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        Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,

        The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere

      
        The ceremony of innocence is drowned…

        “THE SECOND COMING,” W. B. YEATS
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      Chapter 1 is a flash-forward. Chapter 2 takes place several weeks earlier, and from that point on the story is told in chronological order. If Chapter 1 appeared in chronological order, it would come between chapters 35 and 36.

      

      For the benefit of those who have not read Trial by Blood, a small portion of the Epilogue from that novel is repeated here in Chapter 2.
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      Elena emerged from the water an inch at a time, first the top of her head, then her forehead, her face, her neck. She moved slowly, clinging to the ocean bed as if walking underwater came naturally, as if she were a mermaid who had suddenly discovered her legs. Her shoulders rose above the water line, then her arms, her breasts. She imagined herself as Botticelli’s Venus emerging from a watery half-shell, hair slicked back, body on display for all to see.

      “Mama, look! That lady isn’t wearing anything!”

      “Where did she come from?” another voice asked. “I’ve been on this beach all day.”

      “She’s hurt! Someone do something!”

      Elena heard the cries echo in the clouded reaches of her mind, but the meaning of the words did not register. She had been damaged and she had traveled so far, so fast. Each step was a struggle. She moved like a relentless sea nymph with nothing to hide, no cause for shame, each step a triumph only she understood. The sand oozed between her toes, slowing her, but the sun felt so warm on her body that she almost wanted to cry.

      “Hey, kid! You need some help?”

      For the briefest of moments, she allowed her gaze to drift. She was bruised and blood-blemished, on her arms, on her left thigh, on the side of her face. Venus should be immaculate, not battered and beaten. Barely alive. How much had she lost? How much more could she lose?

      Someone ran beside her, a young man, a little older than she was. Bearded, bloated, hardly Michelangelo’s David, but bearing a concerned expression. “You want my towel?”

      She tilted her head slightly. Why would she want his towel? The sunshine was a delightful change, after so many days of darkness.

      “You know. To cover yourself.”

      Her gaze intensified. A small crease formed between her eyebrows.

      “Um, maybe you don’t know, but…you lost your suit. And I think someone already called the cops.”

      Her suit? Did he mean her rags? Her slave clothes? She was glad to be rid of them.

      “You should probably see a doctor, too. You’re banged up pretty bad.”

      A doctor. A doctor. She thought she knew what he meant. Her brain was still muddy, like the sand beneath her feet. But she couldn’t allow that. She couldn’t bear to be trapped, confined, not again. She fought so hard to be free. Better to bleed to death than be a prisoner.

      “Look, I don’t mean to be pushy, but I know a guy. I could get you in to see him. And then maybe we could get you some clothes and a hot cup of coffee. You’ll feel better in⁠—”

      She ran. Bolted away with all the speed she could muster.

      She kept running until she reached a brown dirty strip surrounded by tall trees. Two more seconds and she found a sidewalk. A second after that, a street.

      Cars zigzagged across her field of vision. She barely recognized them. It had been so long. But she had to make it across. She had to flee.

      She darted into the street. Horns blared. Brakes squealed. She heard shouting in a tongue she did not understand. Keep moving, she told herself. Don’t let them capture you.

      Water flew off her hair and skin as she increased her speed. She heard a whistle somewhere behind her. “Stop! Hey, stop!”

      No, no, no, no, no. She could not let it happen to her, not again. She would not be someone else’s tool. She had to be free.

      “Please stop! You’re hurt!”

      She knew she was injured, but she also knew she would get better. If only they would leave her alone. She looked around desperately, trying to find someplace to hide. Shops, restaurants, bicycles, boats. She didn’t know where she was. She didn’t know where she would be safe.

      She heard rapid footsteps gaining on her. She crashed into people, trying to move faster. She hit a large woman full on, knocking her to the pavement. The woman shouted. Suddenly everyone was looking at her. Suddenly there was nowhere to run.

      Someone tackled her from behind. She fell hard. Her bare knees scraped against the concrete. Blood rose to the surface.

      “Miss, I’m taking you into custody for your own safety. Do you know where you are?”

      He whipped her body around to face him. He wore a uniform. Glittering pieces of metal. She tried to struggle. He grabbed her fists and forced them down, pinning them between her breasts.

      “I’m sorry, miss. You’re not leaving me any choice.”

      A second later, he snapped cuffs around her wrists.

      She screamed. It was a loud, keening scream, like something a banshee might release. Piercing and penetrating, sharing her pain with everyone who heard it.

      A large crowd gathered around them. “Kid, please. I’m trying to help you. Are your parents around here?”

      She did not answer. She did not know what to say.

      “Do you have anyone? Anyone we could call?”

      She tried to remember, tried to bring back the shattered remnants of what came before. But it was so hard. And part of her didn’t want to remember.

      “Can you at least tell me who you are?”

      Something triggered inside her head. “I am the wave that aches for the shore. I am the fire that never burns cold. I am the lover who can never be kissed.”

      Holding her beneath the arms, the man raised her to her feet. Between the gash in her side and the bruises on her knees, she could barely stand. “Sure, whatever. But can you give me a name?”

