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Chapter 1


Alex looked down at my bags on the floor behind me. “So where are you going to sleep?” 
“Tonight?” I shrugged as I sipped my Guinness. “Billy said I could sleep on the couch in his office.”
“Upstairs?” Alex cringed. “Have you seen that couch? Don’t let your bare skin come in contact with it.”
I finished my beer and slid the empty pint toward the edge of the bar.
The bartender, Chloe, looked my way and I held up two fingers. “Two more…one for Alex.”
Chloe gave me a nod and brought two Guinness pints. I grabbed mine before it touched the bar. She put the other down in front of Alex.
I turned to Alex. “Would’ve been nice if Philip had at least given me a little more of a heads-up he’d be taking back his boat.”
“Didn’t you say they’re going back to Australia after their wedding?”
“That’s what he said. But the wedding’s a month away. Although I shouldn’t complain…I enjoyed my life on a boat for a few years.”
“And you didn’t have to pay for it.”
Alex was a good friend and the Associate Director of Security when we both worked for the Jacksonville Sharks baseball team. After I left to start my own private investigations business, Alex took over as Director, but helped me out with my cases whenever she could. 
“It’s only been a few hours, and I already miss being on the boat,” I said. “There’s nothing like it. You wake up in the morning and all you hear is the river and a few birds. It’s hard to come back and live on land like the rest of you humans.”
Alex looked down at my half empty glass. “You’ve had a lot to drink,” she said. “You sure you’re okay?”
I shook my head. “No, I’m not okay. And I’m thirsty.” I looked toward Chloe and gestured to bring us two more.
Alex waved her off as she pointed down to the Guinness she’d barely touched. “I’m all set.” She took a sip from her glass and turned to me. “Are you trying to get me drunk?”
I held the glass under my mouth and shook my head. “I’m trying to get me drunk. And I don’t feel like doing it alone today.”
She gave me a look. “Well, I can’t sit around drinking all day. Some of us have things to do.”
“Like what?”
She didn’t answer.
“If I had a place to go maybe I’d leave.”
“Well, if you decide to pass on that skanky couch upstairs, you know my door’s always open. The bedroom on the first floor is all yours.”
Chloe put another pint down in front of me. “Thanks Chloe.” I looked straight ahead toward the TV on the backside of the bar. I leaned into Alex “You don’t want me staying at your house. It’d be dangerous.” 
She cracked half a smile. “Dangerous?”
I straightened myself up in my seat. “Philip could decide to stay on the boat, even after the wedding. Or maybe he’ll sell it. Who knows…I have no idea what his plans are. And you might never get rid of me.”
Chloe put two shot glasses down on the bar and gave us each a good pour of Jack Daniels.
Alex looked at her watch. “I can’t do this right now.”
I pushed one of the shot glasses a little closer to her and raised mine up in a toast. “To being homeless,” I said as I threw the shot straight down my throat. 
Alex took her time and sipped hers. “You know I don’t drink this stuff.” 
I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand and pushed the empty glass toward the edge of the bar. “By the way, Philip told me to bring a guest.”
“To what, his wedding?”
I nodded. “I told him I might.”
Alex finished her shot of Jack and chased it with the full glass of Guinness in front of her. I thought she knew where I was going but didn’t say a word.
I said, “I thought maybe you’d want to come with me? Should be nice. It’s at the Timuquana Country Club.”
“When?”
“End of the month. The twenty ninth.”
She looked down at her phone. “That’s a Monday.”
“Oh, okay. Then it’s the twenty-seventh.”
She shrugged. “Why not? But if I meet one of his wealthy friends, don’t get upset if I disappear with him.”
I leaned on the bar, my arms folded in front of me.
Alex looked at the thick, black diver’s watch on her wrist. “I really do have to go.”
“I don’t think you should drive,” I said. “You can have the couch upstairs…I’ll sleep in the chair.”
“I’ll do Uber.”
“Then you might as well have another.” I held up two fingers to Chloe.
I reached my hand into my pocket and pulled out my phone. I took a quick look at the screen and put it away. “A potential client was supposed to call tonight.” I leaned back in the stool, my arms crossed in front of me. “Not as easy as I thought it’d be, being out on my own chasing clients.”
