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  Prologue

  
  







Center Ice




He takes the pass at center ice without breaking stride.

The puck settles against his blade as if it belongs there, the vibration of steel cutting ice rising through his skates and into his shoulders. Everything narrows. The blue line flashes beneath him. The crowd becomes pressure rather than sound.

Open ice.

Just him, the puck, and the goaltender.

The goalie creeps forward, cutting the angle early. Confident. Calculated.

Brent adjusts without thinking. He feels the cold air inside his lungs, the weight of his stick tightening in his gloves. Adrenaline doesn’t rush. It sharpens. The ice slows into something almost deliberate.

He drags the puck slightly inward — not dramatic, just enough. A suggestion. A question.

The goalie shifts.

Five feet.

Now.

Brent fakes to the backhand and watches the weight transfer. The crease opens for half a breath. That’s all he needs.

He snaps the shot high, short side.

The sound is clean. Net, not post.

He doesn’t look back. He already knows.

The roar returns all at once, the arena rising into something physical. He lifts one arm, not both. Controlled. Teammates converge, gloves tapping against his helmet and shoulders as he peels toward the bench.

He swings a leg over the boards and sits, breath steadying, heart settling back into rhythm.

Just another shift.

But not quite.

This is his final game at Penn State.

In a few weeks he’ll graduate with a degree in forensic science — the practical counterweight to a childhood built on frozen rinks and early mornings. He was drafted in the fourth round by the New Jersey Devils. Not first-round flash. Fourth-round discipline. Earned, not assumed.

He prefers it that way.

From the bench, he scans the stands. Pegula Ice Arena is full — six thousand voices layered into one continuous wall of sound. He spots Tamsin easily. She doesn’t wave. She never does. She sits between his parents, all three of them steady, watching the ice with the same focus he feels in his chest.

This is the last time he will play as an amateur.

In a matter of weeks, he’ll sign, report, and attempt to translate this rhythm to a faster game. A narrower margin.

Excitement hums beneath the surface.

So does doubt.

He wonders, briefly, whether he’ll be good enough.

Then he dismisses it.

Confidence is not arrogance. It’s preparation remembered.

The Devils have shown their own confidence. The contract he signed last week carries more zeros than anyone in his family has ever seen.

A tap on his shoulder.

“Up.”

He stands.

Over the boards again.

The puck arrives almost immediately, sliding cleanly onto his blade as if summoned.

He falls into stride — powerful, measured, controlled — accelerating toward the far blue line.

Balance. Timing. Containment.

He doesn’t know it yet, but those instincts will serve him far beyond this rink.

For now, there is only ice.

And the next shift.
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The Message




The heat came off Biscayne Bay in waves, blurring the skyline and turning the late-morning sun into a white disk hanging over Miami like a judgment. Detective Brent Burns felt every degree of it as he guided his white Corvette along the MacArthur Causeway, the A/C fighting a losing battle against the humidity. He loosened the collar of his department polo, but the sweat still gathered at the base of his neck.

Miami had its seasons—wet, wetter, and murder. This was the third one.

Traffic thinned as he neared Miami Beach. The call from the coroner, Archie Adams, still rang in his ears. High-profile scene. Get here fast. Archie didn’t rattle easily; years in the morgue had given him a gallows humor that made most homicide detectives seem fragile. If Archie sounded tense, Burns knew he wasn’t heading to a run-of-the-mill domestic gone sideways.

Burns shifted gears, the Corvette’s engine humming beneath him. He still carried the build of the NHL right-winger he’d once been: broad shoulders, heavy-set arms, the posture of a man who’d spent half his life bracing for impact. People said he walked like he was still gliding on ice. Maybe that was true. Some habits didn’t leave, even after the Devils had traded him one last time and his body had told him the truth his coaches never would.

He turned onto Palm Island, the gated homes rising behind walls of tropical foliage. Money lived here—old, new, and loud about it. A patrol officer waved him through, and Burns followed the winding drive toward a glass-and-stone mansion perched at the end of the cul-de-sac. A line of cruisers, tech vans, and one black Escalade clogged the curb.

He parked behind the Escalade, grabbed his badge off the dash, and stepped into the heat that hit him like a slap.

