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I BECAME INVOLVED IN the investigation completely by accident. The murder case I was working on crossed paths with high-class hookers hanging out at marinas. They were there to service the boats that arrived and departed.

Boats was probably a misnomer. In fact, I knew it was. These weren’t boats by any stretch. They were high-end yachts. Floating residences. Homes away from homes. Some were big enough to come with butlers and chefs when the money didn’t matter and the owner thought he might make an impression on someone else with their own butlers and chefs. Whatever. It was all past my retirement income.

Initially, I figured there couldn’t be much of a market for prostitutes clickity-clacking their way up and down the yacht club docks on unsteady feet dressed in high heels. Even if there was, surely these guys brought their own hookers with them. How else did all the good-looking women in bikinis figure into the equation?

And then I learned that boat-owning, horny millionaires wanted nothing more than to escape wives and families and business pressures. Some didn’t want to set sail out of the harbor.

That was news to me. It shouldn’t have been. Perhaps it was only me, but I figured that if a man was wealthy enough to own a sailboat or a yacht, that ought to be escape enough. It would be for me. But then, I was a simple S.O.B. when it came to things like that.

And I knew I’d never be in that position. Well, maybe with a canoe one day and missing paddles the next. I knew my limits, too.

The problem I had was tying the hooker discovered in the water to the marina and one or more of its wealthy denizens. If I knew one thing for certain, it was that a rich lawyer—or more likely, an entire firm of lawyers—would be on call at the drop of a hat.

In this case, at the drop of a prostitute’s underpants. The best I could hope for would be a few interviews where everyone said they knew nothing, hadn’t been anywhere near the marina on the day in question, and thanks but no thanks to everything else.

Which was why I asked for a coroner to meet me. I wanted all the lead time I could get. Knowing when the woman ended up in the drink would help me narrow down the comings and goings around the marina.

If I got real lucky, someone would have security camera feed for me to look at.

Once the hookers got under sail, it was only natural that, along with everything else, drugs got to sail away, too. It was supposed to be classy. It was anything but. Usually, the coke-starved individuals got too much of a good thing. Bodies ended up dumped into the ocean.

It wasn’t often, but occasionally, dead hookers defied the odds and drifted ashore, thanks to stoned boat owners who were too stupid to see where they were anchored too close to shore. That’s when I got called in to figure out what went wrong. Which is why I got involved in this marina thing.

High-class hookers don’t look any different from low-class hookers. With one exception. They seemed to dress a little better and carry more expensive purses. And they were younger—at least until the drugs got to them and took over.

Then, they looked like and behaved like addicted street hookers everywhere.

Call me prejudiced if you want. I don’t mind. When you’ve got my experience, prejudice goes along with the job.

So where was I? Oh yeah, I’m on this floating hooker thing that got fished out of the harbor near the marina. I had to meet up with the coroner somewhere. I figured I’d kill time looking at the nice shiny boats in the marina while the coroner got here, since that’s all I could afford to do.

Looking is cheap.

Sort of like hookers, until you had to pay up for services rendered.

The floating hooker had no purse. No pockets. No bra. No panties. She didn’t have any cash on her, either. Unless she had it tucked away somewhere private. In that case, it wasn’t my job to look for it. It was up to the coroner.

That’s when I got a first look at Allie.

Allie Sands.

I’d heard about her, of course. Well-qualified and experienced, she was slowly making a name for herself in the city’s M.E. office. Some of the detectives on the force liked her no-bullshit attitude when it came to investigating. A few more didn’t like it when a woman shot their pet theories to-hell-and-gone with unassailable facts.

They probably didn’t like that she was tall, either. With long, dark hair and eyes to go along with the hair and the tall. Slim, but not flat, if you get my drift. Personally, I didn’t mind as soon as my eyes found her.

I enjoyed having nice things to look at besides boats. It made my day go appreciably better. And faster. Even if I was stuck with a naked, floating hooker with bad teeth and track-marks running up one of her arms and down the other.

She didn’t have a ring. Allie, that is, not the floating hooker. That’s the first thing I looked for these days. I never used to.

Until I had to start.

One too many times I’d come up with a married woman’s husband filing a complaint with the department. Ever since the last one knocked the wind out of me because I fell in love with the woman, I looked for rings.

No ring was good.

The woman on the end of the wharf with the long hair and the skirt blowing in the wind was good, too. I caught a look before she caught her skirt. Nice.

She didn’t even blush.

“You the coroner I’ve been hearing so much about?” I asked.

“I guess. Whatever that means. I’m Allie Sands.” She held out a hand.

“Jim Nash. I’d shake, but I’ve got a naked hooker on the end of my line and I don’t want her to get away. You’re not dressed for fishing. I’ve got coveralls in my car if you want a pair,” I offered.

“Thanks. I’ll take you up on that. I was on a day off when I got the text,” she volunteered.

I pulled out the keys and tossed them. She did a one-handed catch. The other kept busy holding down her dress in the wind coming off the water. She already knew I had hungry eyes.