I could feel Alex watching me. She said, “You regret turning down that offer with the sheriff’s office?”
“A steady check wouldn’t have been bad. And, of course, you’ve made it clear you only want a man with money… ”
Alex gave me a look. “I don’t know of anyone who gets rich working for the sheriff.” 
Chloe put two more shots down in front of me and Alex. 
I threw mine back, finished my Guinness, and slid the glass across the bar. Alex let the full shot of Jack sit there in front of her. “I can’t do it. Seriously, I’m—”
I grabbed her shot and finished it myself. “I’m going to go take a look upstairs. Make sure I want to throw down my stake before Billy gets back. I’d hate to insult him, decline his offer.” I stood from the stool and reached down for my bags. I tossed one over each shoulder. “You want to come up and check it out?”
Alex shook her head, tapping on her phone. “Uber’s on the way. And I’m not sure my shots are up-to-date.” 
“You’re leaving?”
She nodded. “You get itchy from that couch, call me. I’ll have the room ready, just in case.” Alex waved goodbye to Chloe. I stood and watched her walk away. Before she got to the door, she turned and said, “Call me later.”




Chapter 2


I opened my eyes with my face smashed into the cushion of the couch in Billy’s office. A foul odor was embedded in the fabric I hadn’t noticed with all the drinks in me from the night before. 
My head pounded. My neck was so sore, I could barely turn to see the clock on the wall. There were no blinds or shades on the windows but it didn’t matter. It was dark outside. 
I reached down to the floor and grabbed my watch from my pants pocket. I squinted and tried to clear the blur so I could see the time. 
Four in the morning. 
Even when I was a kid I woke up earlier than everyone else in the house. I’d wake up anxious, like I was afraid of missing something or was wasting time staying in bed. Over the years I grew to appreciate the quiet in the earliest part of the day.
I got dressed and left Billy’s, then walked alone along the road toward Trout River Marina, the place I’d lived on the boat for the past few years.
The truth was, I’d had a pretty nice life there. And I enjoyed my life on the boat owned by my friend, Philip Wetzel. 
But Philip showed up with his new fiancé and told me he wanted to spend some time on his boat. It was, after all, his boat to take back. I was nothing more than a temporary guest taking care of it for him while he traveled the world with his beautiful fiancé, Victoria Collins. He didn’t think twice when he said they both thought it would be fun to “rough it” and stay on the boat. 
I continued down Trout River Drive, looked down at my sneakers and—for a split second—thought maybe I’d pick up the pace and turn my casual walk into a run. But that thought didn’t last long.
Inside the gate of the marina I stood and looked toward the boats docked along the edge of the St. Johns. The yellow light from the lamp posts brightened the parking lot. Red and orange started to fill the sky as the sun worked its way above the horizon. There was no noise, other than the river and idling boats and fishermen trying to get out ahead of the hot, Florida sun.
I missed it already.
“Henry?”
Philip was standing behind me, breathing heavily. Sweat poured down his face. He wore running shoes and shorts but no shirt, showing off his thin, sculpted body with his six pack abs. “What are you doing over here?” he said. He cracked a crooked smile. “You forget we were staying on the boat?”
I shook my head. “Just out for a morning walk…sort of ended up over here. A habit, I guess.”
Philip wiped his forehead with the back of his arm. “I’ve been meaning to talk to you about that,” he said. “Won’t be long until we’re off, married, heading back to Australia. I don’t know how long we’ll be gone.” He turned and looked behind us, facing east where the sun was trying to break the horizon. “Maybe one day I can persuade Victoria to move back to the States. I don’t know what your plans are, and if you’d still want to take care of the boat once we leave?”
I knew Philip didn’t seem to care whether or not I had a place to stay. He just wanted to make sure his boat would be taken care of. 
“I’m looking at some options right now,” I said. “I’ll let you know, though. I’ve been thinking about getting a place on the beach. If I hadn’t grown up in Fernandina Beach, I’d—”
“I thought you loved this place?” Philip said as he looked ahead toward the river. “You seem to be pretty popular around here.”
“Let me think about it, okay? It’s just … I need some stability in my life.”
