it. It won't hurt you."

"It’s not radioactive, is it?" JD asked.

Henrik looked at him like he was crazy. "No. The crystal focuses and amplifies energy. Under the right circumstances, it can create enough negative energy to power a time dilation device.”

I reached into the box and picked up the crystal. It was warm to the touch. “Is this a natural crystal, or something created in a lab?”

Henrik smirked. "That is a very good question."

He knew the answer. He just wasn’t going to say.

“How does it work?” I asked.

“How does anything work?”

I’m not sure Henrik knew the answer to that one.

I didn't really know what the hell it was, but I wasn't about to let this thing out of my sight. I slipped it into my pocket. "I'll hang onto it for now.”

We closed up the box, put it back, and locked it. We called the manager, and he inserted his key into the slot and locked it as well. I thanked him for his cooperation but didn't offer any further explanation beyond the urgent kidnapping situation.

"I hope everything works out for the best," he said.

"Me too.”

We left the bank and loaded into the public works vehicle, then drove back to Willow Bend to see how things were coming along.

Everything was just as we’d left it. No progress had been made.

Juan and Jesus weren’t anywhere to be found. It’s not like we could pick up the phone and call them from here.

Jack looked at me and shrugged. "Contractors."

We’d probably never see them again.

JD and I started cleaning up as best we could, trying to get the place back in order. By the time we were done, it looked pretty good, apart from the square hole in the middle of the living room floor.

The sun angled toward the horizon, and it would be dark before long. We had burned through an entire day fooling with this stuff. I didn't have my cell phone turned on for obvious reasons, and wouldn't be able to take a call from Klaus. I expected to hear from him soon.

I was anxious to get out of there.
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Avehicle rumbled as it pulled to the curb outside. Doors opened and shut, and a cargo door slid open.

I hurried through the house and peered out the window to see Juan and Jesus. From the van, they shouldered 50-pound sacks of backfill and trudged up the driveway.

A relieved breath escaped my lungs. I didn't think we were going to see them again.

They entered through the back door, carried the sacks into the living room, and threw them down onto the tile with a slap.

"Where have you guys been?"

"We had to go to three different tile places to find something that matched," Juan said.

They went to work, dumping in the backfill, then tamped it down and leveled it. Then they drilled into the old slab and set in short lengths of rebar. Jesus mixed up the quikrete, and they poured it in and troweled it. They did a damn good job. The guys were pros. That much was certain.

“How long is that going to take to set?” I asked.

Juan shrugged. “Probably ought to wait at least 24 hours.”

“We’re a little pressed for time,” I said.

“We can rush it. Might be dry enough in 4 or 5 hours, but I can’t guarantee how it will hold up.”

“We need to get this done.”

Jesus ran back to the van and grabbed the tiles. He brought them into the living room and set them on the floor by the drying concrete.

We all huddled around and looked at the tile.

“That doesn’t match,” I said.

Juan shrugged again to say, close enough.

“It doesn’t match.”

“Ok. You find some tile that does. We looked everywhere. This is what you’ve got.”

I shared a concerned look with Jack.

“Well. The coffee table is going over it. Maybe nobody will notice.”

We didn’t have much choice.

"Fine. Just get it all put back together as fast as possible," I said.

"I don't want to be here any longer than you do. If we get caught, I don't think even you can get us out of this.”

He was right about that.

I told him we’d be back in a few hours to check on things.

A neighbor accosted us as we walked down the driveway. She was a rather plump woman with short auburn hair and teal eyes. "What's going on?"

Her expression was part curiosity, part concern.

I stopped and talked to her while JD and Henrik continued toward the public works van. "We’re having trouble with a line. Have you noticed a loss in pressure or muddy water?”

She shook her head. "No."

"That's good. We should be out of here in no time.”

"Well, I got curious. I was about to call James and let him know something was going on. He told me to look after the place while he was gone. I saw the truck out front. You can never be too careful these days. I thought I should look into it.”

"Yes, ma'am. Good instincts. Like I said, we shouldn’t be too much longer.”

She seemed satisfied, but still looked at me with suspicion. “So, James knows that you’re doing all that work?”

“I believe someone should have left a notice on his door prior.”

“They just had that new pool put in. I hope you didn’t have to tear up that gorgeous patio.”

“The city line runs right up to the cleanout. The house has expanded quite a bit from the original structure.”

“We just moved in last year, so I never saw the original home.”

“Don’t worry, my crew is cleaning up now. We’ll have everything back the way we found it.” With the dust mask on, she couldn’t see my face, but I smiled with my eyes.

That seemed to satisfy her to some degree. Then she asked, “What is your name, just in case there are any issues?”

“Tim Dalton.”

She made a mental note of it. “Do you have a card or anything?”

“I’m sorry, I don’t.”

Still bothered, she asked. “That older gentleman… isn’t he a little past his prime for this kind of work?”

“That’s actually my grandfather. He wanted to spend the day at work with me to see what I do. Kind of like a ride-along, I guess.” Then I said aside, “He used to work for the city. It makes him feel good to get back out in the field. It’s important to stay active and connected at his age.”

She finally softened. “That’s so sweet. He’s lucky to have you.”

“I’m lucky to have him.”

She smiled. “Well, thank you. Do you boys need anything to drink? You’ve been working all day.”

“No, thank you. We’re fine.”

“You sure?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Well, I’ll just call James and tell him you’re finishing up.”
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The woman pulled a phone from her pocket and dialed.

James answered after a few rings. “Hello?”

"James, it's Sally next door," she said with a smile in her voice. "I've been trying to get hold of you all afternoon."

"I saw that you called,” James replied, his voice crackling through the speaker loud enough for me to hear. He sounded tired. "Our flight got delayed, and we just touched down. What’s going on?”

"Well, there's been a work crew at your house all day. I just thought you should know. Something about the sewer line. I'll let you talk to one of the workers." Sally handed the phone to me.

I took the phone and put a smile in my voice. "Hey James, Tim Dalton, public works. We had a problem with the line and wanted to get that taken care of before you started experiencing problems. It could have backed up and flooded the entire house. But we were able to get to it before that happened. Have you been having any trouble with the toilets? Any foul smells coming up through the drains?"

"You know, I called someone three months ago about that and never heard a peep. And now you guys finally show up!?"

I lifted a surprised brow. "Well, you know how the city is. Sometimes tickets get lost. We should be finishing up in a couple of hours. I’ll send the crew back out tomorrow to do a final lookover to make sure everything is in order. When will you be back in town?"

"We were supposed to be here for a week, but my wife’s mother fell. She’s in the hospital, so it looks like we’re heading back tomorrow,” he said with a defeated sigh. “It’s been one of those days.”

"Sorry to hear that.”

"Do you need to get into the house for anything?”

"No, we should be fine," I replied.

"There’s a key under the rock by the pool, and the code is 1515 to the alarm."

James was an overly trusting soul.

"Good to know. If you'd like, I can check all the internal plumbing lines before I leave to make sure there's no backup or sewer overflows. I'd hate for something like that to sit if there is a problem.”

"Thanks. I appreciate that.”

"I'll stay on top of everything and have Sally call you if necessary."

"Thank you."

"My pleasure, James. I hope your wife’s mother is okay."

I handed the phone back to Sally. She said a few words to James before hanging up.

I felt bad about putting a hole in James’s floor. I’m sure we’d figure out a way to make it up to him.

Sally looked at me and smiled. "I'm so glad you guys got to talk. I'm right next door if you need anything."

I thanked her again, and she shuffled back across the lawn to her home.

I breathed a sigh of relief, then found Juan inside. “Timeline has been bumped up. They're coming back tomorrow."

"What time?"

"I don't know. But I need that tile set, and this place cleaned up.”

He shrugged. "Okay, boss. But I'm just saying, my nephew better get a good deal."

We left them to finish up and took Henrik back to the Avventura. It probably wasn’t the best idea to leave convicted criminals alone in James’s house, but we had run out of options.

When we were a few blocks away, I turned on my phone. Missed messages flooded through, one from Klaus, one from an unknown caller. I called Klaus back right away.

He answered after the first ring. "I expect you to answer when I call."

"It's been a busy day.”

"Do you have what I requested?”

"Yes."

"Excellent. I will give you a location to meet. May I remind you that any attempt to involve other law enforcement officers will result in the untimely demise of Henrik’s granddaughter. Bring Henrik and the crystal. Otherwise, she dies. Have I made myself clear?”

"Crystal," I replied.

I don't think he was amused by the pun.

Meet me at the corner of Commerce and Terminal Ave. At 11:00 PM. No funny business.”

He ended the call, and I updated Jack.

“How do you want to handle this?”
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Idrove Henrik to the corner of Commerce and Terminal in Jack’s Porsche. Henrik liked the car.

We made a pass around the block, but I didn’t see anyone.

It was a little before 11:00 PM.

The streets were desolate this time of night in the warehouse district. The stars flickered above, and the moon glowed. The buzz of a mercury vapor light overhead provided the soundtrack. Moths swarmed around the light that cast long shadows, making for dark alleyways. Lots of places for bad people to hide.

We parked at the curb not far from the corner. I hopped out, hustled around, and helped Henrik climb out of the low-slung car.

I kept my head on a swivel as I escorted him to the street corner. He’d brought the cane for a change. This was not an area you wanted to be after dark. I think he liked the idea that he might be able to whack someone with it, if need be. Self-defense. But if it came down to that, it meant we were in trouble.

Several blocks away from the practice studio, the echo of a snare drum bouncing off brick walls drifted about.

With a wireless earbud and encrypted comms, I had contact with Jack. He had positioned himself on a neighboring rooftop with a sniper rifle, providing overwatch.

Henrik and I stood on the corner as instructed.

I did a quick radio check. “Eagle Eye, do you copy?"

"Copy, Bravo One. I am in position and have eyes on the arena."

My phone buzzed with a call from Klaus.

I answered. "We're here. Where are you? Where's Giselle?"

"A van is going to pull up to the corner. You and Henrik are going to get inside. From there, you will be brought to the location."

"No deal. I need to see Giselle, alive and well."

"And I need to know that you are alone. Besides, you are not in a position to negotiate."

"How do you expect me to do that without any guarantees you’ll let any of us go?"

"What choice do you really have, Deputy Wild?" Klaus said before ending the call.

Jack’s voice crackled in my ear. "You’ve got a vehicle approaching from the north. A van."

"I see it."

The headlights beamed bright, bouncing as it barreled toward us down the empty industrial road. Lined with warehouses and loading docks, this wasn’t a heavily trafficked area at night.

