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Chapter One

 


It was not just the searing pain from
the dozens of tiny cuts that his attacker continued to inflict on
Bradley Hobart’s legs and abdomen that convinced Hobart that ending
his life, not merely inflicting pain, was the assailant’s ultimate
intent.

That he had been restrained, tied down
to his chaise with zip-ties around wrists and ankles, also was not
the real tip-off. No, even in his current state, head swimming in
an addled mix of fear, pain and tequila-induced gauziness, mouth
filled with fabric and duct taped shut so that he could not speak
or even cry out, he was aware that his attacker did not care to be
reasoned with, or offered the fortune that Hobart was capable of
providing in exchange for his life.

The real tip-off was that his
tormenter had made no effort to conceal his, which could only mean
that death was surely coming. And this lead-up seemed an indication
that it was sure to be a horrendous one.

The attacker paused to breathe deeply
after each bout of cutting to photograph Hobart’s tormented face,
adding to the suffering that brought him closer and closer to
madness as he waited for the cutting to resume and prayed for a
hastening of the end.

Eventually the attacker slipped the
small knife he had been using into a pocket and despite the specter
of impending death, this lull brought Hobart a measure of relief.
But it was short-lived. The attacker reached into another pocket
and produced a palette knife, holding it up briefly for his victim
to study. This version of the artist tool was of the narrower,
triangular variety, its blade ending nearly, but not quite in a
point. But the display was brief and Hobart strained to see what
now was in store for him, catching only a glimpse as the blade
disappeared into his belly.

The attacker watched as Hobart tried
to cry out, blood oozing out from around the buried blade. Minutes
passed until, satisfied, he pulled it out, letting the blood flow
freely and allowing death to finally come for Bradley
Hobart.

 


* * *

 


The ordeal took place on a warm early
December Friday night when the waterfront mansions of Miami Beach’s
Palm Island basked under a clear, moonless sky.

Undetected entry into the gated
enclave had posed a challenge since there was a police-manned guard
gate looming at the end of the bridge that connected the island
with the MacArthur Causeway. And the ubiquity of cameras and other
security devices among the extravagant homes could not be ignored.
But the killer had planned for this and was undaunted.

“One if
by land and two if by sea and tonight, tonight, by sea it will be,”
the killer, clad all in black and
carrying a black nylon backpack chanted
while easing aboard a small, inflatable boat.

It had been lucky to run into Ellen Hobart at the gallery
reception in the Miami Design District on Thursday evening. The
lovely wife of wealthy art collector and certified asshole Bradley
Hobart had confided that she was flying
solo because poor Bradley had tested
positive for Covid and was confined to the house until Art Basel
Miami ended on Sunday. She had also admitted to returning home the
previous midnight from another opening night event to find him too
drunk to get up from a chaise out at their pool.

“I’m staying in the guest
apartment,” she had said, “and I’ll bet Bradley’s out by the pool
again right now, drunk as the proverbial skunk. Sad part is, he’s
probably just as happy not to be here. He hates these kinds of
events.”

“But he doesn’t hate
buying more artworks,” had been the killer’s rejoinder.

She had smiled at that.

“No, he surely doesn’t,”
she agreed. “And, fortunately for him, he did his buying on Monday,
before the crowds descended.”

The tiny outboard had
started on command and was near-silent, gliding across the nearly
flat, dark water of the channel between the island and the
causeway. Lost in thought, the killer ducked at the last minute as
the boat traveled under the bridge that led from the causeway to
Palm Island. It stayed the course and puttered along for another 50
yards, passing its destination just to be sure there were no other
boats on the water. There were not and it began a wide circle, away
from the causeway and toward the island, slowing further as it
approached the modest yacht moored at the dock of Hobart’s grand
home. Once he had tied up to the dock’s first pier, the killer
picked up the backpack and carefully climbed the latticework of the
dock’s underside, pausing at a point just high enough to see the
pool deck beyond it.

As Ellen Hobart had surmised, her
husband had been stretched out on a chaise next to the pool, his
bare feet pointed toward the dock. He appeared to be asleep and an
empty bottle lay on its side against a leg of his chaise. The
killer had remained in position, stock still, watching for several
minutes before unzipping the backpack, taking out the tools that he
would need and leaving the backpack, still unzipped, on the dock.
Only then had death finally began to make its way stealthily toward
the figure laying on the chaise.