      “Izzy. Izzy?” She shrieked, and all the strength went out of her. Her legs buckled. But for the man holding her, she would’ve crumpled to the pavement. “Please…don’t let them take me back.” Her eyes closed and she could feel her consciousness fading.

      “Save the others,” she mumbled, her last words before the sleep came. “Before it’s too late.”
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      Dan rolled over, but the bed on his boat was so small that moving even slightly put him halfway on top of Camila. “What’s that racket?”

      She blew hair out of her face. “Someone is at your front door. If you can call it that.”

      He immediately tensed.

      “Relax, Dan. Murderous thugs don’t knock.”

      Sound point. And they would’ve come in the dark. The sun was already rising.

      Camila touched his shoulder. “Probably a client who needs the city’s most famous defense lawyer and can’t wait for business hours.”

      “Maybe. Still weird.” He grabbed a robe. “I’ll see who it is.”

      “Right behind you.”

      “You don’t have to⁠—”

      “Just in case you need a martial-arts mayor to take them out.”

      A minute later he was topside. He opened the outer door of the boat. Camila stood behind him, covering herself with a sheet.

      Detective Kakazu waited outside.

      “Jake? Kind of early. What’s going on?”

      He glanced at the two officers standing behind Kakazu, Sergeant Enriquez and a cop he didn’t know. “I’m surprised you were sleeping,” Kakazu said. “We’ve been awake all night.”

      “That doesn’t explain why you’re bothering us. Look, if this is some crap Belasco put you up to, forget it. Leave me alone.”

      The officers looked at one another.

      Kakazu drew in his breath. “It does involve Belasco. In a way. He’s dead.”

      His lips parted. “The district attorney? Dead? When? How?”

      “We’re only beginning to unpack the details…”

      Camila pushed forward. “This is an outrage. I don’t know what you’re doing, detective, but it should have gone through the mayor’s office first.”

      “That wasn’t possible in this case, ma’am.”

      “And why not?”

      “You couldn’t be objective about your…paramour. And this involves you, too. Directly.”

      “Stop talking in riddles and tell me what you’re babbling about.”

      The men glanced at one another. Kakazu shrugged. “You’re going to find out soon enough. We received a recorded conversation by anonymous email. We’ve already checked to make sure it’s authentic and hasn’t been altered. Our experts say it’s legit.”

      “Get to the point. What is it?”

      Kakazu pulled out his phone and played a recording.

      It didn’t take long before Dan realized he was listening to his own voice. His and Camila’s.

      “There are ways we could deal with the district attorney.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “We could have him taken care of.”

      “Just off him?”

      “If he’s on Sweeney’s payroll, he deserves to be offed.”

      “You don’t have to do that.”

      “For you, I would do anything.”

      “Likewise.”

      Kakazu withdrew a folded piece of paper and slapped it into Dan’s hand. “This is a warrant. Pursuant to the authority of the St. Petersburg Police Department and Pinellas County, you’re both under arrest. For the murder of District Attorney George Belasco.”
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        * * *

      

      Dan stared through the Plexiglas screen in the visitation room, as angry as he had ever been in his entire life. And he had been plenty angry on several occasions. He’d spent years making his rep as one of the best defense lawyers in the city, maybe the state. He’d built a sizeable bank account and a life that, on the whole, was a source of pride. He’d dedicated his life to protecting the innocent, making sure his clients weren’t railroaded by the government.

      Who was riding that railroad now? He’d acquired few details since his arrest, but he knew one thing for certain. Someone wanted him out of the way. He was on the express train to the death penalty.

      He didn’t like to admit it—but he was scared. He’d had people out to get him before, but never anything like this. He hadn’t slept since they locked him up. His hands trembled and he didn’t know what to do about it. The fluttering sensation inside his chest would not stop.

      He’d peered through this Plexiglas screen before, but always from the other side. This was a completely different experience. His keen observational powers and his courtroom bag of tricks weren’t helping. Normally, he had a gift for noticing what others did not, for making careful observations that later, once he connected the dots, brought unexpected insights. Sometimes those insights broke the case.

      But that worked better in the courtroom than behind bars. All he could see at the moment was that, like him, his visitor was extremely angry.

      His partner, Maria Morales, sat on the other side of the screen. She’d claimed to be his lawyer so she could get in. Long black hair. Barely any makeup. Earrings that matched the studs on her designer jeans.

      He leaned forward on his elbows so she wouldn’t detect the trembling. “Go ahead,” Dan said into the antiquated phone receiver that allowed them to communicate. “Say it.”

      Maria pursed her lips. “Orange is not your color.”

      He smiled thinly. “Any legal advice?”

      “You’re in a truckload of trouble.”

      “Thank you, Clarence Darrow.” He had another comment, but he suppressed it. He knew this comedy was a mask. Maria was worried about him.

      She brushed her hair behind her shoulders. “How many times have I told you to dial it down? How many times have I suggested that you stop pissing off every authority figure you meet?”

      “You think this is law enforcement exacting its revenge?”

