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        To Mom

        You were the first to teach me about God.

        You were the first to show me His good works in your own life,

        and you were the first to allow Him to work in mine.

        You taught me perseverance in faith,

        what it means to trust Him.

        You showed me your unshaken faith,

        prayed for and encouraged me without ceasing.

        Thank you

        x
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        “For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God—not by works, so that no one can boast.”
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      It only took an instant to realize that he was already dead when Patrick Phillips dropped to his knees next to the lifeless body of his client.

      Dr. Bill Sutton’s blank eyes stared into the space next to him, as though focused on something unseen. Fresh blood drenched the plush cream rug beneath his shoulders in his home office.

      As if he wasn’t convinced Bill was dead, Patrick leaned in to better inspect his face only to discover the horrific gash across his neck. He had never seen a dead body before, and it took every bit of inner strength to hold down the caviar he had enjoyed with Bill just a short while ago.

      His heart pounded hard against his chest as his body now trembled with shock. Next to his knees, the pool of blood threatened to soak the designer suit he had specially bought for that evening’s charity dinner. Jumping to his feet he stepped away from the body and stood anxiously staring at it with both hands clasped on top of his head.

      In the background, he heard the dinner guests’ chatter coming from the reception room at the end of the corridor. Suddenly aware that anyone could walk in on him at any moment, he panicked and rushed to close the door he had inadvertently left ajar. He needed time to think, time to make sure they wouldn’t implicate him.

      If caught alone in the room with the great Dr. Bill Sutton lying dead on the floor, it would take a lot more than his word to convince authorities he wasn’t to blame. Why he felt such immense guilt over his death, he didn’t know. Perhaps because deep down inside he had wished Bill dead a million times. To the world out there Dr. Bill Sutton was a saint, a savior of lives. But to him, Bill was the proverbial nightmare client no one wanted. The only reason he’d tolerated his condescending ways with him was because he was best friends with his son, William. And Bill had made it abundantly clear that his loyalty to his only son was the single reason he had agreed to let Patrick manage the company’s financial portfolio. So they were each doing it for William. On that, they could agree. Everything else, not so much.

      It was also no secret that Bill hadn’t been pleased with his recent trading strategies. Patrick had lost him millions in a swing trade. He’d heard the rumors—Bill had been shopping around for a new portfolio manager. Without the Gencorp account, Patrick’s company wouldn’t even exist. Everyone knew that, and with Bill out of the way, William, his only son, and heir to Bill’s entire fortune, would make void that threat.

      That was motive.

      He’d need solid evidence, an alibi.

      And he had neither.

      Patrick nervously circled Bill’s dead body, careful not to step into the blood or leave any trace behind. With his palms now together over his nose and mouth, he took a deep breath to relax his shoulders and snapped the vertebrae in his neck back into place. He was used to thinking on his feet, deciding under pressure. Risk management was the very marrow in his bones.

      With his eyes fixed on the dead body on the floor, his mind hurriedly worked through the dilemma. He was last seen flirting with Bill’s attractive assistant before he made small talk with a few prospective clients. As far as anyone should be aware, he was still out there canvassing the room for new clients. Bill had joined a few of the other guests in the wine cellar. At least that’s what Patrick had assumed when Bill had excused himself and walked off in that direction.

      Patrick’s mind worked through the events of the evening. If only he hadn’t come looking for Bill. If only he hadn’t felt so insecure over losing the Gencorp account and tried so hard to win back Bill’s favor.

      There was no doubt in his mind. He’d definitely be on the police’s main suspect list. A list that wasn’t that long. Bill didn’t have enemies—he was far too good-natured for that.

      The reflection triggered him to realize that his fingerprints were on the doorknob. He leaped across the room and, using his pocket square, wiped the handles on either side of the door. Pausing at the door, he readied himself to quietly sneak out but quickly let go of the notion when he heard footsteps approaching. Frazzled by the unexpected threat, his eyes searched for a place to hide as the footsteps grew closer. Moments before the doorknob turned to open the door, Patrick hid in a dark shadowy space between a floor-to-ceiling bookcase and a wall in one corner of the room. Unable to see the door, he stood there, shoulders squashed between the wall and the bookcase, his back stiff and his body on high alert. All he saw was Bill’s unresponsive eyes staring directly at him. It made his stomach tense up; it was downright creepy, so he looked down at his feet instead. The door creaked open, then gently closed again. As he waited, barely breathing, he spotted a small oxblood leather notebook next to his feet on the floor. Intrigued, his eyes remained fixed on it while he listened for movement in the room. His instincts told him it had to have been the killer who had returned, and he guessed the book had something to do with it since Bill’s eyes had fixed on it just before he died. If it were any of the guests, they’d have screamed by now.

