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CHAPTER ONE
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March 2016
THE CANOE GLIDED SMOOTHLY along the slow-moving water of Big Cypress Swamp. It stopped before the entrance to a small tributary leading away from the main waterway. The morning sun streaked through the mangrove trees that formed a canopy over the water and reflected the sun’s light. The man lifted the old, well-used Canon hanging from his neck and began shooting in rapid succession, moving the camera slightly with each shot. Satisfied, he paddled across the waterway to the right of the mangrove forest. He jumped from the canoe, pulled it onto the low bank, and hurried along the path to the open grassland.
She was standing by the old Jeep. She smiled and waved to him. When he reached her, he picked her up and swung her around. He buried his head in her neck and whispered, “Mora, how I’ve missed you. Are you ready?”

“Yes, I’m ready.” 

He stood back and looked at her. Her chestnut hair was pulled back into a long braid. She wore a black tank top under a long white shirt with a pair of black leggings. “You look beautiful. Let’s go, I’ve found the perfect spot.” 

He led her down the path, took her hand, and helped her into the canoe. He paddled across the waterway to the mangrove forest and entered the small tributary he’d found earlier. He rested the canoe at an angle against the bank where the light reflected across the water and the canopy of trees hung low.

“Mora, love, turn around so you’re facing me. Perfect, relax, there’s no need to be nervous.” He lifted the camera. “Look directly at me and give me a big, beautiful smile.” The camera clicked. “That’s good. Show me how happy you are to see me. Excellent.” The camera continued to click. “Lean back a little and place both hands out to the side holding the seat. Don’t worry, the canoe won’t wobble. Give me a serious look. Perfect.” 

He lowered the camera and let it rest against his body. “You’re doing just fine. Now, take off your shirt and shoes and let your hair down.” She smiled and shook her hair loose. “Ready?” he asked. She nodded.

“Good. Now, turn sideways and place your right foot on the seat. Bend your leg and wrap your arms around your knee. That’s it, now turn your head and look at me,” he said, lifting the camera. “I’ve missed you. Show me with your eyes how much you’ve missed me. You are so lovely, Mora, give me a pretty little smile.” The camera clicked rapidly. “Rest your head on your knee and look into the camera. Blow me a soft kiss, love. Beautiful,” he whispered. He lowered the camera. “How are you feeling?”

She smiled. “I’m fine. It’s lovely being here with you.”

“Are you ready for the next step?” 

“I’m a little nervous.” 

“I understand.” He took her hand and looked into her eyes. “We are making art together, and for now, it will only be for us.” He leaned forward and took her face in his hands. “We won’t do this if you don’t want to. I want to immortalize you. You are my muse. Without you, I’m unable to work.” He brought her face to his and kissed her mouth. 

She looked at him, inhaled deeply, and whispered, “Ok.”

He smiled and ran his hand lightly down her cheek. “I want so much to capture your incredible beauty,” he said, slowly lifting the tank top over her head, exposing her bare skin. “Ah, thank you for not wearing anything to mark your beautiful skin. Now, there will be no need for touch-ups. There will only be the natural beauty of my enchanting Mora.” 

He sat back and lifted his camera. “Relax, take a deep breath. Good. Now lean back and lift your hair off your shoulders. Raise your arms a bit higher. That’s it. Hold that pose. Beautiful. Look straight into the camera, love,” he said, rapidly shooting several more shots. “Now turn your head to the right and look off into the distance. Think of us together,” he whispered, as the camera continued to click.

“You have such beautiful skin. The light caresses your skin. I want so much to kiss your beautiful, soft skin. Look at me, Mora. Show me how much you love me. Show me how much you want me.” The camera continued to click. “Ah, my lovely, Mora,” he whispered. “The world will someday view the desire in your eyes with the same wonder I do.” 

A few minutes later he said, “The light is changing. It’s time to stop for now. How do you feel? It wasn’t so bad was it?” 

“No. It’s just for us for now, right?”

“Yes, it’s just for us. Someday these photographs will be famous, and so will you.” He leaned forward and pulled her toward him. He kissed her deeply, his hand caressing her breast. “I love you, Mora. I want you so much. Soon you will be mine, I promise. But for now, we need to get you back before you’re missed.” 