 


 



Chapter Two

 


It was a 40-minute drive
from Carina’s house on Palm Island to the Florida Department of Law
Enforcement’s Miami Regional Operations Center where she now
worked, but on a Saturday morning in early December she had no
plans to work or go into the office. That all changed when her
buzzing iPhone awakened her at 7:00 and Watkins came up on the
screen.

“You and I have been
cordially invited to a murder scene, Chief,” said Grady Watkins,
one of the special agents on her team. “Courtesy of our friends at
Miami Beach PD.”

Carina had joined the FDLE
six months earlier to head up the region’s Investigations and
Forensic Science unit. Her title was Special Agent but she had
unofficially taken on the honorific of Chief in light of her most recent
gig as Chief of Fort Lauderdale PD.

“Nice of them to ask.
Where?”

“Got your seat belt on?”
Watkins asked. “Palm Island.”

“Here on the island?
You’re kidding me.”

“No joke,” he said. “I’ll
text you the address and meet you there.”

The address was that of one of the
truly enormous properties on Palm Avenue, on the east side of the
island, where all of the houses sat on the water and were as large
or larger than the one to which Carina would now be heading. On the
west side, where Carina and her wife, Alice, lived, many of the
homes on Palm Avenue were set one property back from the Bay. Those
on the water were arrayed on either North or South Coconut Lane,
which ringed that side of the island, and most of those, like
Carina’s, topped out at a mere 5,000 or so square feet.

From her frequent walks with Alice and
their baby, Carina knew the house where the crime had occurred but
not the people who lived there. It was, she thought, one of the
most beautiful on the entire island of some 140 homes and was,
indeed, just a short walk from her house on South Coconut
Lane.

“On my way,” she told
Watkins.

“Wait, there was a murder,
here, on the island?” a sleepy-eyed Alice asked as Carina ended the
call.

“Right here in River City,
as they used to say. Shit.”

Carina rolled over, kissed her wife
and then headed to the bathroom. Twenty minutes later she was
walking down Palm Avenue toward an unexpected and unwelcome
gathering of official vehicles, their lights blasting through the
hazy morning sunlight. As she approached the scene, Special Agent
Grady Watkins came walking toward her.

“Apparently, there’s never
been a murder here before, at least as far as I could find,” he
told her. “I guess there’s a first time for everything. And it’s a
doozy.”

“I figured it must be
something special if PD called us in. So, tell me about this
doozy.”

But before Watkins could reply,
Detective Oscar Cortez-Castando came jogging toward them, his
MBPD-logo golf shirt and his khakis freshly pressed and his Bass
Weejuns shined. His service weapon was nestled in a braided leather
holster that looked as if it had cost a month’s pay. Carina knew it
had been part of an inheritance from his grandfather who, he was
always happy to tell you, had used it to carry a Lugar during the
Bay of Pigs invasion, an action that Carina’s Cuban-born
grandfather had also participated in.

“Good morning, Carina,
sorry to get you out of bed so early on a Saturday,” he said,
smiling.

“Don’t worry, you didn’t
interrupt anything, Oscar. What do we have?”

Cortez-Castando cleared his
throat.

“Okay, our vic is one
Bradley Hobart, 53, married, addresses here and in Manhattan, runs
a hedge fund. The house manager found him at about
6:30.”

“How and when?” Carina
asked.

“According to the ME,
the when was last
night, probably between 10:00 and midnight. The how you gotta see.”

Cortez-Castando turned and Carina and
Watkins followed him through an open vehicle gate and up a wide
drive. They walked past a Sienna brown stucco structure that had
four garage doors on the ground level and what appeared to be an
apartment above. Further on there was a fountain and circular drive
fronting an enormous house of the same shade of brown stucco and
they jogged up a half dozen steps to the open front door. Inside,
they traversed a marble-floored foyer and paused at an archway on
the right, where a forensics tech handed them shoe coverings and
latex gloves to don before entering the room where the body had
been found.

It was a huge, high-ceiled rectangle
with an outsized trapezoidal window facing the street and floor-to
ceiling rectangular windows at each end of the exterior side wall.
Between those was a flat expanse of wall on which dozens of
paintings were hung, arrayed in regular vertical columns starting
from a few feet above the floor to just below the ceiling. On the
street side of the room, under the giant window, there was a long,
painted wood dining table with 12 matching chairs. There were
several more paintings on the narrow walls at each side of the
giant window.