      He stood still, barely breathing as he listened. But the room was dead silent. It baffled him. What was he waiting for?

      When, after a few moments, there was still no sign of anyone in the room, he slowly leaned forward and peered around the bookcase into the room. There was no one to be seen—at least not from his angle.

      Perhaps the killer had left. Remaining cautious and alert, he bent to pick up the notebook. A shuffle to his right let him know he wasn’t alone after all. It took a mere split second to be discovered by a man wearing a dark dinner suit and a black hooded mask with matching gloves.

      Without another second to spare—for fear of being trapped in the corner—Patrick charged towards the door. But the masked figure was too quick, the silver blade of his knife glistening under the soft light of the overhead chandelier.

      As quick as lightning, the killer’s gloved hand thrust the knife forward and slashed across Patrick’s arm. The sharp edge sliced through the sleeve of his suit and very nearly penetrated all the layers of his clothing. The motion had Patrick step back several paces, in the process nearly tripping over Bill’s body.

      “Who are you? What do you want?” Patrick yelled out.

      The answer to one of his questions was obvious when, from behind the narrow slits in his hooded mask, the killer’s beady eyes fixed on the leather notebook that was still clasped in Patrick’s hand. With only Bill’s body on the floor between them, there was little else to protect Patrick from ending up dead on the floor next to Bill.

      “What’s so important about this book that you’d kill a man over it, huh? Who are you?” Patrick asked again, hoping his questions would buy him some time until someone heard and came to his rescue.

      The killer didn’t answer. He’d seen through Patrick’s futile attempt to escape his wrath. Instead, a silent, slow dance of sorts ensued between them as they circled around Bill’s body, the knife in the killer’s outstretched hand hovering, threatening. Neither of them made the first move. Neither of them spoke.

      As they turned once more, and Patrick faced the French doors that opened out onto a small veranda that overlooked the bay, he cast a swift glance at the lightweight curtain that stirred ever so slightly in the evening breeze. He couldn’t be certain the doors were open, but if not, he’d break his way through the glass. If he could somehow be quick enough, he could escape across the lawn and disappear between the boats in the marina. It was his only option. Fleeing through the internal door and the house would give the killer the perfect opportunity to get away, leaving him the one who’d end up looking like the murderer fleeing the scene.

      Preparing for his escape, he placed the notebook in the inside breast pocket of his jacket, his face arrogantly mocking the killer.

      The killer remained silent.

      “You know you won’t get away with this. There are cameras all over this place. Your days are numbered, buddy,” Patrick bluffed, attempting to distract the killer.

      It worked.

      Patrick watched as his beady eyes darted to the corners of the study. Using it to his advantage, Patrick gently manipulated their circular dance until he had his back facing the terrace doors.

      “You’re missing the one above the entrance door behind you,” he deceived again.

      When the killer turned to look over his shoulder, Patrick swung around and bolted for the French doors, pushing a chair down behind him as he passed it. His mind was laser sharp and focused on the slight parting in the middle of the two doors. With no effort, his lean frame and agility had him slip through the opening with ease.

      Adrenaline pulsed through his veins as he took two long strides before he hoisted himself over the low wood railing to land feet first into the shrubs below. He lost his footing and rolled onto the expansive lawns but, thanks to his athletic prowess, was back on his feet and running in no time. Behind him, the killer’s feet hit the deck. Patrick didn’t turn to look for fear of losing his focus. He ran. As fast as his feet would carry him. Down the slight hill, towards the glistening lights in the small marina. Mere steps behind him, he heard the killer’s strained breathing under his face covering.

      He pushed his body harder, keeping his eyes on the marina some eighty yards or so away. It took several more strides, but he had gained enough distance between them. When he reached the bottom of the hill where the grass met with the white concrete walkway that led another thirty yards down into the marina, his eyes skimmed over the moored boats. There were at least fifty, ranging from large luxury yachts and catamarans to smaller sailboats. Spaced evenly along the now wooden walkway, the warm glow of overhead lamps illuminated every step he took. He’d need to get out of the light and hide—quickly.

      Up ahead, positioned in the shadows between two lamps, he spotted a jetty leading off into the darkness between the boats. When he reached it, he quickly turned onto the floating jetty that ran between the two rows of large yachts. Hiding in one of the vessels wouldn’t do. With only five of them on either side, it would be dead easy for the killer to find him. If he had any chance of escaping, he’d have to get into the water. Short on options, and short on time, he didn’t hesitate.

      When he reached the smaller landing stage between two enormous black yachts, he quickly stepped onto it, nearly losing his balance as the water moved beneath it.

      Obscured by the large vessels, he retrieved the pocket-sized book from his jacket and secured it between his teeth.