The black van pulled alongside, and a masked goon slid open the cargo door.

"Don't get in that van," JD said.

“I have a plan,” I muttered.

From my pocket, I pulled out a fragmentation grenade, pulled the pin, and gripped the spoon tight.

The thug’s eyes widened.

"If everything goes smoothly, this will never go off," I said.

The thug exchanged a look with the driver, uncertain how to proceed.

“Are we going to do this?” I asked.

The driver shrugged. The door thug hopped out of the van. “I gotta pat you down for weapons.”

I chuckled. “You’re not getting my pistol, and you sure don’t want me to let go of this grenade.”

His accent was American. He hesitated a moment and shared another glance with the driver. He didn’t know what to do either. The doorman finally said. "Get in.”

I helped Henrik into the van, then followed.

"That's a bad idea," Jack said.

We took a seat on the dirty floor in the cargo area, and the thug slid the door shut. The driver dropped the car into gear and pulled away. The door thug kept his pistol aimed at us. He hadn't thought this scenario through.

"Put away the gun," I said. "We might hit a bump, and you might pull the trigger." He had poor trigger discipline. His finger was wrapped around the damn thing. "If you shoot me, it's not going to end well for anybody in this van.”

I don't think he was the brightest bulb in the box, but after a moment, he lifted his finger from the trigger, then lowered the weapon.

"How much is Klaus paying you?” I was sure he hired these thugs locally. I doubted they were time travelers from the past. “Where are you from?”

“None of your business.”

"I've lost sight of you," Jack said, his voice breaking up.

With a flesh-colored wireless earbud in my ear, the goons hadn't noticed yet. With any luck, they wouldn't. Hopefully, I will be able to update Jack on our location at the first opportunity.

We drove a few blocks, and the driver made a few erratic turns, then doubled around, making sure we weren’t followed. We finally pulled into the lot of an old red-brick warehouse with graffiti all over the loading dock. The lot was surrounded by a chain-link fence. The warehouse may have been old, but the fence was new and shiny. Topped with razor wire, it was designed to keep undesirables out. And there were plenty of those wandering the streets around here.

The old building had been renovated. The windows had all been replaced, and new doors and locks kept the warehouse secure.

The driver pulled up to the loading dock, and the goon in back pulled open the cargo door. It rumbled, the sound echoing off neighboring buildings.

I climbed out and helped Henrik. Once he was on his feet, the doorman climbed out of the vehicle, pulled the cargo door shut, and jogged across the lot to the fence. He pulled it closed and padlocked it.

The driver had hopped out of the vehicle and kept a watch on us with his pistol at the ready. He nodded toward the steps, and I helped Henrik climb them. There was no handrail, nothing to steady himself but the cane JD had given him. I held onto his arm while clasping the fragmentation grenade.

With the excitement and adrenaline, Henrik was a little winded by the time we made it to the top of the loading dock.

"Keep moving," the driver said, his pistol at my back.

He was taller and skinnier than the goon who had been with us in the cargo area. By the lack of wrinkles around their eyes, I put them in their mid-20s to early 30s. Both had brown eyes and American accents.

The driver marched us into the warehouse.

The interior looked like something out of a sci-fi movie. Gadgets and gizmos, transformers and wires. There were cryogenic tanks, rectifiers and capacitors, generators, displays, and gauges. It was a mix of new and old technology. Perhaps secrets from a bygone era mixed with the latest cutting-edge silicon. Klaus had clearly spent some time and effort building this warehouse out under the radar.

The focal piece of the room was a central mount with towers on either side, coiled with superconductors, wires, and heat sinks.

The room felt dangerous and alive. The hum of high-powered equipment filled the space.

Klaus stood near the towers, holding onto Giselle with a pistol to her head. She was still bound at the wrists, and duct tape covered her full lips. Her eyes were drenched with panic and tears, her mascara smudged, her hair ratty.

"We have a slight situation," the driver said, shouting across the cavernous room to him.

"I see that," Klaus replied.

I smiled and brandished the grenade. "This is just to keep everybody honest. I give you what you want, you give me what I want, and we all walk away happy.”

"Some of us are not walking away from this."

"That's too bad.”

"Some of us are going on a journey.”

I’d believe it when I saw it.

"As you can see, Giselle is unharmed,” Klaus said. “Let’s see the crystal.”

I hesitated for a moment and shared a look with Henrik.

He nodded.

I pulled the glowing blue stone from my pocket and displayed it.

Klaus’s eyes filled with awe and wonder. It was hard not to be impressed by it. I had never seen anything quite like it, except maybe the jewel we found on La Perdida. But this was different. I figured it contained some bioluminescent element.

The other goon had entered the warehouse by this point in time. The two of them stood behind me, their weapons drawn and ready.

"Let Giselle go," I said.

"Set the Vrilkristall on the table and slide it down to me," Klaus demanded.

After a moment’s hesitation, I set it atop a large metal lab table and did as he asked. It spun slightly as it slid down the smooth surface. Like a high-stakes game of shuffleboard, it came to rest within his reach.

As promised, he let Giselle go.

She ran toward us and would have embraced Henrik had her wrists not been bound.

He worked at untying her.

The two goons stood by, guarding us with their weapons ready. We weren’t out of this yet.


46




Klaus took the crystal and placed it on the mount between the two ominous towers. It looked like he was going to bring Frankenstein's monster back to life. The equipment was connected to a device on the table. Small enough to fit into a suitcase, the device had the retro-futuristic look of something from the dawn of the atomic age. A perfect sphere the size of a grapefruit floated, suspended magnetically amid a hexagonal array of Casimir plates. The array sat on a stand affixed to a base, loaded with dials, buttons, and analogue gauges. The heavy power leads snaked to the twin towers that flanked the Vrilkristall.

"You don't want to do this,” Henrik said.

"Of course I do.”

"You don't know what you're dealing with.”

"I know exactly what I'm dealing with," Klaus said, full of confidence.

After he'd freed Giselle's wrists, Henrik approached Klaus.

She clawed at him to stay behind, but he waved her off.

The two goons still stood behind us, blocking the exit.

I muttered to JD over comms, “We’re in a red brick warehouse on the corner of Industry and Avenue K."

I didn't hear a response and wasn't sure if we had lost communication. The network connection could have dropped. Klaus could have had some type of cellular jammer in the warehouse. It wouldn't have surprised me.

Henrik approached Klaus, using the cane to steady himself. He marveled at a device atop the table. Recognition flashed in his eyes as he stared at the orb. It had been over a half-century since he'd last seen it. His weary old eyes looked from it to Klaus. Henrik squinted hard, trying to see if it was really him—the long-lost scientist. "Where did you get this?"

"Where do you think, old man?"

Henrik scowled at him.

With joyful exuberance, he declared, "It works!”

Henrik continued to survey the man.

Klaus smiled. He motioned to the device. “Take a good look. It’s everything your father worked so diligently for.”

“How did you get this?” Henrik asked, still uncertain.

The evil man’s eyes filled with enthusiasm. "Come with me. The power of the Vrilkristall will allow us to journey across time. Imagine what we could accomplish. Time is ours. We will become like gods.”

“We are only men, and my time is at an end.”

Klaus laughed. “My time is just beginning.”

He flipped a few switches, and the device powered up. The crystal glowed with intensity, and plasma arced between the two towers and the crystal. The orb of the time dilation device came to life, and a bluish haze formed around it. The hum of energy filled the warehouse, and the air smelled sharp and clean, like after a rainstorm.

"I must warn you," Henrik said. "You have no idea what you're dealing with. You have no way to calibrate the device. There must be proper testing.”

"It is you who doesn’t understand. It is now your time to shine. You can be a part of history.”

Henrik laughed. "I have already been a part of history.”

Klaus twisted a dial on the device. The energy of the crystal intensified, emitting a blinding white light. Plasma bolts arced wildly. The flow of energy began to pulse in rhythm.

Concern filled Henrik’s eyes. "You could instigate a gravitational collapse. The negative energy could spiral out of control. You risk instability. There are countless ways this could go wrong.”

"Fortune favors the bold, my friend," Klaus said, intoxicated by the moment.

The glowing sphere distorted the air, like a mirage in a hot desert.

Something was happening, but I wasn't sure what. I knew I didn't want to be around for it.

Henrik lifted his cane. Like a sword, he stabbed it into the chaotic field of energy around the crystal.

Negative energy crackled down the cane and enveloped him like a bolt of lightning. His hair stood tall, and his body twitched and convulsed. He reached his free hand out and grabbed Klaus by the arm, completing the circuit. Negative energy engulfed the two of them, sparking and crackling.

Giselle's eyes rounded, and she screamed with terror.

In a flash, the two men disintegrated before our eyes, vaporized by negative energy, which acted like antimatter.

The energy level of the Vrilkristall kept spiraling out of control, just as Henrik had warned. It grew brighter, and the pulsing rhythm of the energy intensified and sped up.

"I think it's time we get out of here," I said to Giselle.

The two goons turned around and sprinted to the door.

I replaced the pin, securing the grenade, rendering it safe. With the lever depressed, the fuse had never been triggered.

We followed, running toward the exit as the pulse of energy ramped up. We burst outside onto the loading dock, then jumped down to the asphalt below. We sprinted across the parking lot toward the gate.

The goons were already there, unlocking it.

Giselle and I ran as fast as we could, hearts pumping, chests heaving for breath.

KABOOM!

The explosion blasted apart the warehouse, sending a pulse of debris in all directions.

It knocked us to the ground. We hit the hard asphalt.

A blue glow filled the sky.

I sucked in a breath of air, but it was like a vacuum.

Bits of debris rained down.

I finally managed to steal a breath, then pushed off the ground, dazed by the explosion.

I looked Giselle over for injuries. Frazzled and distraught, she was unharmed. I helped her to her feet as the two thugs sprinted away, racing down Industry Avenue.

When I looked back at the warehouse, the structure was gone. Completely obliterated. There was nothing left but rubble and a few bricks here and there where the walls had once been.

It wasn’t the same, but oddly similar to a quantum pulse bomb. That sharp smell of charged particles filled the air. It made the fine hairs on my arms and the back of my neck stand tall.

Giselle looked at the destruction, mouth agape, eyes wet with tears. She broke down into sobs, and the tears streamed down her dirty cheeks.

The stars twinkled overhead, and the air was eerily still.

“Stay here,” I said to her, then walked back toward the loading dock. I climbed the steps, then crossed over a few bricks that were all that was left of the exterior wall. My eyes scanned the dust and debris. There was hardly anything recognizable left, except for a glowing source of blue light on the floor in the middle of the room.
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Amid the debris, the Vrilkristall remained unscathed. Its glowing pulse illuminated the area.

