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Vero Beach, Florida

Thunder rattled the windows as the rain hammered against the roof. A balding man of about 55 knelt in the center of a large pentagram formed by black electrical tape. Candles burned in each of the symbol's five corners. 

His heart pounded against his chest as he recited the ancient words. A clap of thunder rocked the house. A flash of lightning filled the room with green light. A tall, bearded man clad in a black cloak appeared. He stood on a pair of cloven hooves.

"Why hast thou summoned me?"

The man trembled, fumbling for words. They wouldn't come.

"My patience wears thin!"

The man spoke.

"The woman I love is married to a man who doesn't deserve her. I want you to make her mine."

"You wish to give your immortal soul for the hand of your beloved?"

"Oh yes."

The hooved figure snapped his fingers. A parchment appeared, levitating before the man. Along with it was a long, black feather pen. 

"Sign!"

The man took the quill. Flames flew from the tip as he made his mark.
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DAVID SCRUGGS SAT IN a toilet stall in the Indian River Mall, a hypodermic needle clenched in his jaws. He was gaunt and pale with hair died a shade of green that'd have given Crayola a run for their money. 

How David loathed seeing his ex-wife's picture on the cover of Peter Drange's books and plastered all over Vero Beach.

Things hadn't always been like this of course. He and Lisa had once been happy. But then, came the accident, followed by months of rehab and, finally, the opioids. The damn dope cost him everything.

He tied a tourniquet tight around his arm, found a vein, and injected. The dope didn't waste any time going to work. This was high-octane shit.

"Oh, man!"

David knew he was in trouble when he started seeing double. His skin took on a blueish hue. He staggered out of the stall, throwing his weight against a sink. 

David saw a man eyeing him. He was tall with a pallid complexion and a dark, neatly-trimmed beard. He wore a long, black coat. 

"You gotta help me!"

The man stood silent and motionless.

David collapsed. The last thing on Earth he saw was the man's feet, or more appropriately, hooves. 
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HE SAT ON THE BACK deck of the Riverside Café looking like the photo on the dust jacket of his latest bestseller. Clad in khaki slacks, a white shirt, and a navy sport coat and shod in a pair of boat shoes sans socks, he sipped his scotch while watching a yacht drift beneath the Merrill P Barber Bridge. 

"Excuse me, are you Peter Drange?" A feminine voice asked.

The man turned and saw a young woman holding a copy of his latest book, Cold Sunshine. 

"Why yes, I am."

The woman beamed.

"I know you must get this a lot, but would you mind signing this."

"But of course."

Drange accepted the book and retrieved his gold Mont Blanc from his breast pocket. He stared at the cover for a moment. The photo was of an attractive pistol-wielding brunette in a black dress. He smiled then opened the book.

"What's your name, young lady?"

"Stacy."

"Okay then."

Drange scribbled the words "To Stacy, best wishes, Peter Drange."

"Thank you!"

"It's my pleasure."

Stacy left Drange to his drink. Being a local celebrity meant he rarely had dinner uninterrupted, not that he minded. Trouble was, they loved Della McRea, not him.

He closed his eyes a moment and thought about his protagonist, Della McRea Private Eye. How he loved her. She was strong, deadly, yet vulnerable. What a woman.

The part of Della McRea was played by Lisa Parker, a local model, and photographer. Drange had seen her stock images online and the rest was history. She'd supplied the cover art and a face to the name for the entire series.

Peter finished the last sips of his scotch when his phone beeped. The screen showed a text message.

"It's Lisa, something terrible has happened. Can you come?" 

As David Scruggs took his last ride via a coroner's van, Peter Drange drove south on Route A1A. When he saw the illuminated sign for Palm Shores Plantation, he flicked the turn signal stalk. 

As usual, the front gate was broken and in the up position. Drange piloted his Cadillac CTS to a modest house at 101 Sandpiper Drive. This was the home of Lisa Parker and her current husband, Mike Grissom. 

Lisa opened the door before Drange could ring the bell. 

"They arrested Mike!"

"On what charges?"

"Possession of heroin with intent to sell. The cops were here to tell me David overdosed."

"Oh my! That sounds dreadful."

Lisa gestured for Drange to enter.

"He'll need a good lawyer."

Lisa turned to him. 

"Know of any?"

"I do, Natalie Fitzsimons."
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NATALIE FITZSIMONS' heart raced and a layer of sweat sat between her hands and the wheel of her BMW 325. She sat in the cell phone lot of Orlando International Airport. She'd been married to Marty for 10 years, yet she felt almost as nervous as the night of their first date. 