Archie Adams stood at the foot of the driveway, his lab coat flapping in the sluggish breeze. Archie was in his early sixties, silver hair tied back, tortoise-shell glasses sliding down a sweat-slick nose. He looked like a long-retired professor who dissected bodies as a hobby. Burns liked him immediately when they first met; Archie treated death like a colleague he didn’t particularly respect.

“Burns,” Archie said, lifting a hand. “Figured you’d bring the chariot.”

“It was either this or ride in with patrol,” Burns said. “What have we got?”




“A headache,” Archie replied, motioning him toward the open front door. “Belongs to a Mr. Lawrence Halden. Real estate investor. Old money, louder mouth. Wife’s in New York. Staff’s off today. Housekeeper found him.”

They stepped inside. The air was cool, aggressively conditioned, smelling faintly of sea salt and something metallic.

Halden lay in the center of a sprawling living room, one hand clutching the edge of a Persian rug as if he had tried to drag himself somewhere—anywhere—but didn’t quite make it. His face was fixed in an expression of startled disbelief. His suit, a pale linen number, was soaked across the chest.

Burns crouched beside him.

“Gunshot?” Burns asked.

“That’s the easy part,” Archie said, kneeling opposite. He pointed to a dark, neat hole just below Halden’s sternum. “Single entry. Medium caliber. No exit. Shot at close range, maybe three feet.”

“No struggle?”

“None that I can see. No overturned furniture. No defensive wounds. And no sign of forced entry.”

Burns scanned the room. Floor-to-ceiling windows. Priceless art. Everything arranged with the kind of precision that only wealth or obsession could maintain.

“So he knew the shooter,” Burns said.

“Or thought he did,” Archie replied. “But here’s where it gets interesting.” He lifted Halden’s limp wrist, revealing a discoloration spreading beneath the skin—a faint marbling, like bruising trying to appear but not quite arriving.

Burns frowned. “That’s not from the gunshot.”

“No,” Archie said. “My early guess? Poison. Something fast-acting. Something that compromises circulation before the heart shuts down.”

“Poison and a bullet?” Burns asked. “Why both?”

Archie shrugged. “Maybe the shooter wanted insurance. Or maybe Halden started dying too slowly for their liking.”

Burns stood and took in the scene again, this time with a colder perspective.

A wealthy man. In his own home. No signs of forced entry. Poisoned first. Shot second.

Whoever killed Lawrence Halden wasn’t improvising.

This was premeditated.

Calculated.

Personal.

Burns wiped a bead of sweat from his brow, even inside the icy air of the mansion. Outside, the heat pressed down on Miami like a warning. Inside, something far colder was beginning to take shape.

“Archie,” he said quietly, “this wasn’t just a murder.”

“No,” Archie agreed. “This was a message.”

Burns looked once more at the dead man’s unmoving face.

“Then let’s start reading.”
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Miami Wealthy 




Brent Burns stepped out onto the back terrace of the Halden estate, pushing open a set of glass doors that whispered shut behind him. The heat slammed into him again—thick, wet, almost physical. A wall of humidity rolled off the bay, carrying the scent of brine and mangroves. It made the cold air inside feel like an illusion he’d dreamed on the drive over.

He needed the contrast. It helped him think.

From the terrace, the view stretched endlessly eastward—water glittering like broken mirrors, a yacht anchored just offshore, the kind of vessel that cost more than a patrol officer would earn in a lifetime. Halden hadn’t just been wealthy. He’d been Miami wealthy—a category of its own.

Burns scanned the railings, the deck, the pristine outdoor furniture arranged like props. Nothing looked disturbed. No footprints, no signs of struggle. Whoever came through here knew how to avoid leaving shadows.

He turned as footsteps approached. Detective Marisol Vega emerged from the sliding door, her dark hair tied back, sunglasses perched on top of her head. She was sharp minded, sharp tongued, and dressed in lightweight slacks that somehow didn’t sweat the way his clothes always did.

“You take the scenic route on your way in?” she asked, crossing her arms.

“Traffic,” Burns said. “And the fact I drive a car that doesn’t blend in on purpose.”

She snorted. “You’re a walking billboard for midlife crisis.”

“It’s a Corvette. Not a toupee.”

“Same thing.”

They shared a small grin, a familiar rhythm. Vega had been his partner for six months. Long enough to trust her instincts but short enough that she still asked about his hockey days like they were fairy tales from another life.

“You good inside?” she asked.