      “I don’t know where it started. But when the opportunity arose, they pounced on you like salivating dogs.”

      “You think this is my fault.”

      “I don’t know enough about it yet to assign fault.” She frowned. “But yes.”

      Maria was younger than he was, but he valued her opinion, even when she was telling him something he didn’t want to hear. She was the one who first recruited him into the law firm, an association of four lawyers led by a mysterious figure they knew as Mr. K. He gave them assignments and paid them generously for their services.

      He wondered what K would think of this development. A murder warrant could double as his discharge papers from the Last Chance Lawyers.

      “What happened to Belasco?”

      “I don’t know much. I know he was shot. Six times.”

      “Overkill.”

      “You’d think. Or a sign that someone seriously did not want him making a miraculous recovery.” She glanced at her notes. “His body was found in an alley behind Beachcombers.”

      “A bar I frequent. Near the boat where I live.”

      “Exactly.”

      “It’s a frame. Have you heard the recording?”

      “Everyone has. Someone leaked it to the internet.”

      “It’s a total misconstruction. We were kidding around.”

      “Doesn’t sound like it.”

      “Camila was joking. Like, why don’t we solve all our problems by eliminating the bad guy? She was being playful. We had just…just…”

      “Oh ick. I don’t want to hear about it.”

      “But you know. We were in one of those moods.”

      “So you said something incredibly stupid that’s going to hang you.”

      “I didn’t know we were being recorded.”

      “Who do you think planted the bug?”

      “No idea. But I know who the obvious suspect is.”

      “Sweeney.”

      “Bingo.” Conrad Sweeney was the richest, most successful, and most prominent man in St. Petersburg. He was a power-hungry power broker who liked to think he controlled the secret machinery that made the town tick. They had crossed paths on numerous occasions. After Dan thwarted Sweeney’s plans to derail Camila’s political career and uncovered the truth about the Coleman clan, Sweeney went on a rampage. He had expected trouble. But he didn’t expect it to come this fast. Or this hard.

      “So Sweeney had someone bug the boat, then sent the recording to the cops. It’s an illegal wiretap. Can’t be use in evidence.”

      “We both know the prosecution will find a way around that.”

      “And it’s not enough evidence to support a capital murder charge.”

      “They’ll find more. Probably have already.”

      He tried to stay calm. Maria’s answers weren’t making him feel better. But he knew she was right. “If Sweeney is behind the recording, did he also off Belasco?”

      “Not himself. He’d get someone else to pull the trigger. Someone provided with a strong incentive to never reveal who hired him. And if that’s true, the killer is probably miles away by now.”

      “True.”

      “Which means our chances of finding him are virtually nil.”

      “Also true.”

      “And the chances of tracing the murder back to Sweeney…?”

      “Nonexistent. I hear what you’re saying. Look, I don’t expect you to handle this case. I can represent myself, at least⁠—”

      “There is no way in hell that’s happening.”

      He pulled back. “Don’t be shy, Maria. Tell me what you really think.”

      “I’m Latinx, Dan. I don’t mince words. You can’t represent yourself.”

      “I can.”

      “You’re stupid sometimes, Dan, but not that stupid. You know the cliché. The lawyer who represents himself has a fool for a client. You can’t see the big picture, especially not with an ego the size of the Taj Mahal. I will handle this defense.”

      “Mr. K might not like that.”

      “I don’t give a damn. I—” Her voice choked. She averted her eyes. “I—care about you, Dan. I’m not going to let Sweeney and his network of thugs get you executed.”

      He wasn’t sure what to say. “Okay. Thank you.”

      “Don’t make a big deal out of it.” She still avoided eye contact. “You’d do the same for me.”

      “True enough.” He knew Maria was doing her best to remain calm, but he was boiling inside. As a boy, he’d stood by helplessly as the cops hauled away his father and locked him up for a murder he didn’t commit. He died in prison, long before Dan was old enough to help. Now someone was trying to do the same thing to him. And trapped in this detention center, he couldn’t do anything about it. “Okay, your first assignment. Get me out of here.”

      “Bail on a violent capital offense? That will be tough.”

      “I’m a solid citizen with no record and plenty of money.”

      “Yeah. I’ll run that up the flagpole and see who salutes.”

      “I need to get out of here.”

      “I agree.” She paused. “Jimmy won’t be able to carry on if you miss the weekly Gloomhaven game.”

      “You’re right. Do it for him.”

      She almost smiled as she pulled a few documents out of her briefcase. “Do you have any idea what happened? Any at all?”

      “None.”

      “Any alibi witnesses?”

      “When did the murder occur?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “When the cops arrived, I was with Camila.”

      “Your girlfriend and alleged co-conspirator. That’s not helpful.”

      “Sorry. We were celebrating my big courtroom win and…you know. It got kind of…intimate and⁠—”

      “Would you stop already? Double ick.”

      “By the way, where is Camila?”

      “In the women’s detention center.”

      “Have you talked to her?”

      “No.”