She flipped the sun visor down and gazed at the vanity mirror. Her red auburn was drawn back in an elaborate up do. Not one hair was out of place. Her alabaster skin had a slight reddish flush to it. Why am I so damn nervous? She thought.

Her phone beeped. Marty had texted.

"I'm here."

She dropped the BMW into gear and pulled onto the airport entrance road. It had been a long four months. Natalie had come to Florida to open her firm's new office while Marty stayed behind in River Falls to sell their house and his business. 

She followed the signs for "arrivals," She slowing as she reached the terminal. Happy families headed towards Disney World and Universal boarded buses and vans. Marty stood just beyond the taxi stand. He was clad in a canary-yellow golf shirt and jeans. A carry-on suitcase stood beside him.

Natalie put the BMW into park and jumped out. She ran to Marty and threw her arms around him. He drew her into an embrace. She gazed into each his eyes. 

"I missed you so much!"

"I missed you too, Natalie. Glad I'm here."

Their lips met in a long, deep kiss. They stood lost in the moment until a TSA agent told them to move along.

Marty loaded his bag and flopped down in the passenger seat. A moment later, they were speeding east on the 528. Natalie eyed her man and grinned like a Cheshire cat.

"How was your flight?"

"Uneventful, the way I like it."

Marty found himself fumbling for words.

"I might have an offer on the house."

Natalie perked up.

"Oh? Does that mean you'll be joining me down here?"

"I hope so. This living away from you sucks."

"I hate it too. But this was too good an opportunity to pass up."

"I know. I wish I could stay longer."

"It is what is. We have this week and we're going to make the most of it."

A big green sign appeared in the distance.

"I-95 Jacksonville, Miami. 1 Mile."

Natalie took the ramp to I-95 south.

"I thought we'd go to dinner at the Riverside Café and then maybe a nice walk on the beach."

"That sounds delightful."

Neither spoke much for a while. Marty listened to the roar of the tires while watching the swamps and scrub pass by.  He couldn't help notice even the towns sounded exotic and tropical with names like Viera, Palm Bay, and Malabar. 

Another big green sign came into view. 

"State Route 60, Vero Beach, Lake Wales, 1 Mile."

Marty and Natalie found themselves seated on the Riverside Café's back deck. The waitress brought their drinks. Natalie raised her glass.

"Here's to us!"

"Cheers!"

Marty raised his beer to his lips and took a sip. Then, he saw a man with graying brown hair seated several tables down. 

"Is that who I think it is."

Natalie turned her head.

"Depends. Who do you think it is?"

"Peter Drange, the author."

"Yeah, that's him. He hangs out here frequently from what I understand."

"Cool. I'm reading one of his books, McRea's Wager."

Natalie sipped her Cosmo.

"Any good?"

"It's entertaining. It's about a man who's trying to get with a married woman."

"How original."

"Well, he kills the woman's ex-husband and tries to pin it on her current husband."

"If I had a dime for every client who's told me they've been framed—"

"Natalie, I know what you bill. You have a lot more than a dime."

Natalie snickered.

"Ha, ha. How are things up north?"

"Same old, same old. Handed the keys to the shop over to Roy the other day. Feels weird not to be going to work."

"I'm sure you'll have no problem finding a job down here."

Marty drew in a deep breath.

"I'm sure there are also business opportunities."

Natalie's eyes went wide.

"Surely you don't want to build a business from the ground up?"

"Why not? For the past nine years, I haven't had a boss."

"I get that, but you inherited that business. Starting one from scratch is another thing entirely."

Marty sipped his beer.

"Did I not support you when you went into the law?"

Natalie sighed.

"You did."

"I think I have the right to ask for the same support to pursue my dreams, don't I?"

Natalie knew this was game, set, and match for Marty. She reached across the table and took his hand.

"My love, I will support you." 
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WITH THEIR MEALS FINISHED and the check paid, Natalie and Marty made the five-minute drive to Humiston Beach Park.  They walked to the water's edge, the surf lapping at their bare feet. Natalie leaned into Marty's arms.  Just as he was about to kiss her, her phone rang. Marty saw her mouth the word "shit."

"Natalie Fitzsimons speaking...okay, well I'm out with my husband right now...are you sure? Okay, I'll be right down."

As Natalie hung up, a glum look came to her face. Marty could read her like a book.

"That was work-related wasn't it?"

"Afraid so. I have to go downtown and hopefully get my client in front of a night judge."

"Will you be very long?"

"No idea."

Natalie handed him a key.

"I'll drop you off at my apartment and you
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