“Archie’s doing his early sweep. Shooter got in clean. No forced entry.”

“Same story out here,” Vega said. “Security cameras didn’t pick up anything.”

Burns raised a brow. “Didn’t or couldn’t?”

“Cameras were offline for over an hour before the housekeeper walked in.”

“So the killer knew the system.”

“Or someone inside killed the system,” she added.

Burns leaned against the railing and watched the yacht bob lightly in the wake of passing speedboats. “What do we know about Halden?”

“On paper? Real estate mogul. Owned half the hotels on Collins Avenue. Did well flipping distressed commercial properties after the recession. Philanthropist. Sat on too many boards to count.”

“And off paper?”

Vega blew out a breath. “That’s where it gets crowded. Lawsuits. Quiet ones. Settlements. Rumors about shady partnerships. Offshore accounts. The usual cocktail that comes with too much money and bad patience.”

“So no shortage of possible suspects.”

“Try a phone book,” Vega said. “I already have people digging through financials. Someone’s bound to surface.”

Burns nodded. It tracked. A man like Halden made friends the same way he made money—quickly, aggressively, and with a paper trail behind him.

“Housekeeper still on-site?” he asked.

“Yeah. She’s shaken but coherent.” Vega paused. “And she says Halden met with someone last night.”

Burns straightened.

“Name?”

“She doesn’t know. Says she wasn’t given a description either. Halden told her he had ‘business with an old acquaintance’ and that she should take today off.” Vega paused, her voice lowering. “She only stopped by because she left her phone charger in the kitchen. If she hadn’t come back—”

“Body would’ve sat here longer,” Burns finished. “More time for evidence to disappear.”

Vega looked toward the bay. “You think the poison came first?”

“Yeah,” Burns said. “Archie’s almost certain. And if that’s true, the shooter wanted him dead twice.”

“Insurance?”

“Or frustration,” Burns said. “Poison either didn’t finish the job fast enough… or whoever did this wanted to be standing over him when he died.”

Vega absorbed that. “You think it was personal.”

“I think using two methods on one victim is personal.”

She nodded slowly. “The yacht out there belongs to Halden, by the way. Registered under one of his holding companies. Captain lives onboard full-time.”

Burns’s gaze locked on the vessel. “And where’s the captain now?”

“On the deck,” Vega said. “Waiting for us. Says he hasn’t left the boat since last night.”

Burns pushed off the railing.

“Let’s pay him a visit,” he said.

“You want a ride on the department skiff?”

“No,” Burns said, heading toward the stairs leading to the dock. “I’ll walk.”

Vega sighed. “You really miss the ice, don’t you?”

Burns gave her half a smile. “Skates, docks—same principle.”

As they descended toward the water, sweat tickled the back of his neck again. Above them, the sun bore down mercilessly, as if daring anyone to keep secrets in its heat.

Yet someone had.

And Brent Burns was going to find out who.
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Meetings On The Bay




The dock creaked under Brent Burns’s weight as he made his way toward the yacht. The vessel was a sleek, three-deck monster—more floating penthouse than boat—its hull glinting in the sunlight. Vega walked behind him, jotting something in her notebook, though he suspected she didn’t need to. Her mind was a steel trap.

A man appeared at the rail as they approached. Mid-fifties, sun-battered skin, white-blond hair tied in a knot, and the gaunt look of someone who lived more at sea than on land. His linen shirt was open at the chest, revealing a tangle of necklaces—shark teeth, seashells, something metallic. He watched them with a calm, unreadable expression.

“You the captain?” Burns called out.

The man nodded. “Name’s Trevor Knox. You must be the detectives.”

Knox lowered a hand to help them aboard. His grip was firm, salt-crusted, the kind of handshake that spoke of rope and storms.

Vega flashed her badge. “We need to ask you a few questions about Lawrence Halden.”

Knox’s gaze drifted toward the mansion. “Figured this was coming. Word travels fast on an island like this.”

Burns studied him. No visible nerves. No fidgeting. But the man’s eyes were tired—a kind of deep-tide exhaustion that didn’t come from lack of sleep.

“Start with where you were last night,” Burns said.

“Right here,” Knox said simply. “Didn’t leave the boat.”

“All night?” Vega asked.

“Yeah. Halden didn’t schedule any trips. He only came aboard twice this week, both short visits. Last night he wasn’t here.”