“Jim Nash. Do I know that name? It sounds familiar.”

Oh-oh. Once again, my reputation preceded me. “Nah. I’m one of the quiet ones around these parts. Head down. Keep my mouth shut. Do my job. Go home and try to live a different life until I have to punch in again.”

“It’ll come to me. It always does,” she said.

That’s what I was afraid of, but you never know. Just maybe what comes to her wouldn’t be all bad.
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The body floated close to the wharf. It bobbed up and down like a cork in what little swell made it past the breakwater and between the huge docks.

“It looks like the fishing wasn’t so good for someone. What have you got for me?”

“Probably a dead hooker. Rotten teeth. No clothes. No purse. Drug addict by the look of her arms. Can’t tell her age. Probably tossed overboard when she overdosed. Or she fell overboard and nobody cared. Or pushed overboard just to watch her drown.”

“Nice crowd you hang with. You get nightmares often?” she asked.

“Only when I sleep alone. You?”

“Not much bothers me. It’s all part of the job. Where are those coveralls you handed me that line about?”

I tied off the small boat and the hooker on the end of the rope and climbed the steps to the dock. “Follow me.”

She handed back the keys. I led her to my car and opened the trunk. I could tell Allie had moxie right off the bat. By the time I straightened up, she had dropped her dress, slipped out of her blouse, and was bending over to reach in for the coveralls.

I had a double good look when she bent over again to pull them on.

“Thanks. I needed that. Dead hookers will do that to a man sometimes.”

“You’re welcome. What do you like to do when you’re not staring at an ME’s ass?”

“Well, for starters, I don’t stare at all of them.” If she was going to ask me out on a date, that was a new one on me. Normally, I didn’t like to associate with cops after work. It was too depressing in the dark bars they hung out in. A coroner, on the other hand, would definitely be a step up.

Still, I ignored the question. I’d have to think about it. Just because a woman on a dock, in plain sight, gets undressed in front of me in broad daylight, didn’t make me an easy date.

To put it another way, I was no pushover.

Yeah, right.

“Is no one coming to help you?” I asked.

“No. We’re short staffed plus it’s the weekend. Give me a hand with the bag and tag, will you? Have you got gloves?”

“Have I got gloves. Let’s go and get it done,” I told her.

I helped Allie slide the slippery, heavy corpse out of the water. Together, we lifted the poor woman onto the wharf.

“Help me roll her on her back, would you?” she asked.

We flipped her for a better look. She did a quick inspection of the rest of her. Looked into multiple orifices. Didn’t find anything.

Except teeth. The girl had all of her teeth. They were good, too. Not like I first thought.

“She’s young. Pretty good looking before spending all that time in the water, too.”

“How long?” I wanted to know, but I already knew she couldn’t answer definitively until she got her on the block.

“A day. Two max. Maybe. Maybe not.”

I wasn’t surprised. The body had been sitting in saltwater. “Thanks for the solid answer. It’ll make my investigation go that much smoother.” I smiled at her anyway, to let her know I wasn’t serious.

I helped tuck the body into the black bag. She zipped it shut with a satisfying sound.

“Look. You know as well as I do I’m going to have to get her back to the office to do the proper work. Cut me some slack.”

I knew. In fact, I knew so well I was grinning at her like a man that just caught the biggest fish of his life. Except, I’d never been fishing. Ever. “In that case, I’ll see you back at the office, Allie Sands.”

I opened the car door.

“Wait. What about my dress?”

I knew she’d be there until the wagon arrived. She’d have to wait with the body. “What about it? You looked pretty good to me without it.”

That got her blushing.

“I’ll bring it with me—if I don’t end up putting it under my pillow for luck,” I said.

“If you put it under your pillow, keep it. I wouldn’t want to rob you of happy times between the sheets.”

She was a smartass, too. I liked that about her right off.
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All I had to do was try to figure out if the woman in the water had anything to do with the murder on the yacht tied up in the harbor. The yacht belonged to a venture capitalist. I was looking to him for more information.

Greg Vice—yeah, I know—was found on his yacht in this very marina. Someone had stuck a needle in his arm, pushed the plunger down all the way, and didn’t’ bother to take the time to pull it out.

Or maybe he did it himself.

Whoever he had on the boat with him was long gone. One, none, or a hundred, I had no idea. The marina’s security cameras were out with a failed server. No backup available.

Which is usually par for the course. They all cheap out on the backups once they figure out the bill of goods sold them on the surveillance system.

The night watchman, the day watchman, and the marina regulars saw nothing. It wouldn’t be good for business if they gave up all of their secrets, anyway. Even I knew that.

So I was at a dead end.

The only viable solution staring me in the face was that of a public pissing contest Greg Vice got into with another VC—venture capitalist—over the funding and purchase of a resort property down south. Their deal started out as a partnership. Then one or the other, depending on which story one believed, started taking money from the accounts on the sly.

Bank statements said they were
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