He paddled swiftly across the water as she dressed. He pulled the canoe up to the bank and helped her out. “Go on ahead,” he said. “I’ll be right along.” 

He opened the top of the Styrofoam box resting on the bottom of the canoe, lifted the old canon from his neck, and placed it in the box. He withdrew the new Canon 5D Mark IV and hung it around his neck. He had at least an hour before heading back to the cabin. He patted the new camera, excited to begin using it. He turned to jump from the canoe and follow Mora up the path, when someone called, “Micco.”

Mora walked quickly along the path. When she reached the grassland, she saw a horse tied to the bumper of the Jeep. As she turned back toward the swamp, the sound of a gunshot filled the air.
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July 2018
THE SUN BEAT DOWN ON Kate and Renato as they finished the last quarter mile of their Sunday morning run. Bean, Kate’s German Sheppard, trotted by her side, panting lightly. Renato stopped, bent forward, placed both hands on his knees, and took a deep breath. “I thought I was in good shape until I met you.”
Kate laughed. “There’s a bench just ahead. We can sit for a few minutes.” The cell phone strapped to her arm rang. “Hi Sam. Where are you?” she asked, sitting down next to Renato.

“Hello, Kate. I’m at a conference in Sweden. I’m sorry I wasn’t home when you returned from Maine. I hope you enjoyed your visit with your brother.”

“I did very much, thank you.”

“Kate, I received a call yesterday from an old friend of mine, Jefferson Stanhope. His daughter had a romantic relationship with a well-known photographer named Micco Black. Micco was murdered two years ago. Jefferson’s daughter was pregnant with Micco’s baby at the time. The case is still unsolved. He’d like you to investigate it. Are you ready for another case?”

“More than ready, Sam. The name Micco Black sounds familiar. Wasn’t he found dead in the Everglades?”

“Yes. He was photographing a wildlife series for a magazine called Nature Quarterly. I’ve asked Titus Global Security to have Rishi Das send you the pertinent background information on the case. Once you review it, give me a call and we can discuss the details.”

“Will do.”

“One last thing, Kate. I’d like you to focus all your attention on this case. I’ve arranged for Titus Global Security to send a technician to perform the routine maintenance inspections for the security equipment and the estate grounds. You won’t need to concern yourself with that while you work on the case.”

“Thank you, Sam, I appreciate that. I’ll touch base with you in a couple of days.”

She sat back and watched Renato squirt water from his water bottle into Bean’s mouth and then squirt it over his head. He offered her the bottle. She smiled and shook her head. “That was Sam, I have a new case. Do you remember a couple of years ago they found the body of a photographer named Micco Black in the Everglades?”

“Yes, I recall the case. The Miami Sunday paper ran a spread about him. Something about talented Seminole photographer makes good. Shortly after, he was found dead in his canoe, floating in the swamp waters near the Seminole Reservation. He was shot in the chest. The Medical Examiner ruled it a homicide, and the FBI was called in. They had very few leads and the case went cold.”

“Is there any chance I can look at the case files?” Kate asked.

“Let me see what I can do. The best route is through the FBI and then the Seminole Police.”

“Ok. I’m expecting a file from Rishi Das today or tomorrow. In the meantime, what’s the plan for the rest of the day?”

“Well, since you’re officially back at work, after a shower and breakfast, why don’t we take a drive to Key West. If I’m not mistaken, there’s an art gallery off Duval Street that sells Micco Black photographs.”

“Excellent idea,” Kate said. They stood and jogged back to the bungalow. While Kate changed into her standard tee, khaki shorts, and flip flops, Renato cooked breakfast. 

“I’m so glad you like to cook,” Kate said, swallowing a fork full of fluffy scrambled eggs.

Renato laughed. “It would be cold cereal for us if I didn’t.” 

“Sad, but true.” She smiled, taking another bite.

After breakfast Bean jumped into the back seat of Kate’s white Mustang convertible, Kate handed Renato the keys, and they headed south to Key West. As they drove across the Seven Mile Bridge, they were surrounded by sea and sky as far as the eye could see. The Atlantic Ocean lay to the east of the bridge, the Gulf of Mexico lay to the west. Kate turned to Renato. “This should be one of the Seven Wonders of the World. It’s definitely one of the wonders of my world.” 