      “Please do. Right after you leave here. She must be devastated. Her Senate campaign was barely getting started. Tell her you’re on her case and she shouldn’t worry.”

      “Dan.” Maria drew in her breath. “I can’t do that.”

      “Why not?”

      “For starters, I can’t tell her she shouldn’t worry. Of course she should worry. She’s facing murder charges. Only a complete imbecile wouldn’t worry.”

      “Then tell her we’ll do everything possible to⁠—”

      “I can’t do that, either.”

      He tensed. “Why not?”

      “Isn’t it obvious?”

      “No.”

      “And that’s why you can’t represent yourself. You’ve got blinders on. Let me spell it out. You and Camila have conflicting interests.”

      “What, you think Camila is the murderer?”

      “Of course not.”

      “You think she’s going to make a deal with the prosecution? Sell me out for immunity?”

      “The truth is, I don’t know what she’s going to do.”

      “You never liked her.”

      “That has nothing to do with this. There’s an inherent conflict of interest between co-defendants. You need to be tried separately. And you each need a lawyer who puts their client first.”

      He flung himself back in his chair. “This is truly frustrating.”

      “Because you know I’m right?”

      “Because—Because—” He exhaled heavily. “Okay, fine. Because I know you’re right.”

      “Camila won’t have any trouble finding good representation. But my focus is going to be on you, big boy.”

      He didn’t like it. But it made sense. And reinforced his determination to get out of jail. He’d spent his professional life concocting schemes to benefit clients. Now he needed to concoct something to benefit himself.

      Maria checked her watch. “Anything else I can do for you before they boot me out of here?”

      “Yes. Could you bring my Air Jordans? These plastic sandals suck.”

      “You know they won’t allow that.”

      “You’re the team sorceress. You can make anything happen.”

      “Not that.”

      He sighed. “Could you at least bring some of my sea salt vanilla with caramel ribbons? I just made a batch. Took three days. And I never got to taste it.”

      She gave him a small smile. “Poor sweet baby. I’ll see what I can do.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Dan walked cautiously from the jailhouse shower. He knew it was a cliché, and he knew this was jail, not prison, but he still made a point of not spending too long in the shower and never bending over. Almost everyone here looked like someone he would skitter away from in a dark alley. Worse, he recognized some of the faces. And he was certain they recognized him.

      He’d spent his entire career getting people off the hook, and he had the best win-loss record in the county. So how was it he recognized so many incarcerated faces? Some he had simply seen lurking about the courthouse, perpetually in one kind of trouble or another. Some were notorious jailhouse snitches, to be avoided at all costs. Some were gang members. Even when he didn’t know their faces, he knew the look. Hardened criminals. Men who had been behind bars so frequently it didn’t bother them anymore.

      He thought Maria’s chances of getting him out on bail were small. But he hoped that cross she wore around her neck had earned her a miracle. For that matter, his friend Jazlyn Prentice, a top prosecutor in the D.A.’s office, was probably in charge now that Belasco was on a slab. Maybe she could pull some strings. Doubtful, but he needed some source of hope if he was going to get through this day.

      He grabbed a towel to dry himself off—when a familiar voice shattered his ruminations.

      “Well, lookee who we got here. Goodness gracious how the mighty have fallen.”

      He turned slowly and saw Jack Crenshaw, former agent with Immigration and Customs Enforcement, a man with a cowboy fetish and a nasty streak that had landed him in prison. Thanks to Dan.

      Wonderful. He had taken a serious beating only a few weeks before and he still wasn’t anywhere near completely healed.

      He wrapped the towel around his waist, searching for a guard. None in sight. “Shouldn’t you be in the state pen?”

      “I’m on a temporary transfer,” Crenshaw explained. Tall and wiry. Not wearing the orange coveralls the other inmates wore. Even without his cowboy hat, he seemed to be wearing a cowboy hat. “Feds need me to testify in an ongoing investigation.”

      “You’re snitching on someone. What did they offer you? Time off?”

      “Something like that.”

      “Do you even know the defendant you’re condemning?”

      Crenshaw took a step closer. “Are you suggesting that I might perjure myself? Danny boy, I’m a straight-shooter.”

      “You must be on the go-to list. Whenever the cops need a witness. They know who to call.”

      “You’re barking up the wrong tree, Danny. I reached out to them. And I didn’t ask for immunity, money, or anything else.” He stepped even closer, till they were practically breathing one another’s air. “But I knew that if I was going to appear before a grand jury, they’d have to transfer me to this particular hoosegow. Where you are.”

      Dan felt his throat go dry. “You offered testimony…to get near me?”

      “Word travels fast, Danny boy. Never expected to see you behind bars. And knowing what a tricky little coyote you are, I don’t expect you to be here long. So I plan to take advantage while I can.”

      “Don’t be a fool, Crenshaw.” He took a step back. He didn’t want to show any weakness, but he also knew that, given his current condition, he wouldn’t last long in a serious fight. “You’ll be caught. Charged. Assault while incarcerated. Three more years behind bars, minimum. Is it really worth it?”