The distant sound of sirens warbled as they drew near. Soon, this place would be flooded with first responders.

Gunshots rang out, echoing a few blocks away down Industry Avenue.

My head snapped in the direction of the sound.

The street was empty.

I knelt down and reached for the crystal. My hand hovered over it, trying to gauge the heat. I figured it might be hotter than the sun after the massive energy it had channeled. To my surprise, it didn’t seem to radiate more heat than usual. I tapped it carefully before picking it up.

It was still as hypnotic as ever.

I slipped it back into my pocket, then left the area and climbed down the loading dock to the parking lot. I rejoined Giselle, and she gave me a hug, still sobbing about her grandfather. I tried to comfort her as best I could.

Footsteps slapped against concrete. A moment later, JD rounded the corner, running toward us. His eyes filled with relief when he saw us alive. “What happened? Is everybody okay? Where’s Henrik?”

I frowned and shook my head.

Jack’s wide eyes took in the destruction as he approached.

I caught him up to speed.

It wasn’t long after that when several black SUVs screeched onto the scene. Men in suits hopped out and approached, led by Officer Novak. They had all kinds of gadgets and meters. Her team began sifting through the rubble while she joined us. “You were supposed to keep me in the loop. Want to tell me what happened here?”

“Things got a little out of hand.”

“I’ll say. Where’s Henrik?”

I shook my head.

“Klaus?”

I shook my head again.

“Don’t tell me they…?”

“No.”

She looked relieved. “Where’s the Vrilkristall?”

“Destroyed in the explosion.”

Her eyes narrowed at me, uncertain.

“Feel free to look around.” After a beat, I said, “There’s no such thing as time travel. Klaus wasn’t from the past.” I didn’t know what to believe, but that was my story. I stuck to it.

Novak eyed her team as they sifted through the debris. She started to say something, then stopped herself. After a pause, she said, “I guess some things will remain out of our reach. Maybe that’s for the best.” Then she said to Giselle, “I’m sorry for your loss.”

Giselle nodded.

“Where the hell did that crystal come from anyway?” I asked Novak.

Her eyes narrowed at me, debating. Finally, she said, “That’s classified, Deputy.” Novak started toward the warehouse, then stopped and looked over her shoulder at me. “By the way, there are two dead guys on Industry you might want to look into.”

Jack raised his hand. “That would be my doing.” He shrugged innocently. “They shot first.”

Novak joined her crew.

Sirens drew near. Red and blue lights flickered as patrol units screeched to the scene. An ambulance and a fire truck weren’t far behind. Soon the place crawled with first responders.

I asked Jack, “What time do you have?”

“A quarter past midnight.”

I looked at my watch. It was running a few minutes slow. That seemed odd. Maybe it stopped for a few minutes during the blast. But it seemed to be working now.

Sheriff Daniels arrived, and I filled him in on the situation. He thought this was related to the other bombings at first. Understandable.

Paris Delaney and her news crew showed up. She had plenty of questions. I made a brief statement, playing it off as an industrial explosion, but assuring there was no cause for alarm.

We wrapped up at the scene and headed back to the station. We filled out after-action reports in the conference room, then I took Giselle to her apartment. I parked in the visitor lot, then escorted her into the lobby and up to her fourth-floor apartment. At her door, I said, "Are you going to be okay?"

She nodded, her eyes misting up again. "I'm just glad I got as much time with him as I did. He was the only family I had left.”

A sympathetic frown tugged my lips. "You’ve got us. You know how to get in touch with me if you need anything. I didn’t know him long, but he was a good man. We’ll miss him.”

Giselle nodded again. "Thank you for everything." She gave me a hug. When we broke apart, she said, "What are you going to do with the crystal?”

"I don't think that's something anybody needs to fool with, wouldn't you agree?"

She nodded. "You think it really could have worked?”

I shrugged. "I guess we'll never know.”

We said our goodbyes, then I made my way back down to the parking lot and hopped into the Porsche. On the way home, I stopped by James’s house to check on the status of the repairs.
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The tile had been set, and the coffee table put back in place. Juan and Jesus cleaned up the place. The workmanship was flawless. The tiles were smooth and level. Once in place, the mismatch wasn’t as obvious. Covered by the coffee table, it wasn’t noticeable at first glance.

I locked up and left, then jogged around the corner to the Porsche. The neighborhood was quiet, not a soul stirring. I drove back to the Avventura. Jack had gotten a ride home from the station with one of the deputies.

It was late, and I was ready for bed. I checked my voicemail. The unknown caller from earlier hadn’t left a message. It could have been anybody, but maybe that was wishful thinking.

I put the Vrilkristall in a nightstand drawer and crawled into my rack. I’d figure out what to do with it later. It had been safe all these years in a box at the bank. Maybe that’s where it belonged. I didn’t know if that was von Markov or his grandson. I guess it really didn’t matter. The skeptic in me didn’t want to believe. The dreamer in me wondered about possibilities.

I dozed off, dreaming of mad scientists and time travel.

The morning came way too soon. Amber rays pierced the blinds.

I had just peeled open my eyes and wiped away the sleep when my phone buzzed on the nightstand. I reached a sleepy hand for it and glanced at the screen.

Unknown.

With dread, I took the call.

“Good morning, Deputy,” that terrible, familiar voice said. “That was some night you had. I saw you on TV. Another explosion. Do I have competition?” With excitement, he said, “Do I have a copycat?”

“Not exactly.”

"I really don't know how to feel about that. You know what they say. Imitation is the sincerest form of flattery."

"You're not Mozart. You're not creating a masterpiece."

"Oh, but I am. This one is going to be my biggest one yet. Call it a symphony of destruction."

I wasn't amused. "Look, I think we've all had enough destruction lately. How about you think of a more positive way to impact the world? You might find it more satisfying."

"That's very good, Deputy. I hadn’t thought of that before," he snarked. "What if this is a positive way to impact the world?”

"By creating death and destruction?"

"A means to an end.”

"What end?"

"A changing world order.”

"I think we’re doing just fine.”

He laughed. "You're sadly mistaken if you think our current situation is just fine. There's nothing fine about it. The world needs a wake-up call."

"And you're going to give it to them?”

"I’d love to talk politics and social order all day, but time is of the essence. You should really be asking the question: Where is the next bomb?”

"Now that you've brought it up, where is it?"

“When the sun is high, it will preside over many who will die.” He paused, then said, “That’s kind of catchy, isn’t it?”

“Don’t quit your day job.”

“Wasn’t planning on it. This is too much fun. Imagine what I could accomplish with real Oblivium.”

“It’s going to go off at noon?”

"That would be the obvious takeaway," he said.

"You haven't been truthful yet. I don't suspect you will start now."

"You never know, Deputy. I might surprise you. Good luck."

He ended the call, and I pulled myself out of bed, my heart already thumping with adrenaline. I hustled downstairs and banged on the hatch to JD’s stateroom. "Get up. We've got another bomb threat."

Jack groaned and made noise.

I called the sheriff and updated him on the threat. I told him the riddle.

"The Sunset Bowl," Daniels said. "Kickoff is at noon. That's gotta be it.”

"I'll call Thompson. Get the bomb squad out and the sniffers, not that it will do any good.”

“I don’t like this. These riddles are too easy. If I didn't know better, I'd say he wanted us to find the bombs.”

"That's why he accelerates the timelines. Maybe he's trying to catch us all on site and take the entire police force out.”

"That would be a bold move.” The sheriff exhaled a frustrated breath. "People are going to start packing into that stadium before long. They're already tailgating in the parking lot. You know how these things are. People are gonna be pretty pissed if we shut this game down.”

“Well, they’re going to have to get over it. He said this is going to be the biggest yet. We have no idea what the blast radius could be.”

“That last one was pretty damn big.”

I told him we were on the way, then ended the call, rushed upstairs, and took a quick shower. I toweled off, got dressed, and holstered my pistol for an appendix carry.

By that time, Jack had crawled out of bed. We nuked a couple of breakfast burritos and stuffed our faces before running out the door.
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The parking lot was packed. In less than half an hour, the doors would open, and rabid fans would flood into the arena. Vanden had gone undefeated this year and would square off against Stratton. This wasn’t the Big Ten, but it would be a hell of a game.

A sea of red and blue covered the parking lot. It didn't take a genius to know who was who. Pickup trucks, SUVs, and RVs crammed into the lot with barely any space between them. With tailgates down and kegs tapped, the party had been raging since this morning. Portable barbecue grills seared steaks, burgers, hot dogs, fajitas, ribs, and more. The pleasant aroma wafted through the air. Flags and pennants waved. Music thumped through speakers. Vendors hawked T-shirts, foam fingers, knockoff jerseys, and caps. Dudes with painted faces and beer bellies gave new meaning to the term superfan. Security personnel roamed the parking lot, but the police presence was about to get ramped up times 10.

Patrol cars flooded into the parking lot and pulled up to the stadium. Bomb techs followed. Plenty of black SUVs with tinted windows and black sedans brought up the rear. Federal agents hopped out with bold letters printed on the backs of windbreakers. There was no mistaking what was going on, and it wouldn't be long before word spread around the crowd. Something was up, and none of it was good.

Once inside the stadium, we began a sweep. The feds and the bomb squad had dogs and handheld sniffers. Up to this point, neither had been successful in discovering the prior devices. I didn't expect that to change, but it was worth going through the motions.

We talked to staff and custodians, and no one had seen anything unusual.

I figured if there was a device here, it had been planted weeks in advance.

The feds jammed cell service in the area and set up a fake relay to capture the mobile subscriber numbers of everyone in the parking lot.

We planned to search every nook and cranny of the stadium. A process that could take hours, and would still be incomplete. There were a million places to hide a bomb. If it were me, I’d probably try to hide it somewhere in plain sight. Something so obvious you wouldn't even bother to look.

Of course, we searched all the trash cans, vendor stands, seating, restrooms, and storage closets. We searched the announcers’ booth, the electrical room, the backup generator, everything.

The entire police force was here. Almost every available deputy on the island. All the ATF and federal agents. Everyone.

That's when it dawned on me. We were all here for a reason.

It was safe to say the ballgame wasn't going to happen today. The noon hour approached fast. The parking lot was still full, despite announcements that the game had been postponed.

People were not happy.

There were airline and hotel reservations that had been made. People drove across the country. A lot of money had been spent. This wasn't something you could simply reschedule.