“It certainly is magnificent.” He pointed to his left. “Look, dolphins.” 

An hour later, they were driving down Duval Street. A cruise ship had stopped for the day and tourists crowded the streets. Renato found a parking spot on a side street, and they set off walking to find the art gallery that sold Micco Black photographs. “I think the name of the place is Fine Local Art. As I recall, it’s the next right.” They turned right at the corner, and Renato said, “It’s just down this way.”

The bright red door stood between two large windows, one displaying ethereal watercolors of blooming fields, and the other displaying stark black and white photographs of a mangrove forest in the Everglades. They stopped and looked at the photographs. “Powerful,” Kate said, as Renato opened the door. A small bell tinkled as they entered the gallery. 

An attractive middle-aged woman with short, spiky, white hair, sitting at a desk in the back of the gallery, stood up smiling and asked, “May I help you?”

Kate handed the woman her business card and said, “Hello, I’m Kate Cavanaugh, and this is Detective Renato Lopez from the Miami Police Department. I’d like to ask you a few questions about a photographer named Micco Black.”

The woman read Kate’s card. She looked up, surprised. “You’re a private investigator?”

“Yes, I’ve been asked to investigate the murder of Micco Black.”

She invited them to have a seat. “Would you care for coffee or tea?” When they declined, she continued. “My name is Marilyn Woods. My husband, Bruce, and I own this gallery.”

“Did you know Micco Black personally?” 

“Micco was a friend of Bruce’s. They met a few years ago at a small gallery opening in Miami, featuring some of Micco’s photographs.”

“Is your husband available to speak to?” 

“Bruce is in New York City, where our main gallery is located, but I can give you his number. I’m sure he would be happy to speak with you. We were both very shocked and upset about Micco’s death.”

“I noticed you have some of his photographs for sale. Are they on consignment?” Kate asked.

“Yes, the photographs in the gallery are the last of the consignment. Micco’s widow has a contract with an art dealer named Donald Jameson. He’s taking Micco’s photographs on tour throughout the U.S. and Europe.”

“Was Micco living with his wife at the time of his death?” 

“No, he and his wife, Dena, were separated.” 

“I understand he was in a romantic relationship with another woman before he died,” Kate said.

“Yes, he’d fallen in love with a young woman named Jessica Stanhope. Bruce told me Micco wanted to marry her, but his wife was refusing to give him a divorce.”

“Did you ever meet Jessica Stanhope?”

“I met her once, shortly before Micco’s death, at a local museum showing of his work. He was quite well known before he died.” 

“What was your impression of Jessica?” 

“She was young, quite beautiful, and clearly pregnant. She didn’t speak much. I thought she might be a bit shy. At the time, I thought they made a striking pair. He was dark skinned and slender, with long straight black hair, he often wore in a ponytail. Jessica’s skin was almost translucent. Her dark hair fell in waves below her waist.” She laughed. “My husband refers to Jessica’s figure as old Hollywood luscious.” 

“Did you know Micco’s wife?” 

“I’ve met Dena a few times. She’s a formidable woman, tall with a regal bearing.” Marilyn hesitated. “I found her a bit distant, some would say cold. She’s descended from the Creek Indians on her mother’s side. Her family is wealthy. Her father’s family have been bankers for generations.”

“Could we see the Micco Black photographs you have?” Renato asked.

“Certainly. We have the two in the window you saw as you came in. We have three more just over here.” She led them across the room to a far wall where three paintings hung side by side, illuminated by gallery display lighting. “It’s a series titled ‘River Marsh’. Haunting isn’t it?”

“Very, how much is it?” Renato asked.

“We’re commissioned to sell the three-piece series together. Dena won’t sell the grouping for less than fifty thousand dollars.”

“They’re beautiful, but are they worth that much?” Kate asked.

“I didn’t think so, but Bruce believes once the U.S. and European tours of Micco’s works are completed, they’ll be worth much more. I defer to him. He knows more about determining value than I do.”

“How large is Micco’s body of work?” Kate asked.