Burns crossed his arms. “Hear anything? Engine noises? A boat approaching? Anyone climbing onto the dock?”

“No.” Knox shook his head. “Tide was calm. Quiet night.”

“Did Halden tell you he was meeting someone?” Vega pressed.

“Not me. But he talked less and less these days. Stayed in that fortress of his more.”

Burns stepped slightly closer. “When was the last time you saw him alive?”

Knox squinted, thinking. “Yesterday afternoon. Came aboard for twenty minutes. Poured a drink. Stared at the water. Didn’t say much.”

“Did he seem nervous?” Burns asked.

Knox’s jaw flexed. “Mr. Halden always seemed nervous lately. But yesterday? He had this… look in his eye. Like he was bracing for a wave he couldn’t see.”

Burns exchanged a glance with Vega.

“Did he mention anyone by name? Any old acquaintances? Anyone new?” she asked.

“No,” Knox said. “But he definitely had something weighing on him.”

Burns leaned on the rail. “Tell me about the yacht. Security system functional?”

Knox nodded. “Surveillance covers the deck and the dock. But yesterday afternoon, Halden disabled the feeds.”

Burns stiffened. “He disabled them? Personally?”

“Aye,” Knox said. “Came aboard, asked me how to shut the cameras down. Said he needed privacy. I didn’t ask questions.”

Vega stepped forward. “Trevor, listen. Cameras at the house were taken offline yesterday too. Roughly the same time.”

Knox’s sun-worn face shifted—just slightly, but enough. A flicker of unease crossed his eyes.

“That so?” he murmured.

“Yeah,” Burns said. “So tell me—why would Halden want to blind his home and his yacht at the same time?”

Knox’s throat bobbed as he swallowed. The breeze picked up, lifting the thin fabric of his shirt like sails.

“I don’t know,” he said, though it sounded more like a hope than a truth.

Burns stepped closer. “Trevor… was he expecting trouble?”

Knox hesitated. Too long.

“Captain,” Vega said, voice softening, “if you know something, you need to share it. Now.”

Knox finally exhaled. Shoulders slumping.

“Look,” he said quietly, “Mr. Halden had been meeting people off the record. No appointments, no calendars, no staff involvement. He’d just show up at the dock, ask me to take him somewhere in the bay. Always far from shore. Sometimes after dark.”

Burns felt a slow burn in his stomach. “How many meetings?”

“Four in the last two weeks.”

“With the same person?”

Knox stared down at the polished deck.

“I never saw them,” he admitted. “They’d approach from another boat. Quick transfers. No lights. No names.”

“Male or female?” Vega pressed.

“Couldn’t tell. All I know is Halden paid me extra to keep my mouth shut.”

“And now he’s dead,” Burns said.

Knox’s eyes lifted, tired and haunted. “Yeah. And I’ve been wondering all morning if that silence bought the bullet.”

Burns turned to Vega. “We need a list of every offshore transaction Halden made in the past year. And cross-reference any shell companies tied to maritime operations.”

“Already on it,” she said.

Burns faced Knox again. “Trevor, last question. When Halden met these people—did he ever carry anything with him? A bag? A case?”

Knox nodded slowly. “A briefcase. Black. Heavy. He was protective of it.”

“And after the last meeting?”

“He didn’t come back with it.”

Burns felt the first solid thread of the case tighten around him.

A briefcase gone. Secret meetings on the bay. Security systems shut down. Poison and a bullet.

Somewhere in that combination was motive.

“Trevor,” Burns said, straightening, “you’re not under arrest. But you’re not leaving this yacht without checking in with us first.”

Knox nodded, resigned. “Wasn’t planning to.”

Burns turned toward the dock. Vega followed, jotting down her final notes.

As they climbed back toward the mansion, the sun beat down hard enough to sting. Miami heat didn’t care about secrets. But someone else did—and they’d killed to protect theirs.

Halfway up the dock, Vega spoke.

“You thinking what I’m thinking?”

Burns kept walking. “Yeah. Halden wasn’t trying to avoid being seen.”

He paused at the top of the steps.

“He was trying to avoid being recorded.”

Vega’s brow tightened. “And that means…”

Burns looked back at the yacht. At the shimmering water. At the house where a dead man lay.

