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A post 9/11 love story for the ages. Southwest Florida, 2003. Rena Helmsworth, a technical writer with the newly-formed Department of Homeland Security, hires private investigator Dean Treadwell to look into a domestic terrorist cell known as Infinity that is pressuring her for highly classified information. As they work together, Rena and the detective fall into a lusty romance as steamy as Florida summer nights.

Her third week on the job, Rena is approached by a mysterious woman known only as Blue who claims she works for a shadowy organization known as Infinity. Blue demands that Rena turn over top-secret database access protocols and digital encryption schemes, and threatens to have Rena killed if she doesn't deliver. Rena and Dean negotiate the labyrinthine paths leading to Infinity, discovering it to be an al-Qaeda terrorist cell operating on ships in the Gulf of Mexico. The body count rises and the threats against them mount as they learn Infinity is planning an assault on the United States that promises to make 9/11 seem like child's play. 

What Rena and the detective discover 80 miles off the coast of Florida is truly bizarre and life-changing. And for Rena Helmsworth, their discovery is much more personal than she could have ever imagined. She learns that with Dean, she can trust a man and truly love again after a series of disappointing relationships. And in Rena, Dean has found a woman he wants to spend his life with after losing his wife six years before. 

Danger, intrigue, romance, terror ... deception at every turn. You get it all when you enter the sinister lair of Infinity.

By Jeff Dennis:
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“Mystery has its own mysteries,

and there are gods above gods. 

We have ours, they have theirs. 

That is what's known as INFINITY.”

—  Jean Cocteau  —
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“Between religion's “'this is” 

and poetry’s “'but suppose this is,”

there must always be some kind of tension,

until the possible and the actual meet at INFINITY.

—  Northrop Frye  —
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THE BLUE SIDE OF INFINITY
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Bonita Springs, Florida

July 2003
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RENA HELMSWORTH liked to watch.

She sat at one end of the leather-padded horseshoe bar, hunched over a margarita, checking out the happy hour crowd. Rena liked to imagine detailed bios of strangers based on their mannerisms and overheard clips of conversation. And here in Boomers—a bustling South Florida watering hole—she always found a diverse parade of humanity. 

A young woman took the stool next to her. “Hello, fellow lonely heart,” Rena heard her say.

Too late for escape, she thought. Rena turned to look at the woman. Young, maybe late twenties. Crow-black hair, a short conservative cut that looped around delicate ears. Slight Asian cast to the almond eyes, not pronounced enough to be full Chinese, but perhaps a drop or two of Taiwanese blood in the mix. Translucent pale skin, like fine bone china. Understated peach lipstick. Expensive European designer-cut pantsuit.

“I’m not lonely,” Rena said in a bored tone, trying to discourage further conversation. She turned back to her margarita.

“Can I buy you a drink?” the woman said over the Jimmy Buffett music.

Rena pointed to her salt-rimed glass. “I’ve already got one.”

The woman signaled for the bartender with a haughty wave, ordered a Diet Coke. She snapped her purse open, fished out a cigarette and lit up. The air became a haze. “Smoke?”

“Do you mind?” Rena fanned the air with her hand.

“No, I don’t mind at all,” the woman said before sucking the smoke deep into her lungs and exhaling a small cloud.

Rena looked at the pack of cigarettes on the bar. Foreign. Dunhill Internationals. A British brand.

The woman studied her with a focused intensity.

Rena kept her eyes on her glass. “So, is there something you need from me?”

“I’m just trying to strike up a friendly conversation. Where’s the foul?”

Rena detected a trace of an accent but couldn’t place it. Distinctly American, but there was a European inflection. A little guttural. German maybe?

“It’s good to finally meet you, Rena,” the woman said. “Rena Helmsworth isn’t it?”

Rena couldn’t believe anyone around here could possibly know her. She had been living in Bonita Springs for just three weeks, had only begun her new job here two weeks ago.

Rena squirmed, looked back at her. “Have we, um ... have we met? Do you work at Warfield Systems?”

“No, Rena. I work for a much larger organization.”

“How do you know my name?”

The woman blew another noxious cloud of smoke across the bar. “Your name is just a sliver of what I know about you.”

“Is that right?” Rena’s stomach did a queasy flip-flop. 

The bartender brought the woman her Diet Coke. She took a drink, looked at Rena. “Yes, that’s right.”

“I don’t believe you. What if I told you I don’t give a shit?”

“Your choice,” she said, pausing to light another cigarette. “But I’m going to tell you what I know and you can agree or disagree. I don’t really care either way.”

“So why bother then?” Rena said, looking down at her drink, wishing this bothersome woman would disappear.

“Because you need to know what I know in order for us to establish our relationship.”

“We don’t have a relationship.”

The woman smiled. “Oh, but we will, Rena.”

Rena stared at her, a troubling intensity radiating from the woman’s dazzling eyes. After a long unsettling moment, Rena looked away.

“You’re an only child, born in Middletown, Ohio,” the woman began. “You have spent a number of years overseas due to your parents working in a covert branch of the government. You’re thirty-nine. You have an undergraduate degree in Computer Science and an MBA, specializing in International Business. You are a crackerjack programmer, though you prefer writing documentation over code. You have worked the past ten years as a technical writing consultant. You started work at Warfield Systems a few weeks ago in a greatly classified position that requires the highest security clearance. What else?” the woman said, thinking, smoking. “Your mother died when you were ten. Something suspicious about her death, I understand. Something possibly to do with your father’s profession. Do you want me to tell you what I know about your father, Rena?”

Rena sat, rigid as a statue, stunned. All this off the top of the woman’s head. All of it accurate.

“Your father is career CIA. He has spent a good part of his time handling diplomatic issues in Europe and the Middle East. Quentin Helmsworth’s last known residence is Zurich, but this is probably news to you since the two of you have been estranged for years. Your family regards your father as kind of a rogue black sheep, and they have basically ostracized him.”

Rena felt like she had been slapped in the face. “Who the hell are you?”

The woman stubbed her cigarette in the ashtray, took a sip of her Diet Coke. “They call me Blue.”

“Blue? Blue what?”

“Blue Infinity.”

“What the hell kind of name is Blue Infinity?”

“It’s just a label. My stage name, if you will.”

“That’s ridiculous,” Rena said.

“No more ridiculous than some of the code names your father has used over the years. Names like Zookeeper or Crescent Moon.”

Those code names ripped through Rena like a lethal Mid-western twister. She hadn’t heard them in years. This woman definitely operated in the twilight underworld of international intelligence. And she was good.

Blue said, “Cat got your tongue, Rena?”

“No, ah ... no. Exactly what is it you want with me?”

“Oh, darling, we’ve got big plans for you. We’ve been scoping you for quite some time.”

“Scoping? We?”

“Yes. Me and the organization I represent.”

“And who might that be?”