Philip tilted his head to the side. “Stability? You have all this … stability would be the last thing I would worry about if I were you.” He shrugged. “But you let me know. If not, I’ll have to find someone else.” He started to walk away and waved his hand for me to follow him. “Why don’t you come have a coffee at the boat?”
I laughed. “Not if you’re using that old Mr. Coffee down in the galley. Picked that up at a yard sale. I only use it when I’m desperate for a caffeine kick or the kitchen at the restaurant’s closed.”
Philip said, “That thing? We threw that out, bought an espresso machine.”
I walked with Philip along the dock toward the boat, a walk I’d made hundreds of times over the past few years. But for some reason I felt uncomfortable and out of place. 
Philip said, “Victoria was asleep when I left for my run. Hopefully she’s up now. She’ll be delighted to see you.”
Delighted, I thought. A word I don’t think has ever come out of my mouth. It’s reserved for people like Philip—when they remove the silver spoon at birth they teach you to say words like delighted.
“Don’t wake her up on my account,” I said. “It’s early.”
Philip walked ahead of me. “She’d normally try to run with me, but complains she can’t keep up. I try to run five miles. Then maybe take out the bike when I can.” He slapped himself in the belly. “Gotta stay in shape as we age.” He looked me up and down. “You don’t exercise?” 
I put my hand on my stomach and sucked it in, but didn’t say a word.
He stepped up onto the boat and leaned over the ladder for the cabin down below. “Victoria,” he said. He repeated her name. “Victoria? Are you awake? Henry Walsh is here, wants to say hello.” He turned, looked at me and shrugged. He stepped down the ladder and disappeared into the cabin.
His head popped up the hole as he climbed back up the ladder. “She’s not here.” 
“You sure she’s not in the head?” I said.
He didn’t answer.
I said, “Maybe she went for a run?”
“No. She pulled her Achilles. That’s why she didn’t come with me this morning. The doctor told her to take some time off. She wants to be sure she’ll be able to move all right for the wedding.”
Philip rubbed the side of his boyish face with his open hand. He turned, glanced toward Jed’s, the marina’s restaurant. “Maybe she went to get something to eat.”
“They’re not open yet,” I said.
He looked at me, but said nothing. He turned and stepped back down into the cabin below. 
I raised my voice so he could hear me down below. “Your car here?”
He didn’t answer.
I walked along the dock and stepped up onto the boat. I looked down into the river, although I made sure Philip didn’t notice. 
I was looking for Victoria.
He came up with his keys in his hands. “The keys to my car were down below.”
“You try her phone?”
He nodded. But pulled his phone from his pocket anyway, tapped the screen and put it up to his ear. 
He shook his head, “It went right to voicemail.” He started to put his phone back in his pocket when it rang. He answered, “Victoria?” Quiet for a moment, he said, “Where are you?” His eyes were on me now, the phone up to his ear. His mouth was open, as if ready to speak, but he said nothing.
After thirty-seconds his arm dropped down below his side, still holding onto the phone. “It’s Victoria.”
“What’d she say?”
He slowly shook his head with a dazed look in his eyes. He looked out toward the water. In a quiet, almost hushed voice, he looked up at me and said, “She’s being held. Someone is demanding one million dollars if I want to see her again.”
I reached down for the phone in his hand and took it from him. “What’s your password?”
He didn’t answer.
“Philip, look at me. What’s your password?”
He lifted his eyes. “Six-four-eight-three.”
“Was it her phone?”
He shook his head.
I tapped on the number that’d called him and called it back. It rang three or four times. Nobody answered. 
A message came on: 
The user at this number cannot be reached. Please try again later. 
The call disconnected.
“What is it?” Philip said.
I gave him his phone. “Call the sheriff’s office.”
He shook his head. “She said if I call the police she’d be killed.”
I rubbed my forehead, turning and looking all around the marina.  
“What else did she say?”
Philip looked me in the eye. “You have to help me, Henry.”
“What else did they say?”
“I should expect another call with further instructions.”




Chapter 3


Philip stayed close to the boat as he clutched his phone tight in his hand. He paced back-and-forth along the dock. I walked over to Jed’s —the restaurant at the marina—and hoped somebody might’ve seen something or somebody come into the marina. 
The problem was they weren’t open that early in the morning. The only people in there at the time were the restaurant’s owners, Margaret and Ronnie. And neither had seen a thing.