“It means he knew exactly who he was meeting,” he said. “And he didn’t want anyone else to.”
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Financials




The housekeeper waited in a shaded corner of the kitchen, hands folded so tightly the knuckles had gone white. Her name was Elena Márquez, mid-forties, hair pulled back in a severe bun that couldn’t hide the trembling at the edges. Burns and Vega stepped inside, closing the door gently behind them.

The kitchen was immaculate—limestone counters, chrome appliances, everything arranged like a catalog spread. A room too clean for the violent truth sitting in the living room beyond.

Burns offered her a small nod. “Ms. Márquez, I’m Detective Burns. This is Detective Vega. Thank you for speaking with us.”

Elena swallowed, eyes darting toward the hallway. “I—I’m still not sure I should have come back today.”

“You did the right thing,” Vega said, her voice softening. “We just need you to tell us what you know.”

Elena wrung her hands. “I told the other officers—I wasn’t supposed to be here this morning. Mr. Halden told me to take the day off.”

“Why?” Burns asked.

“I don’t know,” she said, then hesitated. “But it wasn’t the first time lately.”

Vega exchanged a glance with Burns. “You mean Halden had been giving you days off unexpectedly?”

“Yes. The last two weeks were… unusual. He’d cancel staff without warning. Sometimes he’d disappear for hours. Sometimes he’d wait for deliveries but refuse to say what they were.”

“What kind of deliveries?” Burns asked.

Elena shook her head. “Small packages. No markings. He picked them up personally.”

Burns’s jaw tightened. “Tell us about last night.”

She inhaled shakily. “I left at six. He was in his study, on the phone. The door was closed, but he sounded… angry. I heard him say, ‘No more delays.’ And then, ‘We finish this tonight.’”

Burns felt a cold prickle run down his spine despite the oppressive Miami heat.

“Did he mention a name?” Vega asked.

“No.” Elena’s voice dropped to a whisper. “But he was scared. I’ve worked for him six years, and I’ve never seen him scared.”

Burns leaned in slightly. “When you came this morning to get your charger… did you notice anything before finding him?”

Elena nodded slowly. “The alarm system. It wasn’t armed. He always sets it at night. Always.”

“So whoever came inside,” Vega murmured, “didn’t break in.”

Burns was already thinking ahead. “Elena, did Halden ever talk about business partners? Someone from his past suddenly reappearing?”

She hesitated again—but this time, it wasn’t fear. It was doubt. The kind of doubt that only surfaces after something horrible has forced memories into new shapes.

“There was a man,” she said finally. “Someone he stopped working with years ago. They had… problems.”

“What kind of problems?” Burns pressed.

“I don’t know details. But I overheard Halden telling his lawyer last month that this man had resurfaced. And that it was going to cost him.”

“Cost him how?” Vega asked.

“‘Millions,’” Elena said, quoting the word with a tremble. “‘Or everything.’”

A silence settled over the kitchen—heavy, suffocating.

Burns nodded gently. “Thank you, Elena. You’ve helped more than you know.”

She lowered her head, tears gathering. Vega stayed with her a moment, offering a quiet reassurance. Burns stepped out into the hallway, pulling out his phone.

Time to follow the money.

Digging Into the Financials

Fifteen minutes later, Burns and Vega occupied Halden’s home office. It smelled faintly of cologne, burnt espresso, and expensive leather—an aroma of curated success. The room was walled with books Halden probably never read and awards he definitely bought.

Vega was already at the desk, scrolling through the monitors. “You’re not gonna believe this,” she muttered.

“Try me.”

She tapped the screen. “Halden has over eighteen registered shell companies. Most of them dormant. A few active. And two receiving significant incoming transfers in the last three months.”

“How significant?”

“Seven million dollars in total.”

Burns let out a low whistle. “Coming from where?”

“That’s the part that should make your hair stand on end,” she said, swiveling the monitor toward him.

Bank statements. Wire logs. International transfers.

Most routed from Belize. Two from Cyprus. One from a private brokerage in Luxembourg.

All funneled into a company called Lyrian Holdings LLC—a shell registered to a virtual office in downtown Miami.

“What does Halden do with the money once it hits Lyrian?” Burns asked.

“Transfers most of it out again. All to one account.”

She clicked.

“NorthStream Capital Partners. Registered in Panama.”

Burns’s stomach dropped.

“NorthStream,” he said quietly. “I know that name.”

Vega raised a brow. “From where?”