A glistening white grand piano filled
the corner of the room opposite its arched entryway and as they
stepped further inside, they saw a line of avant-garde-looking
statues set on low bases along the windowless, near-side wall. The
wall opposite the glass trapezoid was mercifully blank, a jarring
counterpoint to the rest of the space and, Carina guessed, intended
to have that effect.

At the center of this wall, in a
seated position on the floor, back against the wall, was the body,
unclothed but for dark blue boxer shorts decorated with ships’
wheels. An ME who Carina recognized from her long-ago days at MBPD
was analyzing the victim’s wounds. Countless shallow cuts were
visible on his legs and torso, as was a much wider and deeper wound
in the abdomen, that one doubtless inflicted with the bloody
palette knife that lay on the parquet floor beside the
body.

“I’m kind of at a loss for
a suitable alternative,” Carina said softly, turning to Watkins,
“so I’ll go with doozy for now.”

“My first reaction when I
saw the body was this is totally fucked
up,” Cortez-Castando said. “I think I’ll
stick with that.”

Carina stepped closer to Hobart’s
body, knelt down and after a moment asked the ME whether the
abdominal wound was the cause of death.

“Good to see you again,
too, Carina,” he said dryly. “And, yes, that’s highly likely. And
before you ask, I’d say all of the other wounds were peri-mortem.
It had to have taken some time so he must have suffered a good deal
before the coup de grace.
There are also some bruises on his face and
belly, not that you can see the belly wound clearly what with all
the cuts, and there are some minor defensive wounds, so he must
have tried to put up a fight, although not much of one. And he
didn’t die here. That was actually outside, by the swimming pool.
He bled out through the belly wound and then was moved.”

“Hence the lack of blood
here,” Carina said and the ME nodded. “Lots of time and lots of
work on the killer’s part, so not a spur of the moment thing,
that’s for sure. How long would you say it took him to bleed
out?”

“The abdominal wound is
wide and it’s deep,” the ME said. “I’d say no more than two or
three minutes.”

“So, the killer
overpowered him, maybe they tussled a bit, the killer got the best
of him and probably restrained him in some way so that he could
take his time inflicting all the non-lethal cuts. Then he made the
abdominal wound and watched him bleed out before moving the
body.”

The ME nodded.

“Sounds about right,” he
said.

“Pretty damn personal,”
Carina said. “And the killer must have had a reason for placing him
in this room. And leaving that palette knife here. What made all
the other cuts? They don’t look like they’re from the palette
knife.”

“Something much sharper
and thinner,” the ME replied. “Pen knife, boxcutter. Could even
have been a small kitchen knife.”

“We haven’t found anything
besides that palette knife,” Cortez-Castando said.

Turning to him, Carina asked if
anything was missing.

“Nothing obvious and the
house manager didn’t think so,” was his reply. “I’m guessing we’ll
have a better idea once the wife is able to look
around.”

“Speaking of which, where
was the wife when he was killed?” Carina asked. “And where is she
now?”

“Mrs. Hobart was at some
swanky, private event at a gallery in the Design District while all
this was going on,” Cortez-Castando replied. “Some big deal related
to Art Basel, which has been going on since Wednesday.”

“Tuesday, maybe even
Monday if you’re a real player,” Carina said.

“Which this guy apparently
was,” Cortez-Castando said. “Anyway, according to the house
manager, Hobart tested positive for Covid early in the week so he
opted out of the Art Basel festivities. The wife decided to stay
over in the guest suite, which is out there, above the garage.
House manager’s apartment is up there, too, and according to him
she got home in the wee hours, as he put it, maybe 2:00 or 3:00.
When he found…this…he called 9-1-1, then he called her. By the time
she came over the unis were already here. I’m told she nearly
passed out when she saw the body so one of the EMTs said he would
give her something and take her back over the guest
suite.”

“Have you had time to
check her story?”

Cortez-Castando nodded.

“We got a head start.
Security cameras caught her coming in at 2:13 this morning, plus we
woke up a couple of people who were at the same event to make sure
she was really there when Hobart was killed. She was, so it looks
like she’s off the hook. And by the way, she wasn’t alone when she
came home.”