      Behind him, he heard the main jetty grind against the guide ropes as the killer’s weight slowly moved over it toward him.
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      The water was colder than he had expected and he drew in a sharp breath, nearly causing the notebook to slip out from between his teeth.

      Holding onto the side of the yacht, he gently lowered himself into the water, careful not to be heard.

      Gentle waves lapped against his torso as the water hit the side of the vessel—it was close to high tide. As he quietly glided between the boats, the water’s motion pushed the yachts closer together, threatening to crush him between the buoys. He swam faster, causing more noise than he wanted to, but it was a risk he had to take. And it paid off. He made it just in time before the yachts closed the gap behind him.

      Although he was an excellent swimmer, swimming with stealth while biting down on a book between his teeth made it much harder. For the briefest of moments, he wondered if it was worth holding onto, worth dying for. But just as quickly, a deep sense of loyalty to William compelled him to continue. He owed him that much. Whatever information that book contained was important enough for his father to die. And he deserved to know why.

      A few more strokes delivered him to the furthest end of the next row of moored boats. Desperate to draw in a few proper breaths, and eager to assess the killer’s position, he clung to a rope on the back of one of the smaller sailboats. With one arm curled around the rope, he took the book from his mouth and, holding it above his head, drew in a few deep breaths. From his shadowy vantage point, the killer’s dark frame came into view on top of a boat opposite him. Seconds later, the shrill sound of police sirens coming from the direction of Bill’s house rang through the quiet night air. It had the killer’s body suddenly upright and at attention. Barking dogs and male voices shouting commands at each other soon followed, warning the killer that a search was already underway. The killer didn’t need any more convincing, and he took off along the jetty and across the marina faster than a bolt of lightning. Relieved as Patrick was, he knew that he too was at risk of being found by the police. He considered sneaking back into the house and melting among the guests, but that wasn’t an option. For one thing, he was drenched, and for another, he was horrible at lying.

      With the book back between his teeth, he pulled his body up and into the boat. Taking a moment, he glanced around. It wasn’t as big as most of the others—about thirty or forty feet, and while it had a sail, it relieved him to see it was also motorized. He knew his way around a sailboat. A skill his late father had taught him from a young age. Growing up in New York, escaping to the Hamptons for a weekend was a regular occurrence in his family, and sailing took up most of their time on these breaks.

      Keeping his attention on the police search, he slipped his jacket off and wrung it out by twisting it around one of the nearby railing posts. The spring air nipped at his skin beneath his wet shirt, and although still damp, he slipped his now creased jacket back on.

      With the notebook safely back inside his breast pocket, he made his way to the helm, keeping his eyes on the embankment for any signs of approaching police.

      When his hands found the ignition and the dangling keys in it, he let out a suppressed giggle. That was so typical of the people who lived out there. So trusting of the neighborhood that they’d leave the keys in their boats. Yet a man got murdered right under their noses. The memory sent a fresh shiver down his spine. Propelled by the horrific event and the urgent need to get away, his feet moved swiftly across the deck to untie the yacht from its mooring before he dashed back to take up position behind the wheel.

      The engine purred into motion as he turned the key. It made his heart skip several beats when he realized what he was doing. He had never stolen a single thing in his entire life. Not even a piece of candy from his mother’s secret jar that only came out on Super Bowl Sunday. His mother would have had a fit had she been there.

      As if his mother and the owner of the boat stood beside him, he spoke a quick apology into the cool night air and gave his index finger permission to hit the button with which to raise the anchor. Still riddled by guilt as he gently pulled the yacht out of its bay, he reasoned that he hardly had a choice in the matter at hand. He’d be walking straight into a police investigation if he went back to the house—with whatever deadly information the leather journal contained.

      They would now have motive and evidence that he was at the scene of the crime.

      Reflecting on the fresh implication he’d unknowingly brought upon himself, he cursed beneath his breath. Of all the stupid things he’d done, this one took the cake. He wondered how a man like Bill could’ve gotten himself so viciously killed. Bill wasn’t the type to be involved with anything even remotely dishonest or illegal. Who would have had reason to kill a man as acclaimed for his good deeds as Bill? The man was practically a saint. It had to have been a mistake. A fatal one at that.

      As he pointed the sailboat’s nose toward the open waters, he looked back over his shoulder toward the house. Red and blue lights lit up the night sky at the front of the house, and he could just about make out a few police officers making their way down toward the marina. He turned the boat’s lights off and nudged it forward, impressed with how silently it glided through the calm water.