Ronnie said, “I’m barely awake that early in the morning. But even still, we were both in the back kitchen, not paying much attention to what was going on outside.”
I walked across the lot toward the front of the entrance to the marina. I’d already called Alex and she was on her way over. It’d been a day off for her—one of many—since she’d been let go as Security Director with the Jacksonville Sharks baseball team.
After the team owner Bob Campbell had sold the team a year earlier, Alex stayed on in my old position as Director of Security. But she was let go by the new owners who decided to outsource their security staff to Bishop Security. She’d been out of work ever since, even though Andrew Bishop, the CEO of Bishop Security, had offered her a position with his company.
So she’d had some time on her hands and helped me out when she could. Most of the work I’d had involved following cheating spouses. I just wasn’t busy enough for her to help full time. 
I spotted Alex’s yellow Jeep along Trout River Drive. She pulled into the parking lot and stopped next to me, the engine still running. “Any word?”
I shook my head.
“What’d they say?” she said.
“Whoever it is wants a million dollars, or Philip will never see her again.”
Alex stared back at me. “I assume he has it?”
“I didn’t ask, but I’m sure if he doesn’t he can get his hands on it.” I turned and looked toward Philip’s boat. “He’s afraid to leave the area. He’s waiting for the call back.”
I gave a nod toward a parking spot on the other side of her Jeep. “Park there, we’ll walk over to the boat.”
“Where’s your car?”
“I actually walked here this morning.”
Alex pulled her Jeep into the parking space as a black Chevy Suburban with dark, tinted windows drove past me, a few feet from where I was standing. Even the windshield was tinted, too dark for me to see the driver. I kept my eye on the vehicle as it passed me then turned onto Trout River Drive and disappeared out of sight.
Alex stepped out of her Jeep. 
“You see that Suburban?” I said, looking toward the street.
She shook her head, looking around the lot. “Where?”
“Just drove past us.” I pulled my sunglasses down over my eyes. 
I turned and headed back toward Philip’s boat. I didn’t see him out on the dock, where he’d just been standing a moment before. I started to pick up my pace. 
Alex caught up and walked alongside me. 
I looked at her. “We need to help him find Victoria. But until whoever it is calls Philip back, we’re at a standstill.”
Alex said, “I know she said not to, but don’t you think we should call the sheriff’s office?”
I glanced at her and hurried toward the boat. “We’ll wait for the call back. If they were going to do anything to her they wouldn’t have called in the first place. I’m hoping if we get what they asked for, she’ll stay safe.”
We were no more than fifty yards away, I pulled out my phone and called Philip’s cell. I didn’t see him anywhere. It rang once. He didn’t answer. Second ring, nothing. Third ring…
A light flashed across the marina, followed by a deafening explosion that shook the ground under our feet and knocked us both down to the ground. We looked toward Philip’s boat from our backs, where thick, black smoke poured from the raging fire coming up from the water where Philip’s boat had been docked moments before.
Alex had blood dripping down her arm.
“You’re bleeding.” I said.
She nodded. “I’m okay.”
I didn’t know if I was okay or not. I could barely hear. When Alex spoke her voice was muffled, like she’d spoken from inside a box. My hands were scraped and bloodied. 
I ran toward the boat with Alex right behind me.
As we approached the dock, I stopped and put my arm out across her chest like a mother does to her child when stopping short in a car. “Wait,” I said. “Stay here.”
She pushed my arm away and walked with me toward the dock. There was little left to Philip’s boat, although it was still there, pieces of it floating in the river
I yelled for him, but could barely hear my own voice. My ears were ringing.
Scraps of smoldering wood and fiberglass and pieces of metal covered the docks and some of the surrounding boats. 
I turned to Alex. “He was on that boat…”
I looked down toward the water. The volume from screams around us started to grow as my hearing slowly returned. 
Dozens of people—fisherman and liveaboards and Ronnie from the restaurant—ran toward the docks. Ronnie’s wife Margaret stood, staring toward the water with her mouth covered with both hands. 
I scanned the parking lot, the heat and glow from the burning fire to my back. Philip’s car was still parked where he’d left it. But there was no sign of him anywhere.