These people were going to sit in the parking lot and continue to drink beer, barbecue, and have a good time no matter what.

“This isn’t the target,” I said to Jack.

He looked at me like I was crazy.

"I mean, it is, but it isn't.”

"What do you mean?"

"This whole time, this guy has had us running around like chickens with our heads cut off, watching our response. He knows exactly what we're going to do. Our response time, our procedures, everything. He keeps escalating. This is the biggest bomb threat yet, and our biggest response.”

"So what are you saying?”

"I'm saying he’s after something else. This is a distraction. They want us all here searching for a bomb, dealing with it while they hit some other target.”

The football teams had been evacuated from the building, but one of the assistant coaches had somehow gotten back into the locker room. He approached JD and me as we stood in the main concourse, not far from the entrance to the home team locker room, under the stands. “Hey, you’re with the county, right?”

I nodded.

“I think I found something.”
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Irecognized Coach Crawford right away. In his blue windbreaker, he was on the right team. He had brown hair and a bushy mustache and the face of a man who didn't put up with any nonsense. His rough voice had been hewn from countless hours screaming at players.

He escorted us into the locker room that smelled like sports tape, menthol, and body odor.

Jerseys and shoulder pads hung from racks, and the home team locker room was decked out with the school colors of blue, white, and gold, along with paintings of the mascot.

In the center of the locker room, Coach Crawford pointed at the ceiling. "Don't ask me what made me look up, but something did. Maybe a sign from God. But that doesn’t look like any smoke detector I've ever seen. And I can tell you, it wasn't there before."

I looked up at the disk-shaped device that resembled the bomb we found at Big Tony's. This was a little larger. A few colored buttons glowed, and lights blinked. It had the same semi-spherical core.

With the phones jammed, I couldn’t call the sheriff, and I didn't have a walkie-talkie handy.

I thanked Coach Crawford and told him he might want to get out of here.

It didn't take much convincing.

Before he left, he said, "The stadium holds 50,000 people. 25,000 of them in the stands right above this locker room. Just something to chew on.”

“And you saved their lives,” I told him.

Crawford shook his head. "I haven't done anything yet. That's up to you. There are still a lot of people in that parking lot.”

Crawford hurried out of the locker room, and I told Jack to find the sheriff and Thompson. We need to get some imaging of that device. I doubt the design is identical to prior devices, but it might be similar.”

Jack dashed out of the locker room.

I stayed there to guard the device. I didn't think anybody would come into the locker room and start poking around, but I didn’t want to take any chances. I'm sure this device had motion sensors and other anti-tamper mechanisms.

With the way things had been going, I wasn’t keen on hanging around any longer than necessary.

After more time than I would have cared to spend in the locker room, Jack returned with the sheriff, Special Agent Thomson, and an entourage of federal agents. They all hovered around, staring up at the device.

With the bomb’s position on the ceiling, we couldn't get a DR plate behind it to do an X-ray. The thermal imager gave us an idea of the temperature fluctuations in the device, but it wasn't crystal clear.

I studied the imaging. It shared similar characteristics with the first bomb, but this was far more complex. More wiring, more backup batteries, more yield, and I'm sure there were considerably more false circuits. This bomb was designed not only for destruction, but to take up a substantial amount of time. Time that we were running out of.

"When’s this thing going to go off, Wild?" Thompson asked.

"He said noon, but I wouldn't trust him."

Thompson's face tightened as he considered his options. "I think it's too risky to fool with. Hell, we don't even have a bot that can reach up that high. Let's evacuate and clear the building. Get all these people out of the parking lot and establish a perimeter. I think that's our only option.”

People stood around, a little frozen with fear and panic.

"You heard me. Get moving!"

With that, the crowd dispersed.

Jack pulled me aside and muttered, "You mentioned something about a diversion. What’s the real target?”

I shared my theory.

We found the sheriff. I filled him in, then we looked for Thompson. He hadn’t wanted to hang around the locker room any longer than necessary and had marched across the concourse. We caught up to him and followed along as I pitched my idea.

Thompson scoffed. "Do you have anything to back up your theory?”

"No. Just a hunch.”

"I'm not taking manpower away from this site just to go off on a wild goose chase. Do you have any idea of the chaos that’s going to ensue once that bomb explodes? We have no idea what that yield is. It could level the whole stadium, maybe more. I honestly have no idea what a safe perimeter is. And it's gonna take every available officer just to get these nitwits out of the parking lot. I don't know if you've noticed, but they’re not budging.”

We stepped outside the stadium. A federal agent with a megaphone shouted across the angry mob. "I repeat, today's game has been canceled. We apologize for any inconvenience. Please move in an orderly fashion to the exit as soon as possible. Thank you for your cooperation. Tickets will be refunded.”

A chorus of boos filled the air. A legion of angry men with painted faces, amped up on testosterone and liquid courage, would make a formidable enemy. There were too many to forcibly remove. This was a powder keg, in more ways than one.

We weren’t outfitted in riot control gear. It would take a few minutes to get tear gas and water hoses to disperse the crowd. And then, that would be a publicity nightmare and probably not effective.

In an effort to avoid panic, the words bomb threat hadn't been used. That was the last thing you wanted to say to a crowd this size.

“This is fucking bullshit!” someone shouted.

The mob began chanting, "We won't go! We won't go!"

Deep and ominous, the chant rumbled with authority.
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As it stood, it would have taken 20 or 30 minutes just to get out of the parking lot in a car. It had turned into mass chaos. Some people decided to leave, but pedestrians blocked the lanes. A sea of red taillights. The atmosphere turned apocalyptic. The unruly crowd wasn't taking no for an answer, and a few key instigators riled everyone up.

JD and I pushed through the crowd, making our way across the lot. We exited the grounds and made it to Stadium Row.

I still couldn't get a cell signal.

We ran a few blocks until I got a bar, then I called for a rideshare. Five minutes later, we hopped into a silver sedan, and the driver sped us over to DRI on Rock Island.

That was the true target.

I was sure of it.

The bomber’s words echoed in my mind. "Imagine what I could do with true Oblivium.”

I called Emily, but she didn’t pick up. I left a voicemail warning her.

Our driver pulled up to the front gate of the compound. A candy cane lever arm blocked the entrance to the security booth.

The property was surrounded by a chain-link fence, topped with razor wire. On a Sunday, the place was pretty desolate. The perfect time to stage an assault.

Security cameras at the guard booth monitored everyone coming and going.

We hopped out of the rideshare and walked up to the booth. I flashed my badge, and the guard stepped out and looked at us with curiosity. "What can I do for you, gentlemen?”

"Have you noticed anything unusual today?”

His lips tightened, and he shook his head.

"We believe there may be a robbery in progress," I said.

He looked at me with doubtful eyes. "I've been here all morning. The only people who've been in or out are Dr. Foster and the cleaning crew. They typically come on Sundays, as well as Monday and Thursday nights.”

"Did the cleaners have proper credentials?”

He nodded. "I wouldn’t be doing my job if they didn't."

"Did you recognize them?"

He shrugged. "I don’t know. Didn’t pay much attention. Crews rotate all the time. It's hard to keep good staff these days.”

"We need to get inside the building.”

He frowned and shook his head. "I'm sorry. No can do. No unauthorized personnel. Unless of course you got a warrant.”

My eyes narrowed at him. "You heard what I said. We believe there's a potential robbery happening right now."

He shrugged. "Policy is policy. I could lose my job.”

“You’re gonna lose it anyway if there’s a heist in progress.”

He didn’t like the sound of that.

I looked across the lot and spotted a nondescript white van that could have belonged to a cleaning company. Or it could have belonged to criminals disguised as a cleaning company.

I began to wonder if this guard wasn't on the take. How much could he possibly make working the gate? A six-figure deposit into his crypto account might be pretty persuasive. After all, he'd have plausible deniability. They were just the cleaning crew. They had the proper ID. ID that could have easily been stolen or forged.

"Exigent circumstances," I said, moving past him, ducking under the candy cane lever arm.

"Hey! You can't go in there.”

"Try and stop me,” I shouted back.

I had no probable cause. Nothing to establish exigent circumstances other than a hunch. It certainly wouldn’t hold up in a court of law. But I didn’t want to take the risk of pure, unadulterated Oblivium falling into the wrong hands.

JD and I hustled to the main entrance and pushed into the lobby. The atrium was spacious, with a lounge area that had comfortable leather chairs and sofas. There were coffee tables with magazines, a counter with a coffee maker, snacks, and a mini fridge with bottles of water.

Like any high-security facility, there was a walk-through metal detector and a conveyor X-ray scanner.

I flashed my badge at the security guard behind the desk. "Where's the cleaning crew?"

He was on the phone, presumably with the gate guard. “Yeah, I'll take care of this," he said, then he addressed us as he hung up. "Uh, I don’t know.” Then he added, "You need to sign in."

"Have you noticed anything unusual?”

He shook his head. "Unusual, like what?”

"Like a robbery in progress."

"A robbery?"

"Where's Dr. Foster's lab?”

The guard hesitated for a moment. "I'm supposed to call a supervisor in situations like this. Can I see your badge again?"

I displayed it as I approached the counter.

He surveyed it carefully.

The nameplate on his chest read D. Dugan. "You really think there's a robbery in progress?"

"Did the cleaning crew look familiar to you?”

He shrugged. "I can't say I really paid attention. It's always different people." He picked up the phone and dialed an extension. "I'm calling Dr. Foster.”

I kept my head on a swivel.

The place was quiet. I didn't see any unusual activity. There was no sign of the cleaning crew. They could have been anywhere.

Maybe I was wrong.

Maybe this was just a calm Sunday at DRI.

The phone rang several times. "She's not picking up. Not unusual." Dugan paused. Before I could say anything else, he said, "I'll take you to the lab.“

He stood up, walked around the desk, then hurried to the main entrance and locked it up. He spun around and walked past us in a hurry. "Come with me."

We followed him across the lobby, and he motioned to a hallway that led to our right. "It's all the way down the hall, last door to the left. You’ll need a key card for access.” He handed it to me. “I’ve got a bum ankle, so I don’t move too fast these days, but I’ll be right behind you.”

I took the key card from him, and JD and I started down the hallway. We drew our pistols and kept them in a low ready position as we moved with caution.

Dugan followed and kept up with us. He drew his weapon as well.

We made it about halfway down the hall when he said, "Hold up right there."

I had that unmistakable sensation that his pistol was aimed right at my back.

"Don't move. Toss your weapons to the ground. Now!”

We hesitated a moment.

"Do it. Or I swear to God, I’ll put a bullet in you both.”