      When he was a fair way out of the marina and the house’s sightline, he turned the lights back on and settled into cruising speed. He had evaded the killer successfully, and the police, but he didn’t have the slightest idea where to go next. He could get off at one of the other marinas further along the coast, then find his way back to his apartment in Manhattan—say he left the party early. If he dropped the anchor just enough for the boat to not float away too far, they’d simply think the boat got loose and drifted down the coast. But it was close to midnight already and, apart from calling a taxi—which would then prove his whereabouts—he had no other means of transportation to get himself back home. Concluding his best option was to wait it out on the boat until the very early hours of the morning and then catch the train into the city, he pushed the throttle forward and continued further away from the shoreline.

      Even though it was late spring, the night was chilly but beautiful. The water was calm, something rather unusual for that time of year. Almost too calm, he thought. He glanced up at the stars and filled his lungs with the fresh evening air. He loved sailing, albeit not under these circumstances. It was the one time he felt his father’s presence the most. A dry lump formed in his throat as he recalled their last sailing trip together—a month before he collapsed in the middle of their lounge during a football game. It felt as if it was just yesterday.

      He cleared his throat and wiped away the lonely tear that had lodged between his lower lashes. This was the first time he’d set sail since the day his father died, and he’d never needed his father’s wisdom more.

      

      Patrick dropped anchor about two nautical miles off the coast. It was far out, he knew, but he needed to make sure no one would spot him from the shore. He was tired, starving, and with his suit still wet, frozen to the bone. With the boat firmly secured in position for the night, he slipped below deck in search of warm clothes and something to eat.

      The yacht was modern, spacious, and immaculate. Decorated in crisp white with navy and red accents to match the color of the vessel’s exterior, it was pure luxury. Patrick grinned from ear to ear.

      “That’s what I’m talking about,” he gloated out loud.

      Caught up in the moment, he flopped down onto one of the white cotton sofas and stretched his arms out over the backrest, extending his legs out and crossing them at the ankles. But his moment of glee was short-lived when his damp suit pinched in all the wrong places and forced him back onto his feet.

      There were two cabins in the stern at either end of the boat. He picked the larger of the two and went straight for the closet, relieved when he found several pieces of men’s clothing.

      “Well, at least you have good taste, Mr. Whoever-you-are,” he said.

      Satisfied with a pair of chinos, a designer white sweater, and a pair of tan leather deck shoes, he flung it all on top of the bed and grabbed a towel from the nearby bathroom. A few minutes later he was dry, warm, and had his now ruined suit hanging on a hanger to dry. Perhaps Fabricio’s talented hands could work his tailoring magic and salvage it, he thought. The extravagant suit was the most expensive piece of clothing he had ever bought, all in the hope of signing a few new clients—and keeping up appearances in a world where he didn’t really belong.

      One more floor below deck brought him to the snug kitchen that resembled the one he had in his apartment. He grabbed two cans of soda from the fridge before finding a bag of potato chips and a box of already opened salt and pepper crackers he hoped weren’t stale in one cupboard.

      Upstairs and back on the white sofa, after downing half the can of soda and several handfuls of chips, he wiped his palms on his pants and pulled the leather notebook from his pants’ pocket where he had placed it after he had changed his clothes.

      “Let’s see what all the fuss is about, shall we?” he said out loud to himself.

      Patrick ran the pages through his thumb, settling on a random page. There was nothing but lines and lines of numbers on every page. Numbers that weren’t arranged in any particular order, or at first glance, that meant anything he could recognize.

      “That’s it, a bunch of stupid numbers. Really, Bill? This is what you got yourself killed over?” he said, as if Bill was in the boat with him.

      He flung the notebook on top of the glossy white coffee table in front of him and stuffed a few more fists full of chips into his mouth.

      While his mind worked ceaselessly through the night’s events, and his body eagerly succumbed to the potato chips and soda, the soothing sound of the water that lapped against the hull soon had him drift off into a blissful sleep.
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      It was well into the night and Patrick had already been sleeping for several hours when a loud noise jolted him awake. He had fallen asleep on the sofa earlier that night and now sat up to find the yacht violently rocking from side to side so violently that it almost flung him off the sofa altogether.

      Another loud noise above his head had him to his feet in an instant, but he battled to stay upright. Holding on to the furniture, he stumbled his way along the lower deck toward the exit that led up to the main deck, bending at the waist to look through the portholes along the way. It was pitch black outside, but he could hear the drumming sounds of rain as it pelted down onto the yacht all around him. The wind whistled noisily above his head while the boat’s rigging clanked wildly against the mast.

      Halfway up the steps toward the deck, he reached out to open the hatch. It took immense effort and he nearly lost his balance and fell on his back. Struggling against the violent swaying of the yacht, he gave it one hard push. As the hatch lifted away from the boat’s frame, a strong wind nearly swept it, and him, away. Sheets of rain and an untimely wave that washed over the boat slammed into his face. It took the full weight of his body to close the hatch and secure it back into position. Unsteady
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