Blue reached down and pulled a magazine out of her purse. Rena noticed it was the latest edition of Rolling Stone.

“You ever read Rolling Stone? Blue asked.

“I used to,” she said. “Back in my youth.”

“Isn’t that cute,” Blue said, giving her a crooked smile. “Back in your youth. Like you’re an old dried-up crone now.”

“Look, I—”

“I urge you to read this issue,” Blue said, sliding the magazine closer to Rena.

“Why? What could be so important in Rolling Stone?”

“For starters, there’s quite a bit of information about your new employer.”

“Warfield Systems?”

“Who else?”

“In Rolling Stone?”

Blue produced a malevolent grin that chilled Rena. “In a roundabout way, yes.”

“And what if I’m not interested?”

“Surely you’re interested in living to celebrate your fortieth birthday, Rena.”

“What? Are you threat—?”

“I suggest you read the article and take it to heart.”

Rena’s anger overtook her shock. “Look, Blue, or whatever your real name is. I don’t know what kind of game you’re playing with this bullshit, but—”

“Oh, it’s far from bullshit, honey.” Blue brought her voice down to a whisper. “Let’s get something straight, sister. We own you. When you signed on with Warfield Systems, you became our puppet. We pull the strings and you dance. Are you a good dancer, Rena?”

This Blue character who had stormed so suddenly into Rena’s life operated with confident control. She was articulate and calm. Everything about her personal appearance was meticulous and neat. Professional.

Rena spoke, trying to keep the shakiness she felt out of her voice. “Who is this we you keep referring to?”

“Our organization.” Blue pointed to the magazine. “It’s all in this issue. Everything. Warfield Systems ... our organization. Why you will follow our demands if you value your life.”

Rena looked down at the cover of the Rolling Stone, her anger stirring at this imposition. “Listen, bitch! Nobody threatens me. Nobody. You got that?”

Blue shook her head, amused. Took a sip of her drink. “Have you ever thought about how you got that job at Warfield so easily? How you just breezed through the interview process and gained security clearance without a hitch? Warfield Systems received more than two-hundred résumés for that position. Didn’t you wonder why, after being out of work for five months, suddenly this government contract lands right in your lap?”

Rena had thought about it, in fact. “I don’t know,” she said, “I just thought maybe Warfield waived some of the security checks because of my father’s position.”

Blue snorted. “You are so naive.”

Rena did her best to keep her runaway emotions in check.

Blue stubbed out her cigarette and threw the pack of Dun-hills in her purse. “Talking exhausts me.” She slapped a five-dollar bill on the bar and stood, threw the strap of her purse across her shoulder. “Everything you need to know is in the magazine. Happy reading, Rena. I’ll be in touch.”

“Wait—” Rena shouted over the music. But Blue was a blur. The mysterious woman vanished from Boomers as quickly as she had appeared.

“Can I get you another margarita?”

She looked up to see the bartender standing in front of her. “No. I think I need something stronger. How about a double Scotch on the rocks?”

Rena glanced at the magazine. She took a deep breath. Opened it. Saw a compact disc tucked in the fold. The bar lights reflected a prismatic rainbow off the shiny DVD. The label contained a single symbol, printed in blood-red ink. Rena recognized the icon as the universal sign for infinity ... the figure 8 laid on its side:
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SOMETHING VERY OMINOUS and threatening about that symbol. It stared at her like the evil eyes of some wicked creature from another world.

The bartender placed her drink in front of her.

“Thanks, Brett” she said, pulling her drink closer to her. “That woman who was just here sitting next to me, have you seen her in here before?”

Brett shook his head. “Can’t say that I have. I assumed you two were good friends the way you were schmoozing.”

Schmoozing? Rena wouldn’t describe it that way.

As Brett shuffled off to the other end of the bar, she stared at the disc, hypnotized by it. Hopefully there would be something incriminating on it so she could call the authorities, something identifying Blue Infinity and her mysterious organization.

Unless it was all some kind of grand hoax.

Was her father, Quentin, behind this? It had his eccentric personality stamped all over it.

Rena closed the magazine and slugged back the Scotch in two long swallows, feeling the numbing burn in her throat. She grabbed her purse and hurriedly threw several bills on the bar, tucked the magazine under her arm, and left Boomers in a huff.

On the way to her car, she glanced over her shoulder every other step.
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WHILE HER GUITAR 
GENTLY WEEPS
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Naples, Florida

July 2003
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THE MELANCHOLY MONSTER stalked Dean Treadwell.

He awoke to a dull, overcast morning, nausea swimming in his gut, a feeling of dread coursing through his veins. Six years ago today he had lost his beloved Amanda.

He’d had the nightmare again, Amanda riding the white horse, her long blonde hair flowing behind her, her naked body pierced with hypodermic needles. She strummed her guitar from atop her mount and sang a discordant melody, the overall effect similar to a carnival midway calliope losing its power.

A hot shower and several cups of coffee got him past the terror. He took his mug with him into the rec room and queued up his CD player. The Rembrandts’ “Rollin’ Down the Hill” helped chase the ominous feeling dogging him.

He looked at the battered acoustic guitar perched on a stand in the corner. Amanda’s guitar. Dean knew he should probably sell it, at the very least shove it in the back of a closet. His shrink recommended he do that. But Dean just couldn’t. Somehow that expensive Martin guitar was his remaining bond with the only woman he had ever loved. Putting it back in the case would be like closing the coffin lid on her forever. Selling the guitar would be like pimping her memory.

He wasn’t sure he would ever get over Amanda Farington. She had been his wife, his best friend, his confidant. They had enjoyed several wonderful years together before she spiraled downward into the dark abyss of drug addiction. The last couple of years had been pure hell, as he watched her go from a promising singer-songwriter—playing bars up and down Florida’s Gulf coast—to a burned-out ghost who rode the heroin horse straight to her grave. And throughout Amanda’s shocking decline, Dean’s superiors with the Tampa Police showed no empathy. He was married to a bona fide junkie. Get her right or cut her loose, the brass told him. His fellow police officers ostracized Dean. It still pissed him off, half-a-dozen years later.

The music stopped. The room went eerily quiet. Dean set his coffee cup on the bar and went to Amanda’s guitar, brushed his hand across the strings and cringed at the out-of-tune sound. The strings hadn’t been changed since she died. 

My confused, vulnerable angel, he thought, feeling the familiar hollow ache in his gut.

After ten years with the Tampa Police, Dean called it quits. The constant Internal Affairs surveillance wore him down. 

Too many memories spooking him in Tampa.

So he decided to make a change.

He earned his State of Florida private investigators license, joining the ranks of the other 7,000+ licensed PIs in the state. Next, he researched the best potential area in which to hang his shingle. Naples seemed to be the best prospect, with its growing population of nouveau riche computer dot-com millionaires providing a potentially fruitful client base. 