He had the drop on us. No doubt about it. He'd be able to shoot one of us for sure. Maybe two. It wasn't worth the risk.

With angry faces, we tossed our weapons to the ground. They clattered off the tile.

"Kick them farther away."

They were still within reach.

After a moment of hesitation, JD and I complied.

The pistols scraped across the tile.

"I’m going to go out on a limb and say that you're either on the take or you don't work for DRI," I said.

"Did you figure that all out by yourself?" he said in a condescending tone. He tossed two pairs of flex cuffs to me. "Cuff him, then yourself.”
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Ifigured the real guards were tied up or dead in a storeroom somewhere.

With the twitchy barrel of a gun aimed at me, I flex cuffed JD. Though I left it as loose as I thought I could get away with. Then I cuffed myself and pulled it tight with my teeth. Not too tight, mind you.

Dugan frisked us and found our backups.

“Move!” Dugan commanded. Probably not his real name.

He marched us down the hallway and into the lab. Keycard entry allowed access, and the octagonal door slid open like it belonged on a sci-fi spaceship. A gust of air hit my face. The lab had positive pressure to keep contaminants out.

The air was clean and antiseptic, with the faint hint of ozone and electronics. Beakers and test tubes sat atop stainless steel work tables. There were gizmos and gadgets, centrifuges, cryo-tanks, liquid nitrogen and helium, spectrum analyzers, and a gas chromatograph. There were computer workstations with large flatscreen displays with colorful spectral readouts and simulation models. Storage lockers lined the walls, along with subzero freezers. Antistatic suits hung from racks alongside other personal protective equipment. The lab was part chemistry set, part subatomic madness.

Emily and her fiancé were on the floor, both zip-tied about the wrists and secured to the legs of a table. A goon with an AR-15 stood watch over them, keeping the two in line.

A gentleman in a stylish gray suit with a black shirt, no tie, looked at us with surprise as we entered. In his mid-40s, his slicked hair had already turned silver. His steely blue eyes narrowed. He had sharp features and an athletic figure. There was a smarmy vibe about him with the fake smile of a politician.

“They showed up, snooping around,” Dugan said.

The silver-haired man huffed. "Deputy Wild. I must say, I'm quite surprised. I didn't expect to see you here, but it seems fate has brought us together. Please come in. Have a seat.”

The voice was unmistakable.

Dugan shoved me forward.

JD and I took a few steps toward the center of the room.

"I assume you’re alone? Everybody else is at the stadium." Slick looked at his watch. "It's almost time.” A slight, devious smirk tugged his lips.

“This was always about the Oblivium,” I said.

“Of course,” Slick replied. “With the added bonus of eliminating every law enforcement officer in the region. I’ll be on the other side of the world with enough Oblivium to vaporize the planet while they’re still sifting through the rubble.”

“Sounds like you’ve got everything figured out. Who are you selling it to?”

Slick laughed. “Clients who pay handsomely.”

“So, this isn’t about ideology. It’s about money.”

"Isn't everything when it comes down to it?”

"What are you going to do with all that money if there's nowhere to spend it?”

Slick smiled. "I see it as leveling the playing field. If everyone has the technology, mutually assured destruction creates an equilibrium. Why should just one government have access to Oblivium?”

His crew of thugs loaded Oblivium pellets, stored in polycarbonate tubes filled with argon gas, into padded, rugged transport cases. The matte gunmetal gray pellets had an iridescent quality. Each pellet, the size of a marble, weighed several pounds because of its extreme density. They loaded the heavy cases onto a pushcart.

Dugan forced JD and me onto the floor and zip-cuffed our wrists to the table legs.

From a nearby case, Slick pulled out another familiar disk—another bomb, much like the others. He set it atop the steel table we were all tied to.

“I’m so glad you could join us, Deputy Wild. I’d love to chat all day, but time is of the essence, and I have clients waiting.”

He activated the bomb.

“Hey, what about me?” Ashton said, his eyes full of panic. “We had a deal.”

“Unfortunately, the terms of our agreement have changed. You understand.”

“No, I don’t fucking understand. I did everything you asked.”

Slick smiled. “You are a cheat and a backstabber. I have no regard for people without loyalty.” It was rich coming from him.

Ashton struggled with his bonds, his wrists behind his back, secured to the leg of the table. He jerked at the restraints, jarring the table.

“Might not want to do that,” Slick said. “Once that device is armed, any motion will trigger a detonation.”

I figured there was a time interval between activating the device and when it armed itself—a buffer zone to put it in position and get out of the area without risking blowing yourself up.

“You’re a piece of shit, Newport!” Ashton grumbled.

Slick smiled. “Takes one to know one.”

Newport signaled to his men to roll out.

They loaded the last of the Oblivium onto the cart and pushed it out of the lab.

“I have to admit, there’s a part of me that’s sad our little game is over,” Newport said to me with a mock frown. “But not that sad.”

He laughed.

“Do we know each other?” I said, squinting at him.

His lips tightened, and he shook his head. “No. It’s nothing personal.”

With that, he was gone.

An ominous sensation fell over the lab upon their departure. We all remained silent for a moment, contemplating our fate. Only the hum of the equipment kept the silence from being deafening.
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Emily was furious. Her jaw tightened, and her cheeks flushed with color. “You cloned my key card! You stole my system password!”

“I didn’t steal your system password,” Ashton said. “Mittens_123 wasn’t the most secure password in the world, and you use it for everything! Newsflash, probably not a good idea to use the name of your pets, birthdays, or other common phrases as passwords."

"Thanks for the heads up,” she sneered. “I’ll remember that next time I date a sociopathic asshole!"

"I did it for us, baby." It was the ultimate narcissist turnaround.

Emily scoffed. “You never cease to amaze me. Really? For us!? How exactly did you see that working out? You screw me over like this, and somehow that’s for us? What else have you been lying to me about?”

“Quite a few things, actually,” JD muttered.

Emily shot him a sharp look. "What’s that supposed to mean?"

"It doesn't mean anything," Ashton said. "Look, we're going to get through this, and I'll explain everything."

I laughed. "Good luck with that one."

Ashton scowled at me. "I think we have more pressing concerns right now."

"I agree. If I were you, I’d be praying for that bomb to go off. Because that’s going to be easier than explaining the brunette to her.”

Ashton swallowed hard.

“What brunette!?” Emily snapped.

JD snickered.

Emily and Ashton bickered.

The flex cuffs dug into my wrists as I tried to pull my hands through. I had kept them loose, just enough room to wiggle through. After taking off the top layer of skin, my hand was free. It didn't feel too good, but it was a hell of a lot better than the alternative.

I sprang to my feet. "I hate to interrupt things, but I need a knife.”

"There's an X-Acto knife in the drawer," Emily said, nodding toward the counter.

I hustled across the room, pulled open several drawers until I found the blade, then hustled back to the table and cut Jack free.

I gave the knife to Jack, and he released Emily while I addressed the bomb. Once she was free, she joined me, evaluating the device.

Begrudgingly, Jack cut Ashton loose. He climbed to his feet and rubbed his wrists.

“How much time do you think we have?” JD asked.

I shrugged. “Not enough.”

Ashton took one look at the device with wide eyes and said, “I’m getting the hell out of here.”

He bolted for the door. It was probably the smartest decision he ever made in his life.

“This is based off your tech,” I said to Emily. "How can we defuse this? Or should we just cut bait and get the hell out of here?"

"I don’t want to lose the lab and all my work, but I don't want to lose my life either.”

I shared a look with JD.

“I’d rather not get vaporized.”

“I’ve got an idea,” Emily said.

She hurried across the lab and rolled over a portable fluoroscope. She positioned the C-arm over the table with the DR plate underneath the device. She powered it up, and an image appeared on the screen.

This bomb was similar to the others—a central core, an electromagnetic field array, backup power, multiple leads, and enough dummy leads to make it confusing.

“This is very similar to my design on a smaller scale and with a few modifications,” Emily said. “Ashton must have gained access to my computer and shared all of my notes and schematics.” She considered it for a moment. “I think I can neutralize the device by freezing it, then shattering the phase coherence with focused parametric ultrasound. It’s risky. You should probably clear out.”

“How risky?”

Emily shrugged. “By the way, I’m mad at you.”

“Me?”

“How long did you know about the brunette?”

“Can we talk about this later?”

“If there is a later.” She rushed to a cabinet and grabbed a can of liquid nitrogen, then dashed back to the table.

“Mist it over the device,” I said. “Any abrupt change in temperature could trigger it.”

Her annoyed eyes narrowed at me. “I know what I’m doing.”

She sprayed the pressurized canister with a fine nozzle over the bomb. Within a few passes, it looked like an evil Christmas ornament.

JD and I huddled around. I’m not going to lie, the instinct to find the door was strong, but we weren’t going to leave Emily on her own.

She hustled across the room again.

“What the hell is that?” JD asked when she pulled a device from a locker.

“A prototype we’re working on,” she said, holding what resembled a space-age rifle. It was off white with aluminum accents. Its long, thick barrel, flashing lights, and pistol grip made it look like something Space Marines might carry. “A high-intensity sonic weapon. Good for crowd control. Low-frequency ultrasound can cause disorientation, nausea, and loss of motor skills. It’s got an effective range of several hundred feet. With any luck, it will disrupt the mechanism.”

She shouldered the sonic weapon and took aim at the frozen device. “Last chance to clear out.”
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It was like standing in front of a giant speaker at the loudest concert you’ve ever attended. Multiplied by 10. The subsonic pulse was felt more than heard when Emily squeezed the trigger.

My whole body vibrated from the inside out, starting with my bones. It made me feel uncomfortable and twisted my stomach, even though I was well out of the line of fire.

Defense research companies had been working on this kind of tech for crowd control for a long time, but this was next-level stuff. Emily had skill when it came to designing disruptive weapons with cutting-edge tech.

When she squeezed the trigger, the subsonic pulse vibrated the device, knocking off the frost in a white mist. The lights went out, and the internal components suffered microfractures. At least, that was the hope.

With any luck, it was enough to stop the process.

We all shared a look and approached the device with caution.

“Think it’s disabled?” JD asked.

I shrugged.

Emily set the sonic gun on the table and grabbed an IR imager. She scanned the bomb.

There were no fluctuations in temperature, no hotspots, no flickering traces of activity within the core. The bomb looked inert.

“I feel reasonably certain it’s been rendered safe,” Emily said. “But I think we should clear the area just in case.”

I didn’t disagree. “How many more pulses is that thing good for before it needs a recharge?”