“Convenient that she was
staying in the guest suite,” Carina said. “We get a look at whoever
it was?”

“Slender, probably white
or Latino, dark hair, dark jeans and hoodie. Which was a little
strange since the missus was dressed to kill.”

“Well, we can find out
more when we talk to her. I assume no one has left from over
there?”

Cortez-Castando shook his
head.

“Not since we got
here.”

“How about the house
manager?” Carina asked.

“At the movies on Lincoln
Road watching King
Richard, that Will Smith film about Venus
and Serena Williams’ father. He had an e-ticket on his phone. We’ll
check it out but it seems legit.”

“Okay, so maybe we can
rule him out, as well, although we’ll need more on Mrs. Hobart’s
companion,” Carina said and Costez-Castando nodded.

“Which means all we’ve got
for the moment is the palette knife and whatever forensics finds,”
Grady Watkins said.

“Right,” Carina said, “but
a palette knife isn’t exactly your standard murder weapon and not
something you find lying around in everybody’s house, so that could
turn out to be our best lead. Are there any other security cameras,
other than the one that caught Mrs. Hobart and her friend coming
home?”

“There’s one camera out
back that’s pointed at their boat, a nice 40-odd-footer by the way.
According to the house manager, the front door was locked when he
walked over here this morning but the sliding door to the pool deck
was open and the alarm hadn’t been set.”

“Which means the killer
might’ve approached from the water side,” Carina said.

Again Cortez-Castando
nodded.

“And, yes, one of our guys
looked at what that camera picked up, starting an hour before the
ME’s estimated TOD until an hour after. Nada,” he said.

Carina let out a breath.

“Well, the killer got to
Hobart somehow. For the moment, the water could be our best bet. If
you haven’t already, Oscar, we should have someone looking for
other cameras in the area, Ring doorbells, whatever. And it
wouldn’t hurt to get everyone thinking about why he was moved to
this room.”

“Already on it,”
Cortez-Castando said, “and we’ve already got a few unis canvassing
the neighbors and looking for cameras.”

“Okay,” Carina said.
“Right now, I think Grady and I are going to take a look around the
place. We’ll try not to get in anybody’s way. Then, let’s talk to
the wife.”

“Works for me,”
Cortez-Castando said before walking away.

Carina asked Watkins to take the
upstairs while she explored the rest of the main level. “And
introduce yourself to some of the MBPD people, see if there’s
anything Cortez-Castando’s not telling us.”

Carina then went to take another look
at the body.

“Sorry for not saying good
morning, nice to see you earlier,” she told the ME. “Good morning.
Nice to see you.”

The doctor smiled.

“No problem, Carina. How’s
your wife doing, by the way,” he asked. “I heard she had long
Covid, which can be a bitch.”

“Wow, word really gets
around.”

He shrugged.

“Small
community.”

“Much better, thanks,” she
told him. “She has a bad day now and then but for the most part,
pretty much back to normal, or a new normal anyway.”

“Glad to hear it. And
belated congratulations on the baby. Boy or girl?”

“Girl.”

“Name?”

“Alina.”

“Unusual. Pretty,” he
said, turning back to the body.

Carina smiled and slowly took another
look around before walking out of the room, toward the rear of the
house. Straight ahead was a very generous living space, without
walls, although the ceiling was somewhat lower than in the front
room. Only the furnishings divided it into living room and dining
room, and only the cabinets, counters and appliances delineated the
open-plan kitchen. To the left, an open set of double doors led
from the living area into a party or banquet room and Carina
glanced inside.

“God, you could have a
wedding for 100 in here,” she murmured as she looked around the
space, which was sparsely decorated and had no art
works.

At the back of the house, both in the
living area and banquet room, walls of windows overlooked an
enormous, lushly landscaped pool deck and summer kitchen. Beyond
that was the dock where a Carver 43 yacht gently bobbed and swayed
against a half dozen fenders. But for the boat, the view was the
same as that from Carina’s not-nearly-as-grand house. There was a
narrow channel, then the MacArthur Causeway, and on the other side
of the causeway was the cruise ship channel. There, five
mega-ships, adorned in Carnival, Royal Caribbean, NCL, Celebrity
and Disney livery, were lined up, with the Miami skyline as their
backdrop.