He went to his rack of compact discs, searched through to find Amanda’s first CD, the one she had signed for him all those years ago in the beer-soaked little bar in Ybor City. He looked at the cover, with her looping handwritten inscription over her photo: ‘To Dean, May these songs make your heart soar! With all my soul, Amanda Farington.’ Her photograph dominated the cover. Amanda with her guitar. She looked so pure and innocent, dressed in her trademark electric-white stage outfit, her dark eyes shining brightly with youthful optimism and promise.

Dean removed the disc and slipped it in the player. The opening bars of “Willow Wood” filled the room with Amanda’s expert flat picking, the acoustic richness of her guitar resonating pleasantly in the small room. She began to sing, and that’s when he lost himself. It came on slowly, as Amanda’s familiar smoky ballad touched him, took him back to the first performances he had witnessed in those packed Tampa bars. He glanced at Amanda’s battered guitar cradled in the stand in the corner, and he could picture her sitting on one of the stools, serenading him. His eyes began to well up. A lone tear slid down his cheek. By the time she hit the chorus, Dean was into a full-throttle sob.

Good thing my clients can’t see me now, he thought. Tough ex-cops aren’t supposed to cry.

The second track began to play, a more up-tempo number that featured Amanda’s distinctive syncopated strumming. Dean found himself tapping his foot in time with “Marching Through Xanadu,” a tune that had received airplay on a small Tampa radio station locals-only showcase.

He glanced at her guitar in the corner. Man, she could sure make that thing sing.

Dean sat and listened through the CD in its entirety, from the third track, “The Crossroads of Love,” through the fourteenth track, a sultry, introspective ballad titled “In My Time of Waiting.” He found himself alternately crying, then smiling and slapping his hand against the bar in time with the music. Amanda’s music reflected the kind of woman she had been—mercurial, diverse, sensitive, funny, sad ... complex.

Dean rose from his stool and went to the closet, dug out Amanda’s road-battered guitar case. He examined the mélange of stickers plastered across every available surface, each colorful decal representing a club or concert or festival at which she had performed. He smiled as he thought back to Amanda telling him the stories behind many of those stickers.

He set the case on top of the pool table and unsnapped the latches, opened the lid. The burgundy felt lining was worn to a glossy sheen. Gingerly, respectfully, he picked up the guitar and laid it in the case. Dean took a deep breath, a thousand memories flooding his mind as he looked down on the guitar’s bright spruce top and worn ebony fret board. After a long moment, he reached over and closed the top, snapped the latches shut.

He stood there, pondering. It didn’t feel like he was closing the lid on Amanda’s coffin. It didn’t feel like he was burying her. Quite the contrary. More like he was preserving her memory in some magnificent ceremonial way.

He was jolted from his reverie by the ringing phone. Caller ID told him it was Danguella, his secretary. “Hi, Dani. What’s up?”

“Sorry to bother you at home, Dean,” she said in her lilting Cuban tongue, “but there’s a woman on the line who insists on speaking with you.”

“Did you tell her I’m preparing to go on vacation?”

“I did. But she demanded to talk to you before you left.”

“She say what it’s about?”

“I think you’ll find this quite interesting. The woman’s name is Rena Helmsworth, and she claims she is being set up by some fringe extremist terrorist group.”

Dean put his coffee mug on the counter, leaned forward. “Set up how?”

“Blackmail and extortion for starters. Ms. Helmsworth says her life is in serious jeopardy.”

“So she wants protection?”

“That’s part of it. Mostly she wants to get to the bottom of it. She says she feels violated and that the people involved are ‘bad to the bone.’ Her words, not mine. She suspects that what they want her to do would land her in prison. That is, only if it doesn’t get her killed. She says their motives are a direct threat to our national security.”

Dean, intrigued, said, “Okay. Put her on.”

He listened as Dani transferred the call. “This is Dean Treadwell. How can I help you?”

“Well, it seems as though I’ve walked into a hornet’s nest, Mr. Treadwell. I’m new to the area and I’m not sure who I can trust.”

“I see. How did you find out about Treadwell Investigations?”

“I ran across your website and liked what I saw.”

“Okay,” he said, wondering what she saw that impressed her. “My secretary gave me a broad overview of your situation, ma’am. If this is a serious threat to your life, why not call the police?”

“You don’t understand. I can’t contact the authorities. They might be in on it in some way. It’s complicated.”

Dean thought, Am I on the phone with a paranoid nutcase?

“Look,” she said, her voice becoming quivery, “I really don’t want to discuss this over the phone. Somebody could be listening.”

“You don’t really think—”

“I want to hire you. Your secretary quoted me your daily rate. Money is no object. I can pay that plus your expenses. And to show the seriousness of my intent, I will include a two-thousand-dollar retainer up front. So how about it?”

“Listen, Miss Helmsworth—”

“Uh, please call me Rena.”

“Okay, Rena. I’m preparing to go on my first real vacation in eons. I’ve got reservations down in the Keys that I made months ago. If I cancel now—”

“Fine, then,” she said abruptly. “My death will forever be on your conscience. Just remember that when you’re lying on the beach, baking in the sun and drinking Mai Tais, flirting with all the gorgeous women in their thong bikinis. I’m sure you’ll feel quite good about yourself when you read in the newspaper about my demise.”

Dean took a deep breath. “With all due respect, don’t you think that’s a bit dramatic?”

“No, I don’t. And you won’t either when you look into this. Now I’ve got two grand burning a hole in my purse. How do I get to your office?”

“Hold on a second,” Dean said. “What makes you so sure I’m the right person to handle this? My specialty is financial crime and insurance fraud.”

“You seem like a man interested in expanding his horizons.”

“You got that from my website?”

“No. Just an intuitive notion.”

“I see.” Dean remained silent for a moment. The more this Rena Helmsworth talked the less she sounded like a lunatic. It did sound like an absorbing case, something drastically different from his usual fare. He made a split-second decision. Key West and its lovely reefs could wait. This woman had hooked him. At least enough to look into it further. “Very well,” he said. “I’m not saying I’ll take you on as a client just yet, but I’m willing to discuss it, see where it goes.”

“Wonderful! No way you’ll be able to resist when you hear what this mess is all about.”

Dean looked at the brass mariner’s clock at the end of the bar. “All right. Where are you coming from?”

“Bonita Springs.”

“That’s maybe twenty minutes away. Can you meet me in my office in say, an hour?”

“Only if you give me directions.”

He smiled and told her the quickest way. Before he hung up, he said, “By the way, I absolutely hate Mai Tais.”

“That’s good. I would wonder about your masculinity if you liked them. But I was right about the gorgeous women in thong bikinis, wasn’t I?”

Dean’s smile grew wider. “I’ll see you in an hour, Rena.”

Very interesting woman, he thought as he hung up.
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SLIPPED DISC
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Naples, Florida

July 2003
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NICE DIGS, Rena thought as she parked her car in the crushed-shell lot in front of Treadwell Investigations.