She smirked. “That’s the beauty of it. You could fire this non-stop for 24 hours and still have a charge left over.”

“Impressive.” I looked at my watch, then tried to call the sheriff. He didn’t pick up. I figured phones near the stadium were still jammed.

It was 12 minutes to noon.

12 minutes to detonation, if Newport had been honest this time.

I grabbed the sonic gun and the canister of liquid nitrogen.

“Where are you going?” Emily asked with worried eyes.

“To diffuse a bomb,” I said, hustling toward the door.

Jack followed and called dispatch. He told them to radio the sheriff and let him know we were coming with a solution. We just had to get there in time.

We darted out of the lab and raced down the hallway. JD and I snatched up our pistols that had been left behind. At the end of the hallway, we rounded the corner with caution and stepped into the lobby.

Dugan was gone, as were the others.

We continued across to the main entrance, Emily following right behind. The three of us stepped out into the bright Florida sunshine. The glowing orb hovered straight overhead.

I looked at my watch—ten minutes until noon.

“We can take my car," Emily said.

We raced across the parking lot to her black Mercedes SUV. The doors flung open, and we piled into the comfy leather seats. She cranked up the engine, dropped it into gear, and barked the tires as she banked a U out of the lot.

With focused eyes, she blasted through the lever arm at the gate without slowing down. No time to wait for it to lift.

I didn’t see the guard. I figured he was long gone, probably one of Newport’s men.

Emily drove like a bat out of hell, her foot slammed to the floorboard.

I didn’t know what kind of progress the sheriff and the feds had made in evacuating the stadium. At this point, there could have been a full-scale riot, or the place could have cleared out.

The streets were relatively empty.

We flew past the few cars that were on the road. With several twists and turns, we made it to Stadium Row and approached the arena.

A sea of people still congregated around the stadium.

It was insane.

Emily pulled into the nearest gate, and a security guard stopped us. I rolled my window down, held out my badge, and shouted, “Coconut County! Move!”

The guard stepped aside, and Emily barrelled down the lane, weaving around pedestrians who wandered about, disrupting the flow of traffic, still pissed off.

A few fires burned throughout the lot, and several cop cars had been smashed and set ablaze. Glass sparkled like diamonds on the asphalt.

We crept through the crowd, people slapping and banging on body panels.

I leaned out the window, shouting, “Get out of the way. Now!”

Nobody listened.

People flipped me off.

I was tempted to use the sonic weapon on them, but thought better of it.

I looked at my watch again, my pulse pounding, adrenaline spiking my veins.

Four minutes until noon.
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Dispatch had gotten through to the sheriff. He met us at the entrance to the locker room with a ladder. "Are you sure you know what you're doing, Wild?”

"You might want to get as far away from here as possible.”

"I'm already knee-deep in it now. If this thing’s going to go, I doubt I'll be able to get far enough away. Besides, I think this place might be considerably less interesting without you two around.”

I gave him a curious look.

“I'm going to deny I ever said that.”

I laughed as we hustled into the locker room. The sheriff set up the ladder underneath the smoke detector of doom. I put on a pair of sunglasses to protect my eyes from falling debris, climbed the ladder, then sprayed the device with several passes of liquid nitrogen until it was nice and frosty.

"30 seconds!" Jack called out.

I climbed down, took aim at the device with the sonic rifle, then squeezed the trigger.

Nothing happened.

My eyes rounded like saucers. I shook the sonic gun. The lights had all gone out. “I thought you said this thing could go all day!”

Emily’s brow wrinkled. She took the weapon as I handed it to her.

“19 seconds,” Jack said.

Emily fiddled with it, flipping it on and off.

Still nothing.

“10 seconds,” Jack said.

Emily dropped the battery out, wiped the terminal, then jammed it back in like a magazine. She flicked it on and powered it up.

“5, 4…”

The lights flashed, and she handed the device to me.

“3, 2..”

I shouldered the weapon and fired the sonic pulse as Jack counted down to one.

My insides rumbled, and the pulse dusted the doomsday disk.

Adrenaline flooded my body. My heart punched my chest.

The lights of the disk went out.

Flakes drifted down from the ceiling.

We all shared an anxious look.

Jack looked at his watch again. “It’s after noon.”

Nothing happened.

I kept waiting for the other shoe to drop. But the bomb didn't go off.

We all exhaled a relieved breath.

Emily climbed the ladder and scanned it with a thermal imager. There were no signs of activity inside the device. “No thermal fluctuations. “I think it’s safe.”

“I’ll get the bomb techs in here to remove the device,” the sheriff said.

I told him to put a BOLO out on Ashton and Newport. Ashton would be easy to pick up. Newport was probably long gone. “Send deputies over to DRI as well. I think you might find some security guards locked up in a storage closet, if they’re still alive.”

We left the locker room and stepped out of the stadium into a sea of chaos. I found Thompson and caught him up on the situation. The Coast Guard would be notified, and an international warrant issued. Newport technically wasn't my problem anymore. This was a federal investigation after all. But Newport had made it personal. I was going to finish it. One way or the other.

I rounded up a small tactical team consisting of Erickson, Faulkner, Robinson, and Mendoza. Emily told us where we could find Ashton. She drove us to the station, and I filled out an application for a warrant. Half an hour later, I had one in hand. The delay was infuriating, but it was part of the process.

Emily drove us to Ashton's Stingray Bay mansion. The guy had done well for himself, or was a trust fund baby. Emily certainly had an ax to grind with him, and I couldn't blame her.

The deputies followed.

We advanced to the front door, while Mendoza and Robinson covered the back door. I banged a heavy fist and shouted, "Coconut County. Open up!"

I nodded to Faulkner, and he heaved a battering ram against the door. The jam splintered, and the door flung wide. Glass shattered, raining diamonds.

We flooded into the vaulted foyer with shock and awe, weapons in the firing position. The team crunched across broken glass on the imported marble tile, cleared the parlor and the front office, then advanced into the living room.

"Coconut County! We have a warrant," I shouted again.

My barrel swept across the open concept space, clearing the corners.

Large window walls offered a view of the pool and canal beyond. A hallway led to a guest bathroom and bedroom. Erickson and Faulkner cleared it, then we took the stairs.

With eager barrels leading the way, we cleared a few more guest bedrooms and bathrooms, making our way to the master. We held up at the closed door, Jack taking one side and I on the other.

I shouted again, “Coconut County!”

There was no response.

Faulkner kicked open the bedroom door, and I swung my pistol inside, sweeping it across the room.

The place was empty.

French doors opened to a large terrace that overlooked the pool.

We flooded into the bedroom, cleared the closet, the bathroom, and checked under the bed.

There was no sign of Ashton. If he’d been here, he was gone now.

I wasn’t as concerned with him, but I figured he might know where Newport was headed.

My next call was to Isabella.
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After looking into his cell history, Isabella told me Ashton had made numerous calls and texts to his brunette girlfriend, Claudia Valletta. He’d also made several calls and texts to a burner phone over the last few weeks. The most recent one was earlier today.

There was no doubt in my mind that the burner phone belonged to Newport.

Isabella was never able to pin the burner phone to any location other than a public space—like a coffee shop, restaurant, or bar. It hadn't popped up on the grid in an apartment, house, or hotel. If it belonged to Newport, he was using good tradecraft. He knew never to turn on the device in a location that could be tracked back to him.

Isabella gave me the location of Claudia's apartment. She lived in the Delphine, which was an upscale midrise, popular with young professionals. "It looks like she's a moderately successful E-girl," Isabella said. “Has no real job to speak of, but she's got enough subscribers to her For the Fans site to make a good living."

It didn't surprise me.

"I think I figured out who your perp is,” she continued. “Cam Newport. He's a sleazy arms broker who seems to be well-connected. Plays both sides of the fence. Has no loyalty and will take jobs from the highest bidder. I have no doubt he’s selling the Oblivium to the Russians or some terror group. He's been able to keep himself clean up to this point, probably by making generous political contributions.”

She texted me a picture.

"Yep. That's him. Grade A scumbag.”

"I’ll keep looking, but I doubt that phone will ever pop up on the grid again. I'll keep you updated as soon as I find something."

I thanked her for the information, then ended the call.

We left Ashton’s Stingray Bay mansion and drove to the Delphine. Emily was more than happy to chauffeur us around. She was desperate to see the look on Ashton’s face when we slapped the cuffs on his wrists. I think she also wanted to get a look at the brunette and see what her competition was. Claudia Valletta was smoking hot. The kind of woman who could spark lustful desires and make a man lose all sense of reason. But she didn’t hold a candle to Emily.

We pulled into the visitor parking lot of the Delphine, followed by a parade of squad cars. We parked near the entrance, hopped out, and I buzzed random numbers at the call box until someone let us in. The team stormed the lobby and marched across to the elevators. I told Emily to wait in the lobby for us, just in case things got ugly.

She wasn’t about to sit this one out. She wanted to see it firsthand.

We took the elevator up to the fourth floor, then hurried down the hall to unit #416.

Emily lingered down the hall, closer to the elevators. Close enough to see the action but out of harm’s way in case things got out of hand.

Deputies hovered on either side of the door.

I rapped gently.

A few moments later, footsteps shuffled down the foyer, and the peephole flickered as Claudia peered through. “Who is it?”

"Claudia, this is Deputy Wild with the Coconut County Sheriff's Department. I know Ashton is with you," I said, bluffing. "I just want to let you know that you are aiding and abetting a felon. If you continue to do so, you will be charged as an accessory to murder after the fact, along with a host of other charges. It's in your best interest to open the door."

We had an arrest warrant for Ashton. We didn’t have a search warrant for Claudia's apartment. We might have been able to get one, but it was another process step and would take time. Every second that ticked by, Cameron Newport got farther away.

After a long beat, Claudia flipped the deadbolt and pulled open the door. She stepped aside, and her eyes fell to the floor, ashamed of the betrayal. But not that ashamed. I suspected she wasn't all that into Ashton.

I led the tac team down the foyer, my pistol leading the way.

Ashton froze in the living room, contemplating his options.

His options weren't great.

He could dart through the sliding glass doors, take the balcony, and try to climb down. But that really wasn't viable. Not for a guy like him. He'd fall and bust his ass and end up as a grease spot in the alley.

With a frustrated look, he surrendered.

I kept my weapon aimed at him as Jack advanced and slapped the cuffs around his wrists.

"You have the right to remain silent…" Jack began.

He marched Ashton over to the couch and sat him down.

"Unless you want to spend the rest of your life in prison, developing a close personal relationship with your cellmate, you need to start talking," I said. "Where is Cameron Newport going, and who is he selling to?"