      Crenshaw didn’t blink. “For me? Yes. It is absolutely worth it. I’ve taken care of the guards. If you’re thinking the cavalry is gonna rush in to save your bacon, think again.” His eyes narrowed. “You ruined my life, Danny. We got unfinished business and I intend to wrap it up, right here and now.”

      “I didn’t make you do what you did. You made your own choices. All I did was find out. And for that you’re going to kill me?”

      Crenshaw chuckled. “Naw. I’m just gonna mess you up. Bad. See how you function without the pretty boy looks. A couple broken legs might end your kitesurfing career. I want you to suffer. Like I’ve been suffering.”

      He had to act brave, even if he didn’t feel it. “And you think you’ve got the chops to do it? Only thing you’ll get is a prison stay that takes you to the grave.”

      Crenshaw laughed again, much too loudly. Where were the guards? “Did you think I was gonna do this myself? I’m not an idiot. Let me introduce you to some friends.” Two men emerged from the background. Big men. “This here is Willy. He’s been charged with grand larceny. And since bail was set at a hundred thousand bucks, he’s gonna be here for a while. He needs some kind of hobby to occupy himself.”

      “Prison assault won’t help him pass the time. It will guarantee he gets more time.”

      Willy was at least a foot taller than him, with big meaty fists and a neck as thick as a cured ham. Broad face. Shaven head. Gold tooth right up front.

      “And this other fella is Durant,” Crenshaw continued. “Drug offense. Used to be an enforcer. He’s what you might call a professional mauler. Not the kind of guy who plays by the Queensbury rules.”

      Durant smiled. Huge pumped biceps. Screwed-up nose. Tattoos. Bloodlust in his eyes.

      “Don’t be a patsy. You’re being used. Manipulated. Both of you.”

      Crenshaw whistled. “Look at the Artful Dodger now. Do you think your fancy words and courtroom tricks are gonna save you? Hold him.”

      The two musclebound men grabbed him, one on each side, pinning his arms behind his back.

      “Let me see if I can find the right spot.” Crenshaw reared back his fist and plowed into Dan’s lower right side.

      He cried out. Damn! Crenshaw had done his homework. When he was beaten before, they’d cracked two ribs on that side and they still weren’t completely healed.

      His abdomen exploded. He felt his knees go weak. The pain was so intense he couldn’t think straight.

      “Did you enjoy that, Danny boy?” Crenshaw grinned, big and broad. “I know I did. Didn’t hear a cracking sound, though. Must not have hit you hard enough. Let me try again.” Before he’d finished the sentence, Crenshaw landed another blow, hard and fast.

      It felt like Crenshaw’s fist plowed right through his body. He couldn’t seem to catch his breath. He felt his face contort like a squeezed grape.

      He had to do something to stop this punishment. Fast.

      He gazed up at Willy, the brute on his left, trying to form words with a tongue that barely functioned. “Habeas corpus.”

      Willy’s head tilted. “Whatsat?”

      “Ignore him,” Crenshaw said. “Punch him in the face till he shuts his trap.”

      “Habeas corpus. That’s how you get out.”

      Crenshaw ran forward. “I’ll kick your teeth out if you don’t⁠—”

      Willy raised his hand. “One minute.” He looked back at Dan. “Talk.”

      “You’re William Martinez, right? I read about you and I have a very good memory. You’ve been locked up for more than a year due to your inability to make bail. File a writ of habeas corpus. The Eleventh Circuit has released people in your situation before. Some judges believe the whole concept of money bail is an unconstitutional infringement on Fourth Amendment rights.”

      Willy stared at him. “That takes lawyers.”

      “Contact Legal Services. I know some people there. Ask for Kimberly. Tell her Dan sent you. They’ll take your case. They don’t often get one they can actually win. They could get you out in a week. Spend the time before trial with your family, not here.”

      The other brute, Durant, lowered himself to eye level. “That habeas thing work for me?”

      “No. You haven’t been here long enough. But you were in a Southside gang, right? I recognize the tattoos. And you had a drug habit. Cocaine, judging from the shape your nose is in. Those are mitigating circumstances.”

      “That good?”

      “You’ll have to swear off gangs and commit to drug treatment. But there’s a growing feeling that filling prisons with drug addicts is expensive and pointless. Better to get them help. If you’ll commit to three months in rehab, I might be able to get you off with probation.”

      “I can’t afford no rehab.”

      “There’s a fund. We’ll get the money.”

      “You not messin’ with me?”

      “No. But if you take part in an assault behind bars, you won’t get squat from anyone. Courts probably won’t even hear your case.”

      Crenshaw looked as if he were about to explode. “Why are you listenin’ to this hogwash? I hired you to hurt him!”

      Dan pushed himself to his feet, even though every movement caused pain. “You hired because you thought they were stupid. Turns out they’re not.” He turned back to the two men holding him down. “I meant what I said, Willy. I’ll call my friends at Legal Services, first chance I get. And if I can’t get out in time to rep you, Durant, my partners will. That’s a promise.”

      “Don’t let him get away with this!”