Exhaustion consumed her. She had suffered from insomnia the past two nights, her sleeplessness caused by the disc that the woman who called herself Blue had given her in Boomers. The information on the Infinity DVD was shocking, upsetting. These people were sophisticated and extremely organized. No doubt, they were also criminally insane.

Rena entered the building. The lobby was small but tastefully decorated, with plush shag carpeting and wood-paneled walls. A few framed Thomas Kinkade prints added splashes of color and a touch of rustic serenity to the room. An expansive bay window on the opposite wall offered an impressive view of the Gulf.

A Cuban woman sat behind the ornate receptionist’s desk. Her skin was smooth and toffee-colored, her hair dark as coal and pulled back in a severe bun. She smiled professionally.

Rena introduced herself.

“I’ll let Mr. Treadwell know you are here, Ms. Helmsworth. Please, make yourself comfortable.”

Rena took a seat on the sofa, picked up a People magazine and absently thumbed through it. Soft music played. The Little River Band’s “Cool Change.” She loved the Little River Band. This has to be a positive omen, she thought.

Rena noticed the framed documents on the wall attesting to Detective Treadwell’s impressive pedigree. Bachelor of Science in Criminology from Florida State in 1984. Certification of completed training from the Tampa Police Academy in 1986. Three certificates of exemplary conduct from the Tampa Bay Police Department in the early 90s. A Rotarian Civic Award for bravery under hostile conditions in 1994.

She picked up the magazine and read about the latest celebrity to check into rehab, humming along with the music.

“Rena Helmsworth?”

Rena looked up to see the detective standing before her.

“I’m Dean Treadwell,” he said, taking her hand and helping her to her feet.

“Hi,” Rena said, standing, looking him over. He was tall, a couple of inches over six feet, with graying blond hair that covered his ears and spilled over the collar of his splashy Hawaiian shirt. He had a bronze tan and seemed fairly fit. Rena’s first impression was of an aging surfer. His pocked complexion suggested  battles with teenage acne. His nose was pushed slightly to the left, probably broken several times.

“Please, follow me,” he said without preamble.

When they were seated in his office, Rena decided to take the initiative. “Thanks for taking the time to see me, Detective. I hate to be the one to delay your vacation, but—”

“What kind of work do you do, Rena?”

No nonsense, she thought, watching him sit with incredibly straight posture behind his desk, his long fingers clacking across his computer keyboard. 

“I’m a technical writer,” she said. “I write those boring computer manuals everybody curses.”

“I’ve been known to curse those manuals myself on occasion,” he said with a wry smile. “You said you are new to the area. How long have you been here?

“Just a few weeks.”

“Where’d you move here from?” he asked, fingers clacking across the keyboard.

“Atlanta.”

“So, what brings you to South Florida?”

“A job at Warfield Systems in Bonita Springs.”

“The government contractor?”

This surprised her. “You’ve heard of them?”

“Yes,” he said, head bent, concentrating on his typing. ”I’ve kept up with the new Department of Homeland Security operations.” He typed some more, the clicking keystrokes filling the silence, then said, “Tell me a little about your responsibilities at Warfield Systems.”

Rena had more urgent things to discuss and she told him so.

“We’ll get to that very soon, Rena. I need some background on you first, so I know who I might be taking on as a client. Now, tell me about your responsibilities at your new job.”

“Well, I’ve been hired as a consultant to develop the documentation for their new INSTT interactive database.” She pronounced it and spelled out the acronym for him.

He looked up at her, over the computer monitor. “Explain it to this dummy. What is the INSTT interactive database?”

She hesitated. “Nothing personal, Detective, but my work is highly classified. I signed my life away on non-disclosure agreements. I was granted one of the top security clearances. I’m sworn to secrecy.”

She watched as he pushed back from his computer and folded his arms across his chest. “Rena, I can’t possibly help you if you withhold information from me. You can trust me completely. If you have any doubts, I’ll give you the names of a hundred of my past clients who will vouch for my professionalism and discretion.”

After a long moment, she said, “I’m sorry. It’s just that this whole thing has me rattled.”

“I understand. But you can confide in me with complete confidence.”

Rena believed him. At least she wanted very badly to believe him. “Does this mean you will take on my case?”

He emitted a tiny laugh, as though he found her amusing. She heard Blue’s voice calling her naive in her ear.

“It depends,” he said. “I’m a careful man. I have to know what I’m getting into before I’ll commit to anything.”

They stared at each other across the desk before Rena had to look away. She nodded. “Okay, I’ll, um ... I’ll tell you what you want to know.”

She started slowly, reluctantly, but then gained momentum as she went on. She told him that “INSTT” was an acronym that stands for Immigration and Naturalization Suspected Terrorist Tracker. Rena explained to him that after the attack on the World Trade Center and Pentagon, it became obvious America was lacking in efficient communications between major intelligence agencies. This interactive database was being developed to be a real-time, Web-based communications system that links agencies ... the FBI, CIA, NSA, Coast Guard, Immigration Naturalization Services, Border Patrol, U.S. Customs ... even the FAA and national airport administrations and all branches of the military.

“It’s a very sophisticated network,” Rena continued, “but it’s still in its embryonic stage. Basically it stores comprehensive dossiers on suspected terrorists and their organizations. The database includes known information about sympathizers here Stateside. It tracks suspects’ movements and communications, and collects and distributes profile data. Anyone and anything that is considered to be a threat to our national security will be posted in this massive database. Only key people are granted access, and even then, there is a series of checks and balances that grant them access only to certain areas of the database. This architecture contains the most sophisticated firewall security I’ve ever seen. Ten levels of authentication and authorization checks. Very advanced data encryption methodologies. The only people having complete access reside in the White House and the Pentagon, a few of the top levels of the FBI and CIA. As you can imagine, there are many unscrupulous types who would benefit from access to this information.”

Dean nodded. “And this woman who approached you in the bar?”

“She gave me the creeps.”

“In what way?”

“Well, she threatened me.”

“How?”

“She told me the organization she represents owned me. Implied that they had arranged for me to get this job and that I was going to be their puppet, that they would pull the strings and I would dance for them. That if I didn’t dance the proper way, I might not see my next birthday.”

The detective stopped typing, looked up at her, a serious expression darkening his face. “Do you think it’s a legitimate threat, Rena? Or did this woman seem off to you? Was she delusional?”

“Oh, the woman is off her rocker, no doubt. But not in a delusional way. She’s very smart and polished. Completely in control at all times. I think she could be an upper-echelon player in the world of international espionage. She has that kind of vibe.”

The detective studied her. “And just what would you know about the world of espionage?”

Rena didn’t want to bring her father, Quentin, into this conversation. Nor did she care to discuss her college days when she’d had to deal with a few people from that treacherous world. “Let’s just say I’ve had some exposure to spycraft. Can we leave it at that for now?”