Ronnie moved past me and pulled a garden hose behind him. I helped him pull it closer to the boat. But it did little to ease the flames. Others grabbed buckets and tossed water on the docks to slow the spread of fire until Jacksonville Fire and Rescue showed up.
I looked around and yelled over the roaring fire, “Everyone! We need to back off.”
Margaret walked up behind me, tears in her eyes. “I was afraid that it was you in there, Henry.”
I looked down on the ground and spotted a blackened, smoldering cell phone. I kneeled down and used the edge of my shirt to pick it up without burning my fingers. The glass was shattered. There was a charred but clear cover on the back with what was left of a photo tucked behind it.
The photo was of Victoria.
The sirens screamed as fire trucks and Sheriff’s vehicles pulled into Trout River Marina. Dozens of firemen and medics ran full speed pulling the hoses and carrying equipment from their trucks. 
One of the firemen on the dock turned and yelled to everyone in the area. “Get away from the boat!”
We all turned and ran for cover. Most of us ducked behind one of the firetrucks as the boat exploded once again. Flames shot high into the sky and smoke poured from what was left of Philip’s boat, which seemed to be nothing more than smoldering pieces of burning debris that littered the St. Johns River.
I couldn’t help but believe Philip was dead.




Chapter 4


Divers from the sheriff’s office and Jacksonville Fire and Rescue Department Thirty-Four were down in the water just off the docks, in the precise location where I’d lived on Philip’s boat for nearly three years. 
There was little left to the boat itself once the fire was finally extinguished. 
Mike Stone, a veteran detective with the Jacksonville Sheriff’s Department took a drag from his cigarette and glanced at me as he inhaled. He let out a stream of smoke just past my head and gave me a stare. “Not surprised to see you involved here, Walsh.” He tossed the butt on the ground and rubbed it into the asphalt with the bottom of his shoe. He picked it up and tossed it underhand into a steel barrel a few feet away. “So tell me one more time. You used to live here, but you don’t any longer? And that was your boat?” 
I shook my head. “The owner is a friend of mine. I took care of it for him while he lived overseas. So, yes, I lived on it. But he’d come back recently, so I wasn’t staying on it any longer.”
He narrowed his eyes and looked toward the Fire and Rescue boat—part of the F and R’s Marine Unit—just a few feet off the docks. He stuck another cigarette in his mouth and let it hang there without lighting it. It was a look I’m sure he got off the cop shows he watched just to perfect his tough-cop mannerisms.
Mike stepped toward the dock as the divers came up from the river. He said to one of the divers, “Any sign?”
The diver, a female, shook her head, pulled the mask from her face and walked away. 
Mike turned and looked at Alex. “So what exactly were you two doing down here this early in the morning?”
I was about to answer myself, but Alex had a much better relationship with Mike than I did. So I kept my mouth shut.
“Henry was down here, out for a run.”
Mike looked me up and down. “You? A run?” He let out a slight snort.
“I was out for a walk.”
“Why here?” he said.
“Why here, what?”
“Why walk here? You said you don’t live here anymore, but you came here anyway?”
I looked him right in the eye but didn’t answer.
He gave Alex a look, cupped his hands over his cigarette and lit it. He turned back to me. “Where’d you walk from?”
“Why’s that matter?”
Mike took a drag from his cigarette. “If it didn’t matter I wouldn’t have asked.” He held his glare at me and exhaled his smoke, again, toward my face.
“I’m staying upstairs from Billy’s Place.”
He gave me a smirk. “That’s where you live?”
I turned and walked away from him.
“Hey, I’m not done with you,” he said. 
But I ignored him, standing a few feet away looking toward the water and close enough to hear Alex and Mike.
Alex said, “Why are you treating him like some kind of suspect?”
Mike turned his head to me and raised his voice. “Am I treating you like a suspect, Henry?” 
I turned and looked at him over my shoulder, without answering.
Mike stepped toward me. “Listen, you don’t have to take everything so personally. Am I a little suspicious you’re here? Yes. It’s clear you must know something. And I know the alleged victim is a friend of yours…even though he tossed you off his boat so he’d have a good night’s sleep. Is that right?”
I turned a little, looked at him and nodded. 
Alex walked ahead of us and leaned over the edge of the dock, her gaze toward the water.