It was several steps down to the
limestone pool deck and Carina took them slowly, stopping at the
bottom to take in each of the tasks being undertaken by the
forensics team. Most of their efforts were focused on the blood
that had formed an irregularly-shaped pond between one of the
chaise lounges and the shallow end of a rectangular swimming pool,
but the teakwood dock was also coming in for its share of scrutiny.
After absorbing the details of the scene, Carina turned to face the
house and located the security camera that was aimed at the boat.
It was mounted about 10 feet up on the left side where the
expansive living area windows gave way to structural elements of
the home. She then began a slow stroll around the pool, stopping
for several minutes near the two techs working on the main blood
pool. Her attention then turned to the boat and she took her iPhone
from a back pocket of her jeans and speed-dialed Grady Watkins’
number.

“Is it possible to see the
surveillance camera images in real time, Grady?”

“Uh-huh, yeah, Chief,
that’s how the computer’s set up,” he replied. “You can back it up
to see what happened earlier but it keeps recording.”

“Good, go back to wherever
that computer is, take a look at the live feed from the camera
that’s aimed at the boat and tell me what you can see.”

Two minutes passed before Watkins came
back on the line.

“Okay,” he said, “It’s all
at a slight angle but the boat is more or less centered and kinda
dominates the screen. I’m guessing the surveillance cam has a mild
telephoto lens. Anyway, I can also see a slice of the far side of
the pool, the stone decking and the dock, and the transom of the
boat, but because of the angle you can’t quite make out the
name.”

“I assume I’m not in the
picture?”

“That’s right,
Chief.”

“Okay, I’m standing near
the chaise where Hobart was killed,” Carina said, “Now, I’m going
to start walking toward the dock. Let me know when I come into
view.”

Carina walked straight toward the dock
and stepped onto it from the pool deck, about 10 feet in front of
the prow of the boat.

“Can you see me now?” she
asked.

“No, I can’t.”

“Okay,” Carina said,
taking a few steps along the dock.

“Now!” Watkins said.
“You’re maybe, let’s see, three or four feet in front of the
prow.”

Carina kept walking and told Watkins
to tell her when she went out of the picture. She passed the stern
of the boat and Watkins had not yet said anything.

“You can still see
me?”

“I can,” Watkins replied.
“It looks like the image ends at about the place where the dock
ends, so well behind the stern of the boat.”

“Okay, I’m going to
retrace my steps and go back to that chaise,” Carina
said.

Two steps after she walked past the
prow of the boat, Watkins said, “You’re out of the
picture.”

Carina stepped off the dock and walked
past the chaise, up the back steps and into the house.

“I take it you haven’t
seen me?” she asked Watkins.

“No, I
haven’t.”

“Which means that if I
tied up a boat near the front end and climbed up to the dock, I’d
definitely be out of the picture and I’d stay out of it as I walked
toward Hobart’s chaise. And I’d still be out of it as I carried or
dragged the body up into the house. Okay, meet me on the dock,
Grady, and bring Oscar with you if he’s around.”

When the two men joined her, Carina
was standing about six feet in front of the prow of the Hobarts’
yacht.

“Picture this,” she began,
“the perp arrives in a small boat, very likely without an engine or
at least without the engine running when it approached and tied up
here.”

“Okay, so no one hears it
approach,” Cortez-Castando said, “but it’s a bit of a climb up from
a small boat to the dock.”

Carina took a quick look over the
side.

“There are some
cross-beams and you could use one of the piers to help you shimmy
up. And it’s not really that far. In any case, it might require a
little effort, but it wouldn’t be difficult, especially if it was
high tide. Someone should check that.”

Watkins tapped some keys on his
iPhone.

“High tide was at 10:16
PM, and it was a moonless night.”

“So, the perp ties up down
there, gets himself up to the dock,” Carina said. “Presumably he’s
not wearing an orange reflective vest and there’s no light behind
him, so Hobart might have had a tough time seeing him.”

“Especially if he’d been
drinking or reading a book, or both,” Watkins said, “which it looks
like he was doing according to some of the MBPD guys. There was a
nearly empty tequila bottle, a glass and a paperback on the ground
next to his chaise.”