“Very well.”

“They’ve definitely got me in their crosshairs, Detective.”

“Who’s they? Were you able to determine that?”

“Yes. Afterward I discovered more than I care to know about who they are. This woman—she goes by the code name of Blue—she gave me a digital video disc. Said it would explain everything. I took it home and started watching it Wednesday night. I haven’t slept much since then.”

“I see. And what did you discover on the disc?”

A shudder went through Rena as she recalled what the disc revealed. “Blue’s organization is known as Infinity. They are an al Qaeda sympathizer group, a network operating here in the States that assists the terrorist sleeper cells. Apparently all the members are U.S. citizens and are very WASPy in appearance. Squeaky clean backgrounds. They work respectable jobs. All of the operatives mentioned use colors as their code names.”

“And did you make a copy of the disc for me?”

Rena had feared this. She thought about all the information on the disc that incriminated her personally. Blue’s organization had taken great pains to make Rena aware of just how much they knew about her. The most damaging thing they had uncovered was her disastrous affair with her ex-boss, Randall Powers, a married man with four children. The affair from relationship hell, she called it now, The Big Mistake that had cost her a good job and she suspected had blackballed her career in the Atlanta high tech community. Rena wasn’t sure she wanted Dean Treadwell to know about this sorry part of her recent past. Same with the drug bust back in her college days.

“They coded the disc with some kind of copy protection,” she said, speaking the truth. “I couldn’t duplicate it. Sorry.”

“Well, did you bring the disc with you?”

She wanted to say no, but couldn’t. Rena wanted this man’s help.

“Yes, I brought it with me,” she said grudgingly. She reached into her purse and pulled out the thin plastic jewel case, handed it across the desk to him. “I want to forewarn you, Detective, that you are going to read some things on here that are shocking. Things about me. Things about some of the bigger mistakes I’ve made in my life. I’m not proud of some of what I’ve done—”

“Who is?”

“—so please, just keep that in mind. I don’t want you to think bad of me.”

The detective smiled at her. “Darlin’, if you knew about some of the things I’ve done, you’d probably be running for the hills about now.”

She smiled back at him, appreciating his attempt to calm her.

“Look, Rena. I spent ten years as a cop on the streets of Tampa, another five as a private investigator here in Naples. There isn’t much I haven’t seen or done during those years. I’m not going to judge you. I’m working a case here. We want to get after these people are who are threatening you, right?”

“Yes, of course.”

“Well, just let me do my thing and don’t worry about it. I’ll get it back to you early next week.”

“So you’re taking my case?”

He nodded.

“Oh, thank you, thank you, thank you!” she gushed, relieved after a couple of worrisome days to finally have someone to confide in about this scary situation.

“Just go home and try not to stress over this, Rena. If you are contacted again by this Blue woman, call me immediately.” He slid his business card across the desk to her.

She noticed the framed photograph on the wall behind the detective’s desk. It showed a younger Dean Treadwell standing in front of a large gold seaplane, one of the wings casting a shadow across his shoulders. “Where was that taken? she asked, pointing to the photograph.

He turned around to look at it. “That’s here at a marina in Naples,” he said. “My pride and joy. My Golden Goose.” He turned back around to face her.

“You own that plane?”

“Yes. Goosey is all mine now. Just got her paid off this spring. There’s no better way to see a Gulf sunset than from the cockpit of the Golden Goose.”

She found herself wondering if he was married.

“Okay, Rena,” he said, standing behind his desk now, “let me get to work on this. We’ll get to the bottom of it,” he said, walking her to the door. “I’ll give you a call Monday evening. That’ll give me a few days to absorb what’s on the disc and to plan an initial course of action.”

He touched her elbow, gently guiding her out into the hallway. An electric tingle went through her. The only thing she could think to say was, “How should I make out your advance check? To Treadwell Investigations or to you personally?”

He smiled at her. “We’ll take care of that next week.”

“I’m sorry to ruin your vacation,” she said.

“Nonsense.” He emitted a short chortle that she found endearing. “You didn’t ruin anything. The Keys aren’t going anywhere. Go home and get some sleep, Rena. Leave the worrying to me.”
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FOLLOWING AMANDA’S funeral six years ago, Dean Treadwell had taken action. 

An eye for an eye.

He couldn’t live with himself knowing low-rent scum like Whitey Ackerman—Amanda’s drug supplier—still drew a breath, making absurd amounts of tax-free cash peddling heroin and crack on the streets of Tampa.

Dean made sure the bastard went down the same way Amanda did—by the needle.

Yes, indeed. An eye for an eye. 

A vein for a vein.

Ackerman operated out of Lester’s, a dilapidated pool hall a few blocks from the North Boulevard Homes projects. Dean tracked him for a week, noting the dealer’s routine. Like many predators, Whitey was nocturnal, partly due to the requirements of his trade, mostly due to the fact that he suffered from an acute case of albinism. With his vacant pink eyes, plaster-white skin, and thin, stringy platinum hair that draped his shoulders, he looked like one of the Children of the Damned Dean had seen on late-night cable. Working his black beat, Whitey and his Caucasian entourage stuck out like a dusting of snow on freshly laid asphalt.

Dean knew this was a job he couldn’t handle solo, especially since he was still a cop, so he had enlisted the help of Donnie Putnam. He could always count on his thrill-seeker friend to jump at the dirty jobs. Nothing was beneath Putty. Especially when it came to snuffing a scumbag drug dealer. Drugs had cut short Donnie Putnam’s career as a professional football player, and as a reformed addict, Putty hated drugs and the vermin who hawked the trash. Putty had also been close with Amanda, had loved her like a sister. He had made several valiant attempts to get Mandy off the junk, but like Dean, he had failed.

“I’ll give you one last chance to back out of this, Putty,” Dean said as Donnie Putnam climbed into the rental car he had secured under a phony name.

Putty squeezed his six-foot-five frame into the passenger seat. “Are you shittin’ me, paisano? This guy deserves to be strung up by his testicles.” He pushed the seat back as far as it would go. “Jesus, Treadwell, you’re pulling down good money. Can’t you afford a better ride than this piece of shit Escort?”

Dean scanned Putty’s outlandish Mohawk, the wild brush of purple hair that streaked across the top of his shaved head like some alien weed that had sprouted through concrete. “Did you bring a wig and a hat the way I asked?”

“Loosen your sphincter for once, Deano. Whaddaya take me for, a rank amateur?” Putty reached into the small travel bag on the floor between his feet and pulled out a wig, stretched it over his head. He reached down a second time and produced a fake mustache and goatee, stripped the adhesive backing off both and put them into place on his lip and chin. He turned the rearview mirror and studied himself. 

“There, much better,” he said, straightening the goatee. “Goodbye Donnie Putnam ... hello, Man of La Mancha.”