Burns leaned over the desk, tapping the screen lightly.

“A guy I met when I first came to Miami. Played some charity events with the Panthers organization. He used to talk about investment firms that preyed on athletes who didn’t know better. NorthStream was one of them. Offshore. Shady. High returns that never materialized.”

“You think Halden got involved with them?”

“Or he owed them.”

Vega frowned. “If Halden was moving millions around offshore, maybe those secret meetings on the yacht weren’t friendly business chats.”

Burns nodded slowly. “More like debt collection.”

“And the briefcase Knox mentioned?” Vega asked.

“Probably payment,” Burns said. “Or leverage.”

Vega tapped her pen against her lips. “So Halden was tangled in something big. Possibly laundering. Possibly asset hiding. And someone wanted their cut.”

“Or wanted him eliminated,” Burns said.

“Any guesses on who the ‘old acquaintance’ might be?”

Burns considered this.

“It could be someone from his business past,” he said. “Or someone who worked with NorthStream. Or…”

He paused.

“Or someone Halden burned years ago who finally climbed high enough to strike back.”

Vega’s posture changed—alert, anticipatory. “You have a name in mind?”

Burns didn’t answer immediately. He stared through the glass wall at the pool shimmering under the punishing Miami sun.

“Not yet,” he said. “But I will.”

He turned back to Vega.

“Get a full forensic audit on every offshore transaction. And pull membership records for NorthStream—anyone local, or anyone who entered Miami in the last two weeks.”

Vega cracked a small grin. “Already ahead of you.”

“You usually are,” he said.

She straightened. “Where are you going?”

Burns slid his badge into his pocket.

“To talk to Halden’s lawyer,” he said. “Someone knew exactly what Halden was afraid of.”

He headed toward the door.

“And I’m going to find out who.”
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Colliding Worlds 




The law offices of Carver & Lytton LLP sat on the thirty-third floor of a downtown high-rise that overlooked Biscayne Bay—a glass tower polished so thoroughly it reflected the sky like a second ocean. Brent Burns stepped into the lobby, the air conditioning hitting him hard enough to raise goosebumps along his arms. He preferred heat. Heat didn’t lie. Cold hid things.

The receptionist guided him down a long corridor lined with framed stock images—city skylines, handshake silhouettes, gold-tinted balance scales. Corporate confidence wallpapered onto drywall.

Lewis Carver, Halden’s attorney, waited in a corner office that overlooked the bay. Smooth, silver-haired, tan in the way only people with beach houses manage. His suit cost more than Brent’s Corvette insurance, but the man wore stress like an accessory—subtle lines around the eyes, a faint tension in the jaw.

“Detective Burns,” Carver said, rising. “I came as soon as I heard. Lawrence… this is a terrible shock.”

Burns studied him a moment. Grief? Yes. Genuine? Maybe. Lawyers were trained performers. But Carver looked rattled—more than rattled. Afraid.

“Thanks for seeing me,” Burns said, taking the seat across from him. “I’m sure you know why I’m here.”

Carver exhaled, steepling his fingers. “I assume it’s about Lawrence’s assets.”

“And the people he owed,” Burns added.

That shattered the lawyer’s composure for a split second—one brief flicker of panic, quickly covered.

“Detective,” Carver began carefully, “my client’s finances are private—”

“He’s dead,” Burns said. “And murdered. Privacy doesn’t outweigh homicide.”

Carver swallowed. “I understand.”

“Good. Then let’s start simple. Did Halden ever mention someone from his past showing up recently? Someone he didn’t want to deal with?”

Carver hesitated. “Yes,” he admitted. “But he didn’t give me a name.”

Burns leaned forward. “But you suspected one.”

Carver looked down at his desk, as though the answer might be carved into the polished wood. “There was an individual he had a falling out with nearly ten years ago. Someone from his investment network.”

“What kind of falling out?”

Carver clasped his hands. “There was a business venture—real estate, overseas. Lawrence withdrew support at the last minute. It bankrupted the other man.”

“Give me a name,” Burns said.

Carver hesitated again. Longer this time.

Then: “Dmitri Kurylenko.”

Burns blinked.

That name wasn’t from financial filings.

It was from hockey.

From the NHL.

Vega’s voice rattled through his memory—‘Heading into territory you know something about?’

She hadn’t been wrong.