      He ignored Crenshaw’s ranting. “So maybe it’s in your best interests to make sure I survive my stay behind bars. I’ll get on your cases immediately, boys.” He thought a moment. “You might even spread the word. I bet you’re not the only ones in this hellhole who could use some legal assistance. While I’m stuck here, I might as well be of use.”

      The two men released him.

      “Don’t let him do this!” Crenshaw squealed.

      Dan laid his hands on Willy and Durant’s shoulders. “Spread the word. Daniel Pike and the Last Chance Lawyers are taking clients. From behind bars.”
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      Dan expected to see Maria sitting on the other side of the Plexiglas screen, but to his surprise, he found another of his partners. Maybe the team was rotating visitation duties.

      “Oh my God, Dan, how are you?” Jimmy peered through the screen, eyes glistening. “Are you okay?”

      Since the man was already on the verge of tears, he decided not to mention the brutal attack in the showers. “I’m fine.” Except when I move. “What’s happening back at the office?”

      “Chaos. Absolute chaos. Maria’s doing her best to hold it all together, but it isn’t the same. We need our Aquaman. Not Mera.” He paused. “Actually, she’s more like Harley Quinn.”

      “Maria is a highly capable attorney.”

      “But she isn’t you. She isn’t a leader.”

      “She can be anything she wants to be.”

      “That’s just it. She doesn’t want to be. She wants you home. We all do.” He brushed the heel of his palm against his eyes. “I’m sorry I’m being so emotional. Hank says I didn’t sleep a wink last night.” Hank was Jimmy’s husband, an ER doctor. They were both African-American, both a bit portly, and both fonder of cardigans than most people living in sunny Florida. “I never expected anything like this to happen.”

      He wanted to reach through the Plexiglas and comfort his colleague. “It will all work out in the end. Promise. These charges are garbage. I’m confident they’ll be dismissed.” A complete lie, but if he didn’t say something, he feared the man would break out in a full-on crying jag.

      “I’m not. Your case has been assigned to Judge Hembeck.”

      Oh, the irony. He had appeared before Hembeck on several occasions—as an attorney. She was extremely conservative, always leaning toward the prosecution. Probably the closest thing this county had to a “hanging judge.” “That’s okay.”

      “You’re all over the papers. And social media.”

      “Does that surprise you? Don’t let it get to you.”

      “Okay…” Jimmy looked down at his feet. Something was bothering him.

      “Out with it.”

      “Out with what?”

      “Come on. We’re friends. Better out than in.”

      Jimmy hesitated. “I—I ate your ice cream.”

      “The sea salt vanilla with caramel ribbons?” Their office was a Snell Isle mansion Mr. K had converted into a workplace. Among other fabulous features, it had a fully functional kitchen. “Good. I made it for eating.”

      Jimmy tossed his head from side to side. “I kinda…ate all of it.”

      “Wow. I made three pints.”

      “I was binge eating.”

      “Nothing better for depression than ice cream.”

      “And in a weird way…it made me feel closer to you.”

      Now he was going to cry. “Jimmy, I’ll get out of this mess. But until I do, please eat all the food you find in the fridge. Might as well clear away the leftovers. Because when I get out of here, I’m going to cook every recipe I know.”

      Jimmy looked up, eyes wide. “Promise?”

      “Promise.”
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        * * *

      

      Apparently the authorities were allowing anyone to visit as long as they claimed to be his attorney. And he knew a lot of attorneys.

      Moments after Jimmy left, his remaining partner, Garrett Wainwright, holding an iPad, settled into the chair on the other side of the Plexiglas.

      Garrett got right down to business. “Few details about the murder have been released. The crime scene is still locked down. Putting a real dent in Beachcombers’ business.”

      “They’ll recover.”

      “The police are confident they’ve captured their murderer, so they’re not conducting any real investigation. Forensic reports are still under lock and key. Probably not completed. I’ve been looking into the legal precedents for getting bail in cases like yours.”

      “And?”

      “You already know. Judges tend to play it safe. And it’s always safer to leave accused murderers behind bars.”

      “We got Camila out. She wore an electronic ankle bracelet so they could monitor her movements.”

      “She was the mayor of the city. Nothing personal, but you don’t have the same status. Still, I’m digging up every helpful precedent. Maria will come to court locked and loaded.”

      “Thank you. I appreciate it.” He nodded toward the iPad. “And?”

      Garrett unfolded the cover. “Our boss would like to have a few words.”

      “Can you get Wi-Fi in here?”

      “Of course not. I’ve got a 4G hotspot on the iPad. Top of the line, but reception still may be spotty. We’re behind a lot of thick walls.

      “You can get cell service in prison. All the best inmates have phones.”

      “Good point.” Garrett started Skype and placed a call. It took longer than usual, but eventually they made a connection. The call was voice-only. They could hear Mr. K, but they had no idea what he looked like. Didn’t even know where he was.

      Garrett place the phone receiver beside the iPad. The voice was crackly but recognizable. “How are you holding up, Dan?”

      “I’m fine, K.” He tried to speak as loudly as possible, but he knew guards were watching this operation and he didn’t want to attract any more attention than necessary. Don’t give them an excuse to shut it down. “No problems.”