“That’s the big unanswered question. Bruce and I don’t know. I’m not sure Dena knows either. Micco was working out of a new studio in the last few months before his death. A number of additional pieces could exist.”

“Interesting, and something worth pursuing,” Kate said. “Thank you, Marilyn. You’ve been a great help. If you think of anything else, please contact me.” Marilyn shook hands with Kate and Renato and walked them to the door.

Once outside, Renato asked, “Are you hungry? Let’s find a place willing to welcome Bean.” They found a small café with seating in a back garden filled with beautiful blooming begonias and zinnias. They ordered two chicken Caesar salads with sweet iced tea and a plain burger for Bean, who rested in the shade under the table.

“What do you think?” Kate asked.

“I think Micco’s personal life was in turmoil. The question is, did it have anything to do with his murder?”

“Yes, and if his work was gaining international recognition, it provides powerful motivation for his wife. I’d like to read his will, if he made one.”

“The FBI report should provide us with that and much more,” Renato said. “I’ll touch base with them tomorrow. Are you still planning on coming to my place Wednesday? I miss you when you’re not with me,” he said, leaning over and kissing her cheek. 

Kate smiled and nodded, thinking how dividing their time between Renato’s loft in Miami and her bungalow in Caye Isle could sometimes get complicated. “I am. I was planning on arriving about six o’clock, but I can make it earlier if you can schedule a meeting with the FBI.”

“Let me see what I can do. I’m assuming sooner would be better than later.”

“Yes, whenever you can set it up, I’ll drive in to meet with them.”

“Sounds good. Are you ready to head back to Caye Isle?” 

Kate nodded. “I’m ready,” she said, standing. They walked the three blocks to the Mustang holding hands, with Bean trotting close beside Kate. The streets were less crowded. Most of the tourists had taken shelter from the heat in the local bars and restaurants. Jimmy Buffett’s Come Monday blared onto the street as they passed the Margaritaville restaurant. Two hours later, Renato pulled into the long driveway to Sam White’s estate and Kate’s small bungalow.

They were sitting on the patio, sipping wine and enjoying the ocean breeze, when Kate received a message from Rishi Das. “Rishi just sent me the file on Micco Black.”

“His timing is good,” Renato said, standing. “I’ll leave you to it. I need to head back to Miami.” Kate walked Renato to his car. He took her in his arms and kissed her. “I hate to leave you, Kate, but work beckons,” he said with a grin, kissing the top of her nose.

Kate laughed. “We are two of a kind, Renato, and I thank God for it every day.” She waved, as his car headed down the driveway and toward US1, then hurried back to the patio, opened her laptop, and began reading the file Rishi sent.

The report stated Micco Black was thirty-eight years old when he was murdered. He left behind a wife and one young daughter. A copy of his will was attached. Kate turned to the background report first. Micco was born and raised in Hollywood, Florida. He was an only child. His father, a member of the Seminole Tribe, was a veterinarian. He owned an animal hospital and worked with the tribe’s horse and cattle ranchers. He died of a heart attack a year before Micco was murdered. His mother, the daughter of Irish immigrants, was a grade school teacher. After Micco’s death, she returned to Ireland where she still had family. 

Micco was a good student and a high school track star. He liked girls and broke several hearts before he left to attend Arizona State University. His talent as a photographer was recognized early, and he won several photography awards, including a Smithsonian Annual Photography Contest. He began working professionally before he graduated. His agent, until his death, was Conrad Langley.

When he was twenty-six, Micco married Dena Smithe, eighteen, the only daughter of a wealthy Savannah banker. Dena’s father could trace his family back to the earliest Scottish settlers. Her mother was descended from the Muskogee, better known as the Creek Nation. Seven months after Micco and Dena married their daughter, Leann, was born.

Micco’s career continued to flourish. His work was in great demand by magazines, environmental groups, and governmental agencies. He traveled extensively photographing exotic locales. He had a special love for the Everglades, and he produced several photographic series of the Great Cypress Swamp.

During his marriage, Micco Black indulged in numerous affairs. His wife endured the infidelities in silence. They never lasted very long, and Micco always came back home. Then, he met Jessica Stanhope and everything changed. He didn’t come home, instead he asked for a divorce. When his wife refused, he moved out. Six months later he was murdered.