"I don't know any of the details."

"Bullshit.”

"I swear. He approached me a few months ago. Said he'd make it worth my while if I just provided him with information. I didn't know anyone was going to get hurt. He never said anything about bombing anyone. He just wanted access to the lab and all of Emily's work.”

"What better way to show Emily you cared," I snarked.

"Look, I was in a bind," he explained. "I made some bad moves."

“You can say that again."

"I lost everything. All of it. The bank was going to foreclose on the house next month. I had to do something.”

"What you did was get people killed."

Ashton shook his head. "I didn't have anything to do with that. Cam made all those bombs on his own. I just gave him information.”

"Where can I find him?"

"I don't know.”

"Look, we've got all of your phone records. I know every time you talked to him. I want to know where you met, everything he might have said, and any details that might help."

"We met at a club once. Proletariat, I think." Frazzled, Ashton continued to search his memory. "I went to his boat one time.”

"Boat?”

"Yeah, he's got a nice yacht at Sandpiper Point. At least, I think it was his. You never know these days. Everybody's full of shit, up to their eyeballs in debt."

"What's the name of the boat?”
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Rotor blades swirled overhead as we flew out over the water in Tango One.

Teal waves crashed against the shore below, and the island grew small behind us as we headed out to sea.

Isabella had worked her magic. The Dominion was registered under multiple shell companies in the Cayman Islands, making identification of the practical owner difficult. The ship’s AIS had been active when it left port, then the vessel went dark as it headed east.

Isabella had given me the last known coordinates.

I had no doubt the scumbag was trying to get beyond state waters and preferably reach international seas. The county had jurisdiction up to 3 miles offshore on the Atlantic side. Beyond that, the feds could handle it up to 12 miles, and could board a US flagged boat anywhere in the world. But this boat was flagged out of the Cayman Islands. I wanted to catch this guy before he crossed over.

Decked out with tactical gear, M4s, extra magazines, flash bang grenades, smoke canisters, and all the other goodies, JD and I were ready to dispense a little justice. Erickson and Faulkner joined us in the cargo area of the helicopter. We raced across the water as the amber sun angled toward the horizon behind us.

The Coast Guard and other federal agencies had been notified. Newport wouldn't get far, but I wanted first dibs. I didn't care whose investigation it was.

It didn't take long to spot a speck on the horizon, carving through the blue water.

As we drew near, the Dominion came into view—a sleek 175-foot superyacht with windswept lines, a navy hull, Arctic trim, and all the trappings of luxury. A sleek black helicopter sat perched on the foredeck.

Tango One closed in, and the pilot, Mike, circled the vessel for a reconnaissance pass.

That drew the attention of several armed thugs on board.

I shouted over the loudspeaker, "Dominion, this is the Coconut County Sheriff's Department. Heave to and prepare to be boarded!”

I repeated the command a few times, but they had no intention of slowing down.

That's when a guy emerged from the salon onto the starboard side deck with an RPG-7. He shouldered the rocket launcher and took aim.

My eyes widened at the sight. That kind of thing will make your ass pucker.

With the squeeze of the trigger, the rocket blasted from the launcher, hissing with fury. The death dart screamed through the air, racing toward Tango One.

We all braced for impact.

Mike pulled hard on the controls, banking the craft away, trying to avoid certain disaster.

The rocket ripped through the air, eager to fulfill its purpose.

By some miracle, it streaked right past us, spitting a trail of smoke as it continued racing through the heavens.

The goon on the deck took the opportunity to reload.

The pilot angled Tango One around to the port side.

By that time, I had the cargo door open and my rifle shouldered.

The goon ran through the salon to the port side door, shouldered the rocket launcher, and took aim at us again.

I opened fire before he could squeeze the trigger. The rifle hammered my shoulder, and brass casings danced on the flight deck. I sprayed a hailstorm of molten copper down on the bastard, peppering his chest.

Crimson blossomed, and he stumbled back into the salon, tumbling to the deck.

It was game on.

Cameron decided to play a stupid game, and he was about to win a stupid prize. He picked up the rocket launcher and took cover behind the bulkhead. He angled the rocket launcher through the hatch and tried to find the bird in the sky.

By that time, Mike had circled around. The helicopter hovered behind the stern.

Cameron ran through the salon toward the aft deck to get an angle on us. But the dipshit tripped as the boat pitched and rolled with the swells. With the safety cap removed from the grenade, the striker hit the deck. The detonator triggered, and the warhead exploded without being fired.

It was almost comical.

The explosion blasted through the deck, spraying molten shrapnel everywhere.

The bastard got what he deserved, and a slight grin may have formed on my lips.

Sometimes you get lucky.

But my grin soon faded when I realized what was happening.

The explosion ripped through the cases of Oblivium, shattering their containment tubes, destabilizing the volatile element. The following reaction was inevitable. A cascade of doom.

“We need to get as far away from here as possible. NOW!” I shouted.

Mike banked us around and headed back toward shore.

I didn’t know how big the explosion would be, or how long it would take for the reaction to occur. But with as much Oblivium as they had stolen, our odds of clearing the blast radius were slim. One substandard pellet had taken out an office building. There were hundreds, if not thousands, aboard that ship.
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We raced across the water at 170 knots, maxing out the top speed of the Bell 429. The rotors thumped, and the turbines howled.

My heart pounded my chest.

The yacht exploded in a blinding flash. The detonation made the 50 megaton Tsar Bomba look like a firecracker.

A massive plume of water sprayed into the air as the explosion engulfed the horizon, vaporizing everything within its radius. It expanded in an unrelenting march toward the helicopter.

The cloud of doom approached, threatening to consume us.

Somebody was looking out for us because we escaped the initial blast, albeit by a margin slimmer than I would have liked.

Momentary relief filled me, but that didn't last long.

An electromagnetic pulse followed the explosion, flickering the instrumentation. The electronics went dark, and the turbines coughed and flamed out. The stick went dead.

The pilot dumped the collective, entering autorotation. The helicopter nosed hard.

My stomach twisted and was in my throat. This was a situation you never wanted to be in.

Mike flared hard at the last moment, pulling the nose up. The helicopter pancaked against the water, shearing the skids. We tumbled on spin cycle, plexiglass shattering, bodies bouncing from bulkhead to bulkhead. A nauseating spin of sea and sky and sea and sky. The air left my lungs as I slammed the sidewall. Water rushed in about the time I needed a breath.

The rotors disintegrated as they smacked the surface, scattering shards.

Flotation bags auto-inflated with a hiss, but something was wrong. They didn’t keep us at the surface. Pockets of air, along with half-inflated bags, slowed our descent, but it couldn’t stop the inevitable. Our ultimate fate was at the bottom of the ocean if we didn’t move fast.

It took a second to get my wits and figure out which way was up.

Mike was out cold, with a compound fracture to his arm. The white bone protruded, and wisps of crimson mixed with salt water.

I reached into the cockpit and released his safety harness, then Jack helped me pull him out of his seat.

We were all bruised and scraped up, but Erickson and Faulkner had survived and were still conscious. They swam out of the fuselage, and JD and I followed with Mike in tow. We managed to clear the wreckage just as it plummeted to the depths below.

We still had 20 feet to the surface, and my lungs burned.

We both kicked and paddled, but Mike was deadweight.

Somehow, we broke through the surface. I sucked in a breath of air and filled my lungs. We pulled the pilot up and kept his head above water.

Mike wasn’t breathing, and this wasn’t the optimal situation for CPR.

I hooked my arms under his and locked around his chest, then squeezed like a modified Heimlich—a bastardized version of chest compressions. Mike’s body jerked with each squeeze until he finally coughed up a lungful of seawater. I kept at the compressions as he hacked and gagged, finally taking a breath.

A massive swell was inbound from the explosion. A small tsunami, heading right in our direction.

The glow of the blast had faded.

The wall of water approached.

The only thing we could do was hold our breath and hang on.

Dread twisted my stomach as the wall of doom approached. It towered over us.

The wave slammed like a freight train, tossing us around, the current sucking us under in a sea of bubbles.

I lost my grip on Mike.

Underwater for what seemed like an eternity, I finally made it to the surface. I filled my lungs and flung the water from my face. My eyes scanned the horizon, and I spotted JD.

He gave me the thumbs up.

Erickson surfaced, followed by Faulkner.

“Mike!” I shouted as I treaded water. “Mike!”

I plunged below the surface and spotted him sinking toward the bottom. My arms pulled hard as I swam for him. He was barely conscious before the wave hit.

He kept sinking lower, his lungs likely full of water.

The swirling wave hadn’t done his dangling, ragged arm any favors.

I kept pulling hard, the pressure squeezing my ears. With an outstretched hand, I grabbed his collar and pulled him toward the surface.

The setting sun shimmered the water above.

It seemed like a million miles away.

I kept pulling and kicking toward the surface with Mike in tow. My lungs burned, and lactic acid built up in my muscles. My pulse throbbed my ears.

I finally broke through and gasped for breath.

I did my makeshift CPR maneuver until Mike hacked and coughed again.

JD and the others reached us and helped keep him afloat.

Mike was still disoriented and probably had a mild concussion. Maybe not so mild. He’d live—if the sharks didn’t get to us first.
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The distant thump of rotor blades drew near. Soon, a Coast Guard MH-60 Jayhawk circled overhead.

It was a sight for sore eyes.

Not long after that, Defender-class patrol boats closed in.

The Coast Guard fished us out of the water, and crewmen triaged Mike. They took us back to the station where EMTs waited, along with the sheriff and Emily.

When I stepped ashore, she gave me a hug and squeezed tight. “I’m so glad you’re okay. I was worried sick.”

I was still pretty damp from my dip in the ocean, but she didn’t seem to mind.

Mike was transferred to an ambulance and taken to the hospital for treatment. We were all pretty banged up, but I had no desire to spend the rest of the evening in the emergency room. If anything still hurt beyond reason in the morning, I’d go see about it.

Paris Delaney and her crew were on the scene, and I gave a brief interview.

“You’re a hero. You successfully diffused the bomb at the stadium.”

“Only with the help of a lot of people. Dr. Foster should really take all the credit.”

The lens focused on her.

Emily did not want to get on camera.

“What can you tell us about the nature of these devices?”

“I’m sorry, but that’s classified,” Emily said.

“What about the explosion at sea?”

I intervened. “I can safely say the threat has been neutralized. The residents of this fine island have nothing to fear from that particular perpetrator.”

“Are you saying the bomber is dead?”

I smiled. “He got everything that was coming to him.”