      “Really? I heard you were attacked in the shower. Our old friend Crenshaw tried to cripple you.”

      Garrett looked up at him, eyes wide. How did K know that? How did he always know everything? “He landed a few lucky punches. I talked my way out of it.”

      “A few punches is not nothing. Especially for someone recovering from a savage beating. I’m going to see if I can pull a few strings. There must be someone in that detention center who owes me a favor. Maybe we can get you isolated from the general population.”

      “Don’t waste your energy. I’ll be fine.” He paused. “But I do think you should hire some security. Someone to watch over Maria. And the rest of the firm. Maybe my boat, if you wouldn’t mind too much.”

      He could hear the smile in the voice. “I’ve already done all that. Don’t worry, Dan. I’ll take care of the team.”

      “And Camila, if she gets out.”

      “She has security of her own.” Pause. “But I’ll make sure she’s safe.”

      There was an awkward silence. Only a few seconds, but to Dan, it felt like an eternity. “K, I didn’t do this. I didn’t kill Belasco.”

      “You think I don’t know that? You don’t have to tell me the obvious. Dan, we are behind you one hundred percent. We will beat these charges if it costs everything I have. People before pennies. Do you think Sweeney is behind this?”

      “Of course Sweeney is behind this. Sweeney is always behind this.”

      “He has a strong motive to get you out of the courtroom. But that doesn’t prove that he did it.”

      “Makes him the most likely suspect.”

      “Perhaps. But still—” He could tell something was troubling Mr. K. “Sweeney has always been vile, but he’s also always been…subtler than this.” He paused, as if thinking. “I don’t know. He had Belasco in his back pocket. And Belasco was running for mayor, which would make him even more useful.”

      “Are there any other suspects?”

      “Not as far as the police are concerned. Which makes it all the more important that we conduct a thorough investigation. I gave some thought to hiring outside counsel.”

      “No. I trust my team.”

      “I trust all my teams. And I know many good lawyers. All over the country.”

      “There’s no need. I know my friends have got my back.”

      He could tell K was not satisfied. “We’ll table that idea for now. See how it goes. One thing is for certain. We are not going to lose this case because it’s understaffed. Or underfunded.”

      Garrett spoke up. “The police say they have a rock-solid case. And they’re only beginning to assemble evidence, Dan.”

      He nodded. “Someone wants me out of commission.”

      “That’s about the size of it.” Garrett’s lips were tight, his expression grim. “I know I should probably say something reassuring, but you’re in a bad situation here, Dan. And I’m not sure there’s any way to get you out of it.”
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      Conrad Sweeney grabbed the brown paper at the corner and ripped it off in a single dramatic swipe. He felt a tingling throughout his body, a incipient adrenaline rush.

      The paper fell to the floor. The Miró was revealed.

      “Magnificent.” The large man beamed with pride. “This will be the jewel of my collection.”

      “It is brilliant.” His chief assistant, Prudence Hancock, stood to the side, hands behind her back, maintaining deference, but always at the ready. “A bit more modern than the rest of your collection, isn’t it?”

      He did not face her as he spoke. He could not remove his eyes from the artwork. “Funny thing about art. What’s considered modern changes as time marches on. Miró is no longer modern. Only modernist. Given the changes in the art world today, soon nothing from the twentieth century will be considered modern.”

      “Your collection is the finest in the world in private hands. Dr. Sweeney, may I say again what a shame it is that the rest of the world is not allowed to see it?”

      “Perhaps in time.” He tore his eyes from the art. “But for now, I’m keeping these masterworks for myself. I don’t want to fight my way through a crowd of noisy schoolgirls to get a closer look.”

      “Is that the only reason?”

      A small smile played on his lips. “As I believe you know, there are delicate issues of…provenance.”

      “Coogan is behind bars. The police believe they’ve recovered everything he ever stole. You’re safe.”

      “Only the passage of time can provide the level of assurance I desire. When my collection is finally revealed to the public, there can be no incriminating aspersions about where it came from. I don’t want a repeat of the Getty Museum debacle.”

      “Understood.” Prudence pulled her phone from her pocket. “Ellison is here.”

      “Show him in. I want to linger with my painting another moment.”

      “Of course.” Prudence left his office, which took some time, given that the office occupied most of the penthouse level of his downtown office building. When she returned, she escorted an older man, graying at the temples. Sweeney had seen Bradley Ellison recently, but the man looked as if he had aged a year since then.

      Ellison appeared to have a complaint. He decided to deflect it by seizing the initiative. “Have you found a snitch?”

      “Not yet. And that’s not what I came to talk about.”

      “Find a witness before Pike pulls another rabbit out of his hat.”

      “Pike is not likely to do anything at the moment. Since he’s behind bars for the murder of George Belasco. The man I last saw in this office.”

      “Walk with me.” Sweeney knew the gallery outside the elevator lobby was imposing, a long stretch of marble flooring and artwork. Ellison needed a reminder of whom he was addressing. Prudence followed behind them.