“More like Albert Einstein after a weeklong bender, you ask me,” Dean said, shaking his head.

The plan was for Putty to go into Lester’s Pool Hall and ask for Whitey, saying he was looking for a big score. Putty would flash a large wad of cash to show his seriousness. He’d say that only the big man—Whitey Ackerman—could handle a pinch this big and refuse to deal with anyone else. And then Putty would coax Whitey out into the parking lot. Ackerman wouldn’t come out alone, Dean knew that. Whitey never went anywhere without his muscle. But Dean and Putty would surprise Whitey’s thugs.

Dean pulled into Lester’s parking lot, spotted Whitey’s Porsche parked where it normally sat this time of morning. He drove the Escort around back and parked next to the dumpster, then shut off the engine. He could hear the faint rumble of rock music coming from the pool hall. The stench of garbage was overpowering. He checked his watch. Just shy of two AM.

Putty checked his security—a small derringer strapped to his ankle and a blade taped to his left thigh. Only idiots with a death wish went into places like Lester’s unarmed.

“Okay, sports fans,” Putty said, opening the door. “It’s kick-off time.”

The door closed and Dean watched his crazy friend amble through the parking lot, then disappear around the side of the building. Dean was alone with his thoughts. He recalled the way Donnie Putnam had come into his life, how they had established a friendship. Not for the first time, Dean thought about his penchant for attracting on-the-edge personalities. He wondered which flaw in his own character was the crazy magnet.

Putty had been playing for the Tampa Bay Buccaneers then. Dean was on stadium security detail, working the sidelines for a game against the Redskins. Hulking number 57 approached him just before halftime and bellowed, “I notice you’ve been checking out the brunette cheerleader in front. You can’t have her, she’s mine. But take your pick of any of the rest and I’ll fix you up. They’re a fun bunch.”

And so began the strange but enduring friendship between Dean Treadwell and Donnie Putnam.

Donnie Putnam had been a linebacker drafted in the sixth round out of Oklahoma. He was in his second year with the Bucs, but due to his constant off-field problems, he hadn’t cracked the starting lineup and was relegated to playing on the special teams, the unit the players called ‘the gonzo squad.’ It was Putty’s job to sacrifice his body and what little sanity he possessed on kickoffs and punts, running down the field in a hellbent-for-leather kamikaze style, busting up the opposing team’s blocking wedge so that his teammates could make the tackle. It was a thankless, brutal job and Putty took a serious pounding each week. But he relished the role. It enhanced his daredevil, playboy reputation off the field.

Too much of the good life away from the game and the brutality on the gridiron finally caught up with Donnie in his fourth season of pro ball. The seventh game of the season, against the Cowboys, Putty blew out his knee. If Putty had been a horse they would have shot him on the spot. Donnie Putnam never played another down of football.

Dean caught movement in the rearview. The back service door of Lester’s opened. Whitey Ackerman strutted out, closely followed by Putty and a guy who looked like a side of beef with arms and legs. Good, Dean thought, just the one bodyguard. He felt a flutter of anxiety as he grabbed the police-issue cuffs and ball gag off the front seat.

Putty led the two men toward the rental Escort, talking the entire way. Whitey and Side of Beef laughed uproariously. Putty was doing his thing with his good old boy humor. He had them in the palm of his hand, relaxed and completely off guard.

Dean got out of the car and moved behind the dumpster.

Putty and the lowlifes got closer. Dean could hear Putty’s voice very clearly. “... yeah, they used to call her The Grand Canyoness. She was so wide and deep that her pimp had to supply johns with two-by-fours to strap across their asses so they wouldn’t fall in!” Whitey and Side of Beef roared, like it was the funniest thing they’d ever heard. Dean crouched at the side of the dumpster. This was his cue.

Putty moved quickly, striking Side of Beef in the throat with a vicious left, then followed with a right uppercut that slammed the big henchman against the dumpster wall. Side of Beef grabbed for his throat and made sounds like an asthmatic donkey as he slumped to the asphalt in a heap.

Dean saw the look of astonishment on Whitey’s face, heard him mutter “What the—?” Dean pounced, grabbing the startled dealer by his arms and cuffing his hands behind him, then quickly stuffed his mouth with the ball gag. Putty moved in on the fallen bodyguard, reached down and lifted him by his lapels, hit him twice more with his right fist while holding him up with his left. Blood splattered across the side of the dumpster. Dean could hear the distinct sound of bone cracking on the second hit, a savage punch that dislocated the creep’s jaw.

Dean frisked Whitey, who fought and tried to scream behind the gag. He took the drug dealer’s cell phone, pager, Porsche keys, wallet, and small revolver, then pushed him into the back seat of the Escort, shut the door as quietly as he could. He looked back toward the dumpster, saw Putty land two solid kicks to Side of Beef’s midsection. Putty reached down and dragged the bodyguard up into a standing position, then physically hoisted him into the air and tossed him through the open door of the rusted dumpster as though he was handling a rag doll. Side of Beef landed with a thud in the stinking garbage. Several big rats scurried, squealing like tiny pigs as they darted for the safety of the shadows.

Dean climbed in behind the wheel and started up the car. Whitey Ackerman thrashed and shrieked in the back seat, but his cries were muffled by the gag in his mouth.

The back door squeaked open and Putty got in, the car shifting with his weight. The door slammed shut.

“Is your dance partner still alive?” Dean asked, watching in the mirror as Putty got Whitey under control.

“Barely.” Putty grunted with the exertion of trying to contain Ackerman. “The guy will be sucking his dinners through a straw for a while.”

Dean put the car in reverse and pulled away from the blood-spattered scene, entering the near deserted streets of downtown Tampa. He told Putty to remove the gag, warning Whitey, “If you raise your voice even a whisper, my friend will shoot you. Understood?” 

Whitey nodded timidly. 

Putty grabbed a large revolver from his bag and pulled back the hammer, the click obscenely loud in the close quarters of the car. Holding the gun against Whitey’s temple with one hand, Putty removed the ball gag from the dealer’s mouth with the other.

“Who the fuck are you?” Whitey said, jutting his chin at Dean in a defiant gesture.

“Hello, Warren,” Dean said, feeling his rage build as he repositioned the rearview, training it on Ackerman. “I’m Doctor Kevorkian. I’ll be your tour guide for the evening.”

“Doctor who?” Whitey said, confusion clouding his shifty pink eyes. Then, a look of realization came over him. “Hey, I know you. You ain’t no doctor. You’re a cop. I seen you around.”

Dean hadn’t expected Ackerman to be able to ID him. He looked in the rearview, hatred consuming him. “I assure you, I am a doctor. You don’t know who Doctor Kevorkian is, Warren?”

“Ain’t got a clue, pig!” Whitey spat.

“Well, let me educate you, asshole. I’m known as the Doctor of Death. I put people who are suffering out of their misery.”