“Or maybe he was
sleeping,” Cortez-Castando said. “Drinking and reading usually puts
me to sleep. So, the killer comes on him fast, catches him by
surprise, quickly gets the better of him, then gets him restrained,
probably on the chaise, and does his dirty work. Then he, what,
sits there and watches while Hobart bleeds out before—"

“Excuse me, you guys are
gonna wanna see these,” one of the forensics techs, holding out two
plastic evidence bags, came over to say.

“What have you got?”
Carina asked as the three turned to him.

“One of these is a couple
of strands from a blue nylon rope, which we found lodged into the
spot where the backrest of that chaise comes up from the frame, and
the other is cotton fibers.”

“Which suggests that the
victim might have been tied to the chaise and possibly gagged,”
Carina said.

The tech nodded.

“ME found the cotton
fibers in his mouth and we swabbed his lips and the skin around his
mouth and found traces of some kind of adhesive. I’m guessing duct
tape or something like that.”

“Great, thanks,” Carina
said and the tech walked away. “Okay, so far what we’ve got might
explain how the perp got here and probably explains the relative
lack of defensive wounds and how the perp was able to do all that
cutting.”

She turned to Cortez-Castando and
asked him to have the forensics people examine the dock
again.

“Will do,” he said, and
jogged away.

“Progress?” Watkins
asked.

“Maybe,” Carina replied.
“Let’s talk to the wife. I’d really like to know for sure if
anything’s missing, especially from the room he was moved to. I
have a feeling something about that room may be the
key.”

As soon as she said it,
Cortez-Castando returned and said the ME was ready to remove the
body.

“Did he say when the
autopsy might be, Oscar?”

“Most likely tomorrow
morning. I’ll let you know, Carina.”

They followed him inside the house and
watched as the body was strapped onto a gurney. Once it was rolled
away, Carina turned to Grady Watkins.

“Why don’t you see what
else you can pick up from the forensic techs while Oscar and I go
talk to Mrs. Bradley Hobart.”

“On it,” Watkins
said.

Carina followed Cortez-Castando out to
the garage and guest room structure. One of the garage doors was
open and the house manager was inside the immaculate parking area,
its black and white tile floor gleaming, cleaning the windows of a
silver Rolls Royce SUV. He stopped what he was doing when the two
cops approached. Cortez-Castando, who had met the man earlier,
introduced Carina, who showed him her credentials.

“We need to speak with
Mrs. Hobart, Mr. Perez,” Cortez-Castando told him. “I understand
she’s upstairs. Could you show us how to get up there,
please?”

Reluctantly, the house manager led
them to the door that accessed the guest suite and used a keycard
to unlock it.

“Ring the doorbell when
you get to the top of the stairs,” he told them, then turned and
walked away.

“A real charmer,” Carina
said, stepping through the doorway and heading up a long flight of
polished wood stairs, Cortez-Castando on her heels.

As instructed, Carina rang the bell at
the top of the stairs.

“Mrs. Hobart? It’s the
police. We need to speak with you, please.”

A woman’s voice
said What the fuck and they could hear stirring from within but it was a full
minute before the door was opened, and then only part way. When it
was, the woman who stood there was nothing like Carina had
expected. She had imagined Hobart’s wife might be younger than her
husband but this girl was only in her early twenties. And she was
definitely not the statuesque former cheerleader-type trophy wife a
man such as Hobart was, in certain circles, expected to have.
Slender and pale, her messy dark hair worn in a choppy bob, she
reminded Carina of the character Shane from the L-Word TV show. The
girl studied Carina’s and Cortez-Castando’s credentials, then
opened the door wider.

“Uh, come in I guess,” she
said, pulling the terry robe that seemed to be the only thing she
was wearing tighter round her and glancing over at the adjacent
bedroom, from which they could hear the sound of a shower
running.

They were standing just inside the
apartment’s doorway, in a small sitting room. Looking past the
girl, through open double doors, Carina could see an unmade queen
bed and several items of women’s clothing strewn on the
floor.

“Uh, I’m sure Ellen’ll be
out in a minute or two—”

“You’re not Mrs. Hobart?”
Cortez-Castando asked.

The girl gave a short, sharp laugh
just as the shower stopped.

“Uh, no, definitely not.
I’m Ellen’s…friend, Davie Parks. I assume you’re here about
Brad.”

“We just need to speak
with Mrs. Hobart—”

As Cortez-Castando said it, the
statuesque, thirty-something blonde that Carina had been expecting
strode
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