Kate turned to the will. Micco’s last known will and testament was dated two years before his death. It was a simple will, given the size of his estate, which was estimated at five million dollars. His wife was his sole beneficiary. The real estate, including a home in Miami and a condominium in Savannah, was valued at over two million dollars. Various investments were valued at another one million dollars. And Micco’s complete digitized photographic portfolio of professionally contracted work was valued at approximately two million dollars. 

Interesting, Kate thought. He didn’t change his will after he and his wife separated. And the photography he left to her was limited to professionally contracted work. It implied other non-contracted work existed. What type of photographs were included in that work and where was it?

She closed the laptop and returned to the bungalow. Her stomach growled. She checked the refrigerator. It was empty, as it usually was lately. “Come, Bean, let’s see what Johnson has on the menu for dinner.” When she reached the Main House, she stated her name into the facial recognition monitor, automatically unlocking the front door. She and Bean entered the entryway and walked down the hallway to the kitchen at the back of the house.

Johnson was at the prep sink chopping vegetables. The tall, slender, black man looked up and smiled. “Hi Kate, are you and Bean joining us for dinner tonight?”

“We are, and probably every night from now on. I’m becoming accustomed to having dinner prepared by my favorite chef.” She laughed.

“It’s my pleasure, Kate,” he replied, his British accent barely discernable. “Dinner should be ready in about an hour. Tonight, we’re having lobster bisque, braised filet of sole with vegetables, and a nice Pinot Noir. You have time for a swim if you’d like. I’ll feed Bean while you’re gone.”

“Thanks, Johnson, I think I will. See you in a bit,” she said, as she turned toward the game room and walked outside to the patio and pool area. 

She grabbed one of the swimsuits in the cabana, thinking how much her life had changed in the past two years. She worked hard to keep herself strong since being wounded in Afghanistan and retiring from the U.S. Army. Besides running and swimming, she also trained in the martial arts with a private sensei. She missed the army, but she loved her new life. If she hadn’t been wounded, she never would have met Sam White, and if she hadn’t met Sam, she never would have met Renato. And Renato was the great love of her life. She smiled as she dived into the pool.

When she returned to the kitchen, she found Sam’s secretary, Martha, and the Gardener, Jorge, sitting at one end of the long wooden table, eating. They were engaged in an animated discussion of the Miami Marlins win over the Philadelphia Phillies. They waved and smiled at her, and immediately returned to their discussion. Kate walked to the sideboard, filled a plate, and sat at the table. Johnson placed a glass of wine in front of her. She smiled and thanked him. While she ate, she half listened to the discussion at the other end of the table. 

A few minutes later, Johnson joined her. “Sam called earlier today. He tells me you’re working on a new case.” 

“Yes. It’s the cold case murder of a photographer named Micco Black. Have you heard of him?”

“I don’t believe I have. How was he killed?”

“He was shot while on a photographic assignment in the Everglades. They found him dead in his canoe near the Big Cypress Reservation.”

“I know the area around Big Cypress well,” Johnson said. “I’ve occasionally assisted with a state program to eliminate pythons in the Everglades.”

“There are pythons in the Everglades? I had no idea,” Kate said.

“Yes, initially a few were dumped in the swamp by people unable to handle them as pets. To make matters worse, when Hurricane Andrew hit in 1992, a breeding facility was damaged, and a large number of the species escaped into the Everglades.”

“And they thrived?” 

“I’m afraid so. By some estimates, the python population in the Everglades now exceeds a hundred thousand. They’re an invasive species with no natural predators. As a result, they’re destroying the balance of the ecosystem.”

He sipped his wine. “Kate, these snakes can grow as long as fifteen feet and weigh a hundred and forty pounds. They’ve been known to eat animals as large as a deer. The state hopes the python hunts will reduce the population and lessen the damage to the ecosystem, but it’s an uphill battle.” 

“How did you get involved?” Kate asked.

“Part of my military training took place in the swamps near the Florida Panhandle. I’m comfortable in that type of environment. An old army buddy of mine asked me if I’d be interested in helping them out. It sounded like a worthy cause, so I agreed. And
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