Kurylenko had once been a rising star in the KHL, then briefly signed with the New Jersey Devils—the same team Brent played for. He never made the roster. Went back to Europe under clouded circumstances. Rumors followed him: gambling issues, debts to the wrong people, connections in places players weren’t supposed to have connections.

Burns felt a tightening in his chest, the old world brushing against the new.

“You knew Kurylenko?” Carver asked, seeing the shift in his face.

“We overlapped during training camp,” Burns said slowly. “He had a temper. And friends with longer tempers.”

Carver’s eyes darkened. “Then you understand why Lawrence was frightened.”

Burns nodded. “How is Kurylenko connected to Halden?”

“They partnered in a venture in Montenegro. Dmitri believed he was promised significant returns. Lawrence pulled out, citing ‘instability.’ Dmitri lost everything.”

“And now he’s in Miami?”

“I… don’t know,” Carver said. “But three months ago, Lawrence asked me to look into extradition treaties—ones dealing with Eastern European nationals.”

Burns stared at him. “Why would Halden care about extradition?”

“Because he believed someone was coming for him,” Carver said quietly. “And not through the civil courts.”

Burns’s pulse ticked up.

“Why didn’t you tell police earlier?” he demanded.

“Because Lawrence insisted!” Carver snapped, then lowered his voice. “He said talking to law enforcement would accelerate things. That this person didn’t want legal battles—they wanted compliance.”

“Or revenge,” Burns said.

Carver didn’t argue.

Burns stood. “One more thing. Halden was meeting someone on the water. Off the record. Confidential. You know anything about that?”

Carver’s face drained. “I told him not to.”

“So you did know.”

“Not details.” Carver rubbed his forehead. “But he hinted that the only way to ‘undo the damage’ was to face this person directly.”

“Did he say what they wanted?”

Carver’s voice went small.

“He said they wanted something he didn’t have anymore.”

Burns frowned. “Money?”

Carver shook his head. “No. Something he lost years ago. Something they believed he stole.”

“What?”

Carver looked up, fear overtaking professionalism.

“A file,” he said. “Some kind of dossier from their Montenegro deal. Lawrence claimed he didn’t have it. But the other party…”

“Dmitri,” Burns said.

“Yes. He believed Lawrence kept a copy. Something incriminating.”

Burns inhaled the cold office air, feeling it settle like ice in his chest.

A failed investment deal.

A ruined international partnership.

A man with dangerous connections.

And a missing file worth killing over.

Burns tapped the desk. “Carver, if Kurylenko is here, he’ll know Halden is dead. And if Halden didn’t have that file…”

Carver finished the sentence for him.

“Then Dmitri thinks someone else does.”

Before Burns left the office, his phone buzzed.

A message from Vega.

FOUND SOMETHING IN HALDEN’S FINANCIALS.

AND YOU’RE NOT GONNA LIKE WHO’S ON THE ACCOUNT.

GET BACK ASAP.

Burns stared at the screen.

He already knew.

If Kurylenko’s name was in Halden’s books…

Then Brent’s old world wasn’t just connected to this case.

It was coming straight for him.
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Storm Front




The drive back from Carver & Lytton cut straight through downtown Miami. Glass towers shimmered in the heat, sunlight ricocheting off steel like camera flashes. Burns rolled down the window, letting humid air wash over him, trying to steady the churn inside his chest.

Dmitri Kurylenko.

He hadn’t spoken that name out loud in over a decade—not since the training camp where everything went sideways.

Burns turned onto Biscayne Boulevard, memories pushing past the walls he’d built around them.

Ten Years Ago — New Jersey Devils Training Camp

Kurylenko had shown up late.

Not late by the team clock—late by life. He carried it in his eyes. A heaviness. Hunger mixed with recklessness. The kind of edge that made scouts drool and coaches sweat.

Burns remembered watching Dmitri on the ice that first day.

Fast.

Raw.

Unpredictable.

A winger who could knife through a defense like it owed him money.

But off the ice?

Trouble in skates.

It started with cards. Illegal poker ring in a hotel suite. High stakes. Too high. Rookies shouldn’t have been there, but Dmitri wasn’t the type to follow rules. Burns had found him shouting at a dealer, drunk and furious, deck scattered across the carpet.

“Back off,” Burns had said, stepping between them.