“Well, I ain’t in any kind of misery. I ain’t suffering one iota. I’m livin’ life high and righteous.” Whitey smiled at Dean, all puffed-up and belligerent.

Dean pulled up to a red light, turned around and gave Whitey his most malevolent stare. “I’ve got a news flash for you, Ackerman. Your days of the high life have reached an end.”

Whitey Ackerman met Dean’s intimidating glare with his tiny pink eyes but remained silent.

“I’m your executioner, Whitey. I bet when you woke up today, you didn’t give a second’s thought to the possibility that this might be your dying day, did you?”

“You’re skunk-brained, man!” Whitey said. “You kill me and my boys won’t let you live two days.”

“Don’t delude yourself, Whitey. You think your flunkies really give a shit if you live or die? I’ll bet every last one of them would prefer you to be dead. Gives each of ‘em a shot at a promotion.”

“You’re certifiable, man. I don’t even know you. What’d I ever do to you?”

Dean drove. Both he and Putty remained quiet. 

“Look, dudes,” Whitey said, his voice now thin with fear. “I don’t know either of you and I ain’t got a clue what this is all about, but we can work something out here, I’m sure.”

“It’s already worked out, Ackerman,” Dean said. “You’re leaving this world tonight. I hope your life insurance premiums are paid up.”

The expression on Whitey’s emaciated face reminded Dean of the way the white rats used to look just before his roommate at Florida State fed them to his pet python.

They cruised south on Bayshore Boulevard, the wide expanse of the Gulf on their left reflecting the full moon in a glorious blaze of silvery orange, the lights of the city twinkling brightly on their right. Within fifteen minutes Dean turned off the main drag, onto a dark, unpaved service road that led to a deserted stretch of beach. The rental car bucked and rocked in the rutted road, creating a raucous noise that undercut Whitey’s continual chatter.

Dean took a deep breath. “Ah, smell that sea, Whitey? It’s the perfume of death. The Gulf has never smelled sweeter.”

“Fuck you!”

“Such an imaginative wit,” Putty said, stripping off his phony facial hair and wig. “We’re being most civil about this.” Putty ran a brush through his Mohawk.

“Yeah?” Whitey squirmed, a ghastly expression on his pasty face as he stared at Putty transforming himself.

Dean parked the car under a stand of royal palms and cut the engine. A gentle breeze flapped the palm leaves. The rush of the surf became louder. A buoy bell clanged faintly in the distance. Dean snapped on a pair of latex gloves, then got out, went to the trunk and pulled out a blanket, a flashlight, and a cheap boom box. He had recorded a mix tape he thought would be the perfect soundtrack for Whitey’s assisted suicide.

They walked Whitey down to the beach, trudging through the deep, sugary sand. The full moon overhead illuminated the white sand, casting an eerie sepia-toned light over the beach. 

Dean threw out the blanket and set up the tape player. “Take a load off, Whitey,” he said, pushing the Play button, snapping his fingers in time to Eric Clapton’s “Cocaine” as the familiar opening guitar riff drifted across the beach. “Let’s have us a little beach party.”

Putty pushed a protesting Whitey down on the blanket, then stretched on a pair of rubber gloves like the ones Dean wore. He zipped open the pouch of the black bag he’d brought with him, pulled out what looked like a miniature silver skillet, small blowtorch, a large balloon stuffed with a dark, sticky substance with the consistency of roofing tar, and a short rubber hose—an addict’s tourniquet.

“You jag-offs are making a huge mistake,” Whitey said, his eyes wild as he watched Putty dig a chunk of the black tar heroin out of the balloon and scrape it on the silver plate, then fire up the torch and heat the batch until it bubbled into an inky liquid. The blowtorch hissed like a small rocket and the illumination from its flame created jumpy shadows across the sand. Whitey’s eyes got bigger as he watched Putty pull out a fresh syringe. “The least you assholes can do is tell me what this is all about.”

Dean felt the anger working its way back into his throat as he said, “It’s about you murdering my wife.”

“Huh? I ain’t never murdered no one.”

Dean moved closer and clenched his fists. He resisted the urge to pummel the sorry sack of shit. “Does the name Amanda Farington ring any bells in that rotted melon of yours?”

“Nope. Can’t say it does.”

Dean grabbed a photograph out of his shirt pocket and held it in front of Whitey’s face, trained the flashlight beam on it. “Maybe this will clear the cobwebs. This was Amanda Farington Treadwell. My wife. Now I want you to take a long look at her face, get used to seeing it in your nightmares because as you travel down that elevator to hell, I want her there haunting you for all eternity.”

Whitey shook his head vigorously. “I’m tellin’ ya, I ain’t never seen this woman in my life. How could I kill somebody I don’t even know?”

“She knew you pretty damn good, Ackerman,” he shouted, his breath coming faster now. “Your name appeared quite a few times in her diary.”

“Look, I ain’t never killed no one,” Whitey replied, watching in horror as Putty loaded up the syringe. “Most of my customers are junkies. They kill themselves. I ain’t got nothin’ to do with it.”

A black rage overtook Dean. He wanted nothing more than to kick Whitey Ackerman’s teeth through the back of his head. But he and Putty had already agreed not to rough him up. Dean didn’t want the authorities thinking foul play was involved. They wanted this to look like an accidental overdose. He took a deep breath and turned his back on Whitey, looked out over the shimmering Gulf. The music changed to Lou Reed’s “Heroin.” Dean could hear Putty singing along with Reed.

“How about getting those cuffs off of our party animal here, Deano,” Putty said over the music. “We need to get this bash going.”

Dean pulled the key from his pocket and kneeled in the sand next to the blanket to remove Whitey’s cuffs while Putty held the squirming dealer still.

“You fuckers are insane!” Whitey screamed as Dean struggled to insert the key and release the cuffs.

When the cuffs were off, Putty said, “Come on, hemorrhoid, give me your arm. It’s time for your magic carpet ride.”

Putty held him down while he attempted to strap the rubber hose around the dealer’s scrawny arm. “Uh, Deano,” Putty grunted, “you mind making yourself useful here?”

Dean jumped into the fray, and quickly they had Warren Ackerman subdued. Whitey screamed as Putty plunged the needle into his arm and emptied the contents. 

Lou Reed continued his raspy singing.

The dealer’s protests became weaker, his words more slurred, his squirming less energetic. Dean was alarmed at how electric-white Ackerman’s skin and hair looked in the dazzling moonlight. Whitey seemed to glow from the inside, like he had swallowed a couple of fluorescent light tubes.

“Okay,” Putty said, reaching for the black balloon and the blowtorch. “Time to cook up another batch.”

“No-oooooooh ... pleeeeease ...” came Whitey’s near-whisper response.

Dean held Ackerman down on the blanket. He didn’t feel an ounce of sympathy for the scumbag.