I answered a few more questions, then we filled out after-action reports. By that time, I was ready to unwind and put this all behind me.

Emily drove JD and me back to the Avventura. I invited her aboard for a celebratory cocktail, and she accepted.

We all made our way up to the sky deck, and Jack slipped behind the bar. He poured whiskey for us and made a cosmopolitan for the lady. We found a seat at a table and sipped the fine beverages under the stars and the glowing moon.

"What's going to happen to Ashton?" Emily asked.

"He's facing numerous state and federal charges, including conspiracy and terrorism,” I said. “He'll get some consideration because he assisted, but he's going to be an old man before he gets out.”

She looked at the sparkly rock on her finger. "It's probably not even real."

Emily slipped it from her finger and tossed it overboard. It plunked into the water. She lifted her glass to toast. "To new beginnings.”

“Here, here,” JD said.

We all clinked our glasses and sipped our beverages. It was a nice night, getting better every moment.

"What's next for you?" I asked. "Was that all the Oblivium in existence?”

Emily nodded. "Newport stole my formula and all my notes. He wiped the system data so no one could re-create it. I'll have to start from scratch." Then she added, "Or I might just forget how to create it altogether," she said with a smile.

We decided to order in for dinner. Jack ran up to Diver Down, grabbed the to-go boxes, and returned to the boat. We chowed down on the sky deck and filled our bellies.

Like a good wingman, Jack retired early and left Emily and me to our own devices on the sky deck. Now that she was single, she had a lot of pent-up frustration she needed to work out, and I was more than happy to assist.

In the morning, Daniels called. “How are you feeling?”

"All things considered, I feel pretty good. A little stiff and sore. But I've got a good physical therapist that can help me work that out," I said, smirking at Emily as she snuggled beside me.

"So, you're feeling fit and ready for duty?”

"Always.”

“Good. Because we've got another situation."

Ready for more?
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Olivia:

With the window rolled down, a pistol emerged—a silencer threaded to the barrel.

I watched the scenario unfold in slow motion.

The assailant, wearing leather gloves, pulled the trigger twice in quick succession.

SNAP!

SNAP!

Wait. Let me start a few hours earlier…

That twinge of guilt began to fester, which irritated me. I had no reason to feel guilty—not after what he’d done.

I knew who was calling.

I didn’t need to look.

My phone kept vibrating my purse as I hustled across the lobby of the Whitestone Tower, my Christian Louboutin heels clacking against the tile amid the sea of office drones. People hurrying here, hurrying there. The same routine, day in, day out.

What started as a small irritation grew. By the time I made it across the lobby, I had pulled out my phone, put on a cheery smile, and said, “Hey, Dad.”

“Hey, kiddo. Are we still on for lunch?”

I winced. “Did you get my text?”

“No. What’s up?”

“I feel terrible about this, but I need to cancel. I’m not going to be able to make it.”

Disappointment filled his voice. “Aw, I’m sorry to hear that.”

“There’s just this crisis at work,” I explained. “I’ve got to get across town, put out some fires, and reassure the client.”

“Oh. Yeah. Sure. I totally understand,” he said, trying to make it sound like he wasn’t bummed, which only made me feel even more pathetic. “Work is a priority. Your old man can wait.”

“I’m really sorry. I know this is last minute.” I stepped outside onto the bustling Manhattan sidewalk and tried to flag down a cab. Cars rumbled by, horns honked, and the smell of exhaust swirled. “I know how valuable your time is. I just don’t know if I’m going to be able to get to my client, then back to Midtown in time.” I cringed as I said it. I over-explained. I didn’t need to over-explain.

“Where’s your client?”

“Chelsea.”

“Well, that’s just around the corner. How about you text me when you’re finished? I know how much you hate to talk on the phone. Meet me at the loft, and we can order in, or there’s a great little restaurant around the corner.”

I cringed again. “I really don’t know how long this is going to take.”

“That’s okay. This is important. I want to see you. We have some things to discuss.”

Dread twisted my stomach. “Like what?”

“Things I’d rather not talk about over the phone.”

“Nothing illegal, I hope,” I said in a dry voice.

That frustrated exhale of his filtered through. “Is it a crime for a father to want to have lunch with his daughter?”

“Depends on what we discuss.”

He paused before saying, “We’re not plotting some grand conspiracy. There are just some things we need to talk about.”

After my frantic waving, a yellow cab pulled to the curb. I yanked open the door and slipped inside. The sounds of the city drifted in through the driver’s open window. He looked at me in the rearview for a destination. I gave him an address, and Ahmed pulled into traffic amid honking horns.

I said to my father, “Okay. I’ll text you just as I’m finishing up.”

“Great. Look forward to seeing you. Hope you get everything sorted.”

“Me too.”

I ended the call, closed my eyes, and exhaled, trying to center myself. This day had spiraled into a shitshow, and I had limited bandwidth to deal with anything more. Least of all, an important meeting with my father. He had something up his sleeve. Some angle he was playing. But there was nothing he could ever say or do that would make things right. It was too late for that now. I didn’t need or want anything from him. Not his money, not his connections, and certainly not his love, if he was even capable of such a thing. It made the concerned nice guy act all the more nauseating.

I didn’t realize at the time just how much worse this day was going to get.

With slow, deep breaths, I tried to calm my mind and focus on the task at hand. The back of a New York City cab is not the best place to meditate, but you’ve got to find peace where you can.

Priority one—stop the meltdown.

Kind of hard to do when the new CEO insists on rebranding the company and alienating their core customer base. It had resulted in a social media uproar. The backlash had already tanked the stock 20% and it wasn’t even noon yet. Several hundred million in market cap, gone.

Heads were going to roll.

Mine was on the chopping block.

Somebody had to take the blame. This was going to be pinned on the PR agency, though I had strongly advised against this course of action. In a masterstroke of genius, the CEO doubled down on stupid by making incendiary tweets. It took everything just to get her to stop tweeting. She kept engaging the trolls. You can’t beat these people. They’re professionals.

Put the phone down and walk away.

This wasn’t something I would be able to fix in an hour with a cleverly crafted statement. If we both had jobs at the end of the day, it would be a miracle.

With traffic, it took 20 minutes to get to Chelsea from Madison Avenue. Twenty minutes to formulate a plan.

Ahmed kept talking, interrupting my train of thought.

“I bet you’re an attorney.”

I forced a smile. “No. Sorry. PR.”

“Must pay well.”

Somewhat annoyed, I said, “I do okay.”

“Louboutins aren’t cheap.”

My brow wrinkled with confusion. “How did you⁠—“

He smiled in the rearview. “I’m observant. I drive people around all day. I try to guess who they are and what they do.”

“How often do you guess right?”

He shrugged. “Maybe 50%. Do you believe in ESP? Telekinesis? Psychic ability?”

“No,” I said with a chuckle.

“Pick a number between 1 and 4. Don’t tell me what it is.”

I gave him a skeptical look in the mirror.

“Just do it.”

I reluctantly agreed.

“Do you have your number?”

“Yes.”

“Don’t tell me yet. I want you to close your eyes and visualize the number.”

I wasn’t about to close my eyes in this guy’s cab. I didn’t trust anybody in this city.

“I want you to envision your number written on a billboard. There are thousands of billboards everywhere with your number on them. Now send that mental image to me.”

I went along with it.

“Are you sending it?”

“I’m sending it.”

He closed his eyes for a moment.

“You want to keep your eyes on the road!?”

He smiled and opened them. With confidence, he said, “Your number is 3.”

“No,” I said.

Ahmed looked disappointed. “Are you sure you concentrated hard?”

“I’m sure.”

He closed his eyes again for a second while the car was still moving.

“Could you stop doing that? I’d like to get to my meeting in one piece.”

He opened his eyes and smiled at me again in the rearview. “One. Your number is one.”

“No.”

His face tightened with frustration as we rolled to a stop at the light. “Two.”

“No.”

“Your number was four?”

“No.”

His face wrinkled again. “But I told you to pick between 1 and 4.”

“Guess you’re not psychic.”

His frown persisted. “You cheated.”

“No, I just eliminated chance from the experiment.”

He didn’t like that.

We managed to make it to Chelsea without an accident or more parlor games. Ahmed dropped me off in front of the Indigo Exchange. I paid the fare and gave him a nice tip.

Ahmed twisted around and looked at me. “You should be careful today. Lunch with your father will not go as planned.”

The look in his eyes was unsettling.

So was his ominous tone.

I looked at him like he was crazy before stepping out of the cab. I didn’t want to engage with him any longer. It kinda creeped me out. How did he know about lunch with my father? I hadn’t said anything about lunch when I was in the cab. Did I?

I shook it off, took a deep breath, and composed myself. Then I strutted into the lobby.

It was showtime.

I made my way up to the seventh floor and checked with the receptionist. She pointed me down a hallway to the conference room.

The boardroom was packed full of wide eyes and panicked faces. Sweat misted brows. The fear was palpable. Nervous chatter filled the air.

The whole team was assembled—PR, marketing, legal, the ad agency, the CEO, CTO, CFO, and every other three-letter figurehead.

“I hope you have a way out of this,” Susan muttered as she passed by. With a tight jaw and a stern gaze, there was no joy in her. There never was. Not even on a good day.

The others shrank in fear as she stood at the head of the conference table.

In her mid-40s with shoulder-length blonde hair, tortoiseshell glasses, and a navy pantsuit with a cream blouse, she was pure shark. She didn’t get to be CEO by being soft and cuddly. Outspoken, headstrong, and disagreeable. We’d gotten into this mess because no one dared tell her no.

I didn’t know what the hell I was going to do. I couldn’t just say, “Hey, this was your boneheaded idea.” That would not save my job. I needed to bring solutions.

“Alright, are we all here?” Susan asked, looking around the room. “Well, if you’re not here, you’re fired.”

Everybody in this room knew they might be facing their last day.

“For those of you who don’t know, this is Olivia Langston,” Susan said, motioning to me. “She’s with Stratton & Vale. She’s responsible for this mess. Hopefully, she can get us out of it.”

My cheeks flushed, and my skin slicked with sweat. The temperature elevated, and my eyes bulged. My fault? My fault!?

Rage boiled.

I had done everything possible to guide her away from this decision.

I knew she was a snake, but I wasn’t expecting to get thrown under the bus like that.

A sea of angry eyes glared at me.

Susan had just undermined my credibility. No one was going to listen to anything I said now. She had her scapegoat. Stratton & Vale would lose the account, and I’d be unemployed.

I didn’t know it at the time, but that was the least of my worries.
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