“This nothing to do with you, Brent,” Dmitri had spat in a thick accent. “Go be hero somewhere else.”

But the real trouble came after.

Burns saw Dmitri get into a black SUV after camp—license plates from out of state, men inside who looked more like collectors than fans. The next morning, Kurylenko cut practice early. By noon he was gone. Team PR said “family emergency.” The locker room said “debt.”

Burns hadn’t seen him since.

Until now.

Back in the present, Brent felt the old tension crawling along his shoulders.

Miami wasn’t big enough for ghosts. They had a habit of catching up.

His phone buzzed again—Vega: WHERE ARE YOU?

He typed:

2 MINUTES OUT

As he reached the MacArthur Causeway, something caught his eye in the rearview mirror: a black Dodge Charger, windows tinted to the legal limit and maybe beyond it. Close. Too close.

Burns slowed.

The Charger slowed.

He sped up.

The Charger stayed glued.

Brent’s pulse sharpened.

“Alright,” he muttered, “let’s see what you want.”

He flicked on the blinker and merged into the right lane, then immediately back into the left. A simple maneuver—something any normal driver would hesitate to mimic.

The Charger mimicked it perfectly.

Burns’s grip tightened on the wheel. He took the exit for Watson Island—an abrupt off-ramp with little warning. If the tail wasn’t expecting it, they’d overshoot.

They didn’t.

The Charger followed smoothly, keeping two cars behind.

Whoever was driving wasn’t sloppy.

And wasn’t casual.

Burns pulled into a marina parking lot, the kind with a single entrance and no exit except the way you came. He killed the engine but kept the door closed, watching the rearview.

The Charger rolled slowly into the lot.

Stopped.

Engine idling.

Brent’s instincts fired like gunshots.

Not good.

Not amateur.

He reached under his seat, grabbing the badge and the small backup Glock he kept holstered against department policy. Old habits from old lives.

He cracked open the Corvette door—

And the Charger peeled out, tires screeching, fishtailing as it reversed completely out of the lot and shot back onto the causeway.

Burns sprinted two steps forward, but it was gone before he hit the street.

Too fast. Too smooth. Too deliberate.

This wasn’t a warning.

It was reconnaissance.

Someone checking how he reacted.

Measuring him.

Seeing what kind of threat he posed.

He got back in the car, jaw clenched, and headed toward Halden’s mansion.

At the Halden Estate

Vega met him at the gate, tablet in hand, hair pulled back so tight it sharpened her features.

“You look like you got run over,” she said.

“Almost,” Burns replied. “We’ve got a tail.”

“A tail? Are you sure?”

“Charger. Black. Stayed with me from downtown to Watson Island. Driver knew what they were doing.”

Vega swore softly. “Could be NorthStream. Could be the person Halden met. Could be Kurylenko.”

Burns nodded once.

“Or someone working for him.”

Vega motioned him inside. “Good. Because what I found in Halden’s financials? Kurylenko’s name is all over it.”

They reached the office again. Vega tapped her tablet and pulled up a series of bank logs.

“Look here,” she said. “This account—NorthStream Capital. One of the authorized agents attached to it?”

She zoomed in.

A name appeared on the screen.

DMITRI KURYLENKO.

Authorized Portfolio Manager — Offshore Division.

Burns felt the air tighten.

“And here’s the kicker,” Vega added. “Two weeks ago, Halden wired $950,000—not to NorthStream, not offshore, but directly to a Miami brokerage account.”

She tapped again.

Recipient: DK CONSULTING GROUP LLC

Primary Account Holder: Dmitri Kurylenko

Burns exhaled slowly. “He’s here.”

“Oh, he’s definitely here,” Vega said. “And he’s not operating alone.”

She turned to him, expression hard.

“Brent… why didn’t you tell me you knew this guy?”

Burns looked out through the glass wall. The sun was starting to set, turning the water a dark bronze. Shadows lengthened across the dock.

“Because I hoped it wasn’t him,” Burns said quietly. “And because the last time I saw Dmitri… someone got hurt.”

Vega waited, eyes fixed on him. “Who?”

Burns swallowed.

“Me.”

She raised an eyebrow.

“And someone else,” Burns added after a beat. “Someone who didn’t deserve it.”

The shadows deepened.

Kurylenko wasn’t just a loose thread in this case.

He was a storm front.

And Brent’s past wasn’t done with him yet.