Mike scratched his head. “Was Philip here alone?”
Alex bent down and picked something up off the dock. She turned and looked back at me and Mike.
“I don’t know. He had a girlfriend. A fiancé.”
Mike’s smug expression dropped from his face. As if talking to himself, he said, “There could’ve been a second victim.” He squinted, again scratching his head as he took a drag of his cigarette. “Was she on that boat?”
I shook my head. 
“But she’s here? In town?”
“She might be. I’m not sure.” I glanced at Alex. She had her back to us, looking out toward the river.
Mike walked away without saying another word, stopping to talk to  a group of the men and women standing on the dock in diving gear.
[image: image-placeholder]Alex and I stood by her Jeep. “You don’t think you should tell Mike about Victoria?”
I shook my head and shrugged. “I honestly don’t know. But I didn’t lie. I don’t know if Victoria was on that boat. As far as I know, she wasn’t.” I stepped up into her Jeep, grabbed the roll bar over my head and sat down in the passenger seat. “I tell him about the call, then what? She told Philip not to call the sheriff’s office. Mike gets involved, then what? They kill her? It’s all on me.”
“What if something happens to her and you didn’t tell them?”
I looked out the side view mirror toward the docks. “I don’t know what I’m supposed to do. Not a lot of options right now.” I pulled Philip’s charred phone from my pocket and looked at it, front-and-back. “Know anyone who can get this phone to work?”
Alex said, “You took evidence from the scene?”
I looked her right in the eye and paused for a moment. “Can you get it to work?”
She turned the key, started the Jeep, and took the phone from my hand. She looked at both sides of it, then tucked it in the storage box between our seats. “I’ll see what I can do.”
“See if we can get some numbers from it.” I could tell, watching Alex, her wheels were turning. “What’re you thinking?” I said.
She shrugged her shoulders. “If Victoria was really kidnapped…”
I cocked my head. “Why should we think she wasn’t?”
“Well…” She hesitated. “It’s just that Philip gets this alleged phone call, early in the morning, right? But how do they come and take her off the boat? Who would’ve known Philip wasn’t there? That he’d gone out for a run that early?”
Alex turned the steering wheel, maneuvered the Jeep around the Sheriff’s vehicles and Jacksonville Fire and Rescue vehicles. TV trucks took what little space was left in the marina’s parking lot.
“You know, something crossed my mind…I know this sounds a little crazy but what if that bomb was for me?”
Alex said, “Well, technically they’re not sure it was a bomb. But, either way…why would you say that?”
“I don’t know. I have my enemies, you know. And a lot of them might know I used to live on that boat.”
[image: image-placeholder]We were back at Alex’s house and sat in the driveway, neither of us stepping down from the Jeep.
Alex said, “I still think you need to tell Mike everything you know.”
“Why?”
“Because he’s a detective. It’s his job. It makes no sense for you to—”
“I know he’s your friend,” I said. “Or whatever you call him. But I can’t help it. I don’t trust they’ll do the right thing. That means putting Victoria’s life in danger.”
“But two people are missing. Who knows, they both might be dead.” Alex turned to me in her seat and tucked one leg up under the other. “You don’t like Mike because he does everything by the book.”
“No, I don’t like him because he’s got an ego the size of Texas.”
She paused and looked straight ahead toward her house in front of where we were parked. She turned to me and said, “Henry, you know how they say that pilots, when they’re flying a plane—”
“Hold on,” I said. “What exactly do pilots flying a plane have to do with?”
Alex sighed. “Will you just listen to me for a second? Pilots are supposed to trust their instruments. Period. They’re not trained to improvise unless it’s the last resort. You don’t fly with your gut.”
“Okay,” I said. “Thanks for the flying lesson.”
She gave me a look. “Mike trusts his instruments. You go by your gut. There’s a time and place for both. But you can’t fault him for being the way he is. He’s a good cop…a good detective.”
“Great work when Jackie Lawson was falsely accused and ended up behind bars, wasn’t it?”
Alex stared back at me, slowly shaking her head. She stepped from the Jeep and walked up the walkway to her house. Her dog, Raz, was waiting for her inside the door.
She turned and over her shoulder said, “You coming?”
I got out and walked toward her.