Putty stuck Ackerman again and Whitey let out a faint groan. Dean watched as the dealer’s pink eyes rolled back in his head, his eyelids fluttering shut. All life left Whitey’s body.

Lou Reed continued to sing about heroin.

“Mission accomplished,” Putty said after several long moments. He stood and looked down at the deceased.

“Wrong,” Dean said, getting to his feet. “Mission half accomplished. We still have to go back to Lester’s to pick up Whitey’s car, drive it back out here.”

They retraced their steps back up the gently rolling dunes to where the Escort was parked. The music out on the beach changed. AC/DC’s “Highway to Hell” thundered.

“My compliments to the DJ,” Putty said from behind Dean as they crested the last dune and walked toward the rental car.

The pronounced kick drum cut through the surf, echoing like cannon shots across the beach. The dirtied-up power chords from Angus Young’s guitar blitzed the night.

The deed was done.
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Naples, Florida
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WHITEY ACKERMAN’S MURDER had changed Dean in profound ways. Initially, the revenge killing felt cathartic, a welcome release from his pain. But over time, something approaching guilt began to gnaw away at him. He had taken the life of another human being, the first time he’d done that in ten years of legitimate police work.

He could still hear Whitey’s screams punctuating the calm surf lapping the beach. And Christ, they had gloated about it, too, carrying on like a couple of deranged frat boys hazing some pathetic pledge.

Donnie Putnam took another path after Ackerman’s murder. Putty had found religion. Or rather, something like religion had found him.

After Dean left the police force and moved to Naples, Putty stayed in Tampa and fell in with a group of Pentecostals. Putty was enthusiastic about his new pious acquaintances and put pressure on Dean to come back to Tampa and have a look at the way this religious fervor could work therapeutic miracles. Dean had gone to one service, mostly to appease Putty, and couldn’t quite believe what he had witnessed. Folks handling snakes and communicating with God through strange chants and body contortions as animated as grand mal seizures. Putty totally wrapped up in it, Dean’s big friend hypnotized and mesmerized by the circuslike pomp and circumstance of it all. Dean couldn’t get out from under the huge tent fast enough. He had visited carnival side shows that had more dignity.

Dean didn’t see Putty again for close to a year. At their next get-together, Dean was shocked at the transformation in his friend. Putty had shaved off his trademark Mohawk and grown his hair back in a conservative corporate cut. He’d traded in his blue jeans and sneakers for tailored business suits and Italian dress shoes. And he had traded in his Bible for The Wall Street Journal. In Putty’s own words, his entire vortex had shifted.

“I quit the church, Deano,” Putty had pronounced.

“You what? I thought you were a hotshot deacon.”

“I was. Until I discovered it’s all a lie.”

“That’s what I’ve been telling you from the beginning, Putty. But do you listen to reason?”

“I know, I know. I was an idiot.”

“So why the change of heart?”

“Well, I was of the belief that snakes are God’s messengers. If they’re truly couriers for the Lord, this wouldn’t have happened to me.” Putty showed Dean his right forearm, and Dean cringed at the nasty, ragged wound. “Big diamondback rattler damn near shredded my arm. I’d say that makes snakes more messengers of Satan.”

Dean tried to keep from smiling. “How would you like it if a bunch of strange folks were passing you around and shouting crazy things at you? I’d have bitten you, too.”

“I’m moving to Hollywood, Deano,” Putty said suddenly.

“You’re WHAT?”

“I knew you’d react that way.”

“I need a clarification here, Putty. Do you mean Hollywood, Florida or Tinsel town?”

“I’m talking about the West Coast, sports fan. Where they make movies.”

Dean couldn’t help laughing at this revelation. “So, what are you going to do, just waltz into LA and become the next big screen action hero? You gonna put Schwarzenegger and Seagal out to pasture?”

“Not hardly. And thanks for thinking so highly of me. No, I’m talking about stunt work. An old college teammate of mine has been out there for several years making a good living at it. He says it’s an easy gig and he’s pulled some strings for me, and well, it’s one of those opportunities I can’t refuse.” He looked at Dean expectantly.

Dean thought: Here we go again. Another one of Donnie Putnam’s flights of fancy. But he realized by the way his friend looked at him that he needed encouragement. “I’ve gotta say, Putty, you and Hollywood are a natural match. I’ll miss the hell out of you but go for it.”

“Thanks, bro.” Putty grinned and slapped Dean on the back before pulling him in for a bro hug.

And so Donnie Putnam headed off to California to work in the Land of Make Believe. He started out working as a stunt stand-in on several television shows—two cop shows and one Western. He even found love in the City of Angels, a starlet by the name of Beverly Shropshire, who was fresh off the bus from Minneapolis and looking to make her mark as an actress. After a whirlwind romance of three weeks, they were married in Vegas by a justice of the peace doing a bad Elvis impersonation.

Things went well for a while. The money rolled in from television work. Putty got picked up as the lead stand-in on a big-screen thriller. Beverly landed a small part on a daytime soap, which ended up turning into a major role. Putty called Dean several times and spoke excitedly about his and Beverly’s decision to try and have children. Dean could hardly picture a little Putty, but he was delighted for his friend.

Then disaster struck. Putty blew out his knee again, the same one that had ended his football career. He did it performing a stunt in which he was supposed to fall off a moving stagecoach after being shot. Putty told Dean that he had done the stunt successfully three times before, and that it was safe, but when he went to leap from the coach, his foot caught on one of the ropes, and he was dragged underneath the carriage a long distance. More extensive knee surgery for Putty and a series of skin grafts to put his body back together.

And just like that, his career as a stunt man had ended. Shortly after, Beverly divorced him and moved in with a big time producer. Donnie Putnam returned to Florida, once again, a broken man.

That had been a little over a year ago. Dean offered Putty a job, partly out of sympathy, but mostly because Dean’s workload had increased to where he needed to hire someone he could trust. Putty had responded beautifully. He was loyal as a puppy dog. And even though Putty had a gimp leg, his physical stature worked wonders when intimidation was needed. Putty bought a nice house east of Naples. It took a while, but Dean soon had his friend back in his Happy Zone.

Dean rubbed at his eyes and yawned, leaned back in his chair. He had spent much of the past 24 hours here in his home office, poring over the contents of the Infinity DVD that his newest client had given him. Rena Helmsworth had been correct when she’d told him the information on the disc was shocking. But just how authentic is it? he wondered. 

This Rena woman could have concocted the whole thing. Stranger things had happened. Dean knew from experience that humanity was a bubbling cauldron of illogical behavior. He decided he would investigate Rena Helmsworth before jumping into this bizarre Infinity business.

And bizarre only began to describe the details.

He picked up the phone and dialed Putty’s number, expecting to leave a message, but was surprised when Putty picked up.

“Hey, Deano, what’s up?”

“What are you doing home on a Sunday afternoon? No available muchachas for the horizontal limbo?”
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