She stuck her key in the door and turned to me. “You and Mike would actually work well together. It’s sort of a good fit. You know how they say opposites attract.”
“I never believed that was true. Opposites are opposites for a reason.”
She held the door open with her hip and I followed her inside, the temperature not much different from the warm outside air, although it was cooling a bit with a break in the season, but still warm. 
“Is your AC broken?”
She threw her keys on the counter in the kitchen and kneeled down to pet her dog, Raz. “That whole house fan that came with the place does a good job, especially at night. Sucks the warm air right out the roof without running the HVAC unit.” She stood up straight and opened the fridge. “Are you hungry?”
“I am. But I wonder if you’re right. Maybe I should talk to Mike. If Philip’s dead, there’s a chance we’ll never know who has Victoria.”




Chapter 5


I met Mike Stone later in the afternoon at the Prairie Dog Pub, not far from the marina where the Trout River feeds into the St. Johns. 
“Thanks for meeting me,” I said and pulled out the stool next to him at the bar. “You haven’t hauled me in so I assume that means I’m not on your suspect list?”
He turned to me without saying a word, then looked ahead and took a sip from his glass. “Alex said you had something to share with me. That’s the only reason I’m here.”
I ordered a Jack Daniels from the bartender. “Okay, well if we’re going to be honest with each other. Then I might as well tell you...I wasn’t completely up-front with you yesterday, at the marina.”
Mike gave me a quick glance out of the corner of his eye, but kept his head faced forward. “I figured as much.” He took another sip from his drink. “Hope you’re not wasting my time. I got work to do, you know.” 
What a prick. I thought about not telling him a thing. Walk out, let him come after me. But Alex made me promise I’d tell him what I knew, let the sheriff’s office do their job. “You asked me about Philip’s girlfriend.”
He turned to me and nodded. “Victoria Collins.” His face got twisted a bit. “We don’t think she was on the boat. No luck locating her just yet. It doesn’t help that nobody seems to know who she is.”
I waited a moment. “She’s his fiancé, from Australia. She was on the boat with him earlier that morning, but not when I showed up.”
Mike gave me a blank stare but didn’t say a word.
I continued. “Philip got a call in the early morning while I was there. It was from Victoria, but she said she’d been abducted.”
“Are you shitting me, Walsh?”
I shook my head. “I didn’t want to put her at risk. Philip was told to pay a ransom.” 
“How much?”
“One million dollars. I didn’t tell you because they told her to say if the cops were involved she’d be killed.”
Mike rubbed his face with both hands. “Jesus Christ, Walsh.” He shook his head. “So that explosion happened after he got the call that his girlfriend had been kidnapped?”
I nodded. “She was the one who called him.”
“You do realize by not telling me this yesterday you’re—”
“Mike.” I turned in my seat, facing him. “I’m telling you now.”
He finished what was in his glass and gave the bartender a nod. The bartender grabbed the bottle of Jim Beam and poured it over the ice in Mike’s glass.
“Jim Beam, huh?”
Mike looked straight ahead and sipped off the top of his bourbon. Without facing me, he said, “They called his cell phone?”
“Yes.”
“There was no phone found at the scene. Could be anywhere down along the river at this point.”
I nodded, knowing Mike would take me in if I told him I’d taken a crucial piece of evidence from the scene. Alex was already having the data extracted from Philip’s phone, and maybe I’d share what we found without telling him we had it. “We called the number back. It was a dead line. Either a burner phone or they re-routed the—”
“I know how it works.” He shot back what was left in his glass and pushed it forward on the bar. He gave a nod with his chin to the bartender. “If there’s anything else you’re not telling me, I’ll haul you down the station.”
I pretended I didn’t hear him, ignoring his threat. “There was an SUV in the parking lot that caught my eye.”
The bartender poured another shot of Jim Beam into Mike’s glass.
Mike said, “What SUV?”
“A big Suburban. Black, all the windows tinted. Got the plate.” I reached into my pocket and pulled out a piece of paper with the plate number on it. I grabbed a cocktail napkin, wrote down the number and slid it to Mike.
Mike took the napkin, looked at it, and pushed it aside. “So, you saw a Suburban in the parking lot.” He grabbed his glass and put it up to his mouth. Before he took a sip, over the glass he
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