      “I didn’t come here to look at pictures,” Ellison said. “We need to talk. Right this minute.”

      “Take it down a notch,” Prudence said, almost growling. “In fact, take it down several notches.”

      “Don’t tell me how to talk, young lady.”

      Prudence marched toward him. Sweeney raised his hand, halting her. For the moment. “I can see that you’re upset, Bradley. That saddens me. I thought we were partners. With a common cause.”

      “I would never countenance murder. Never.”

      “Did you like Belasco?”

      “I didn’t want him dead.”

      Sweeney repeated himself, this time more slowly, emphasizing each syllable. “Did—you—like—Belasco?”

      Ellison’s chest rose, then fell. “No. I didn’t like him. I feel the same way about a dirty DA that I would about a dirty cop.”

      “You were on the police force for over twenty years, before you retired and plunged into the world of cold-case investigations. You must have seen more than a few officers on the take.”

      “Not really. There are more dirty cops on tv shows than in real life.”

      “‘Dirty,’ of course, is a point of view. What’s dirty to some can be keenly useful to others.”

      “Did you want Pike this badly?”

      Prudence stepped between them, looking fully ready to deck Ellison, but again, Sweeney restrained her. “Yes, I want Pike badly. And this time, his tricks can’t save him.”

      “He’ll think of something.”

      “I’m pretty good at thinking myself. Prudence, do we have our surveillance in place?”

      “For the most part. We haven’t tapped the camera and microphone on his computers. He has a firewall we haven’t managed to penetrate. And we haven’t bugged his office yet.”

      “Why not?”

      “Don’t you think the cops will tear that place apart? Looking for evidence? They can’t go to trial with nothing but an audio recording.”

      He nodded slowly. “Of course. Thank you again for reminding me why I hold you in such esteem, Prudence. You are invaluable.”

      “Working for you is a pleasure, Dr. Sweeney. And an honor.”

      Ellison pushed himself beside them. “You’re behind this whole mess, aren’t you? You’ve got your fingers everywhere, in every pie. I don’t want anything⁠—”

      Prudence slapped hard against his chest and shoved him into the wall. The paintings rattled. Ellison seemed startled, blinking, as if he didn’t know what had hit him.

      Sweeney placed a single finger on Ellison’s chest. “Stop posturing and moralizing and listen to my words, Bradley. You’re already involved. Complicit. In fact, you’re on the front lines. I can protect myself. But if anyone gets suspicious, you’re the one who goes down.”

      Ellison slowly found his voice. “This crusade against Pike is your obsession, not mine.”

      “Are you completely delusional? You’re the man whose testimony put Pike’s father behind bars.”

      “I told the truth.”

      “You think that will get you brownie points in heaven? But for you, Pike might be off in the Keys drinking margaritas and kitesurfing all day. You turned him into St. Pete’s dashing crusader, the perpetual thorn in my side. So you will damn well help me pluck this thorn and crush it.” His voice deepened. “Or the next body they find in a back alley might be yours.”

      They stared at one another for several seconds. Prudence watched for a sign. But Sweeney held back and let the room cool.

      Ellison was the one to finally break the silence. “What do you want me to do?”

      Sweeney smiled. “I think perhaps this murder prosecution should be…enhanced.”
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      Camila sat in the jailhouse holding area, disgusted and distraught, trying to figure out what to do next.

      “Wassa matter, chica?”

      The woman speaking to her was dressed in a ridiculously short skirt and a low-cut halter that left little to the imagination. She was obviously a prostitute, as were the two friends sitting on either side.

      So this was what it had come to. She was a candidate for the US Senate. And she’d been thrown into a tank with sex workers.

      “Just waiting,” she replied. “I assume someone wants to speak to me.”

      “Wish I had someone waitin’ to see me, girlfriend. You lucky.”

      “All depends on who the someone is.”

      “Why do I know your face? You been in a commercial or something?”

      She pondered. It would probably be smarter to hold her tongue. But she couldn’t stop herself. “I’m your mayor.”

      “Sure, girl. And I’m Banksy.”

      “I intend to be your US senator. But there are men who feel threatened by me.”

      “Well, we know all about that, don’t we, girls?”

      One of her friends spoke up. “I intimidate all men. I intimidate them so hard they can’t function, half the time. Can you imagine? A body like this, and they can’t work it up.” She poised her fingers like claws. “I’m the spider queen.”

      The rattling behind the door told Camila she probably wasn’t going to be in here for long. “May I give you ladies a little advice?”

      “Long as you don’t ’spect us to take it.”

      “Get off the streets. I know it’s hard to find good work. I know your pimp won’t like it. Do it anyway. Go to one of the Sweeney shelters. They’re all over town. You can stay for thirty days and your pimp won’t be able to touch you. That’ll give you time to get your life on a different track. Find a better job.”

      “Who would hire me?” the spider queen asked.

      “You’re smart, you’re funny, and I know a lot of businesses that could use you. The mayor’s office has a Job Placement Center.”

      “I’ve…thought about makin’ a change,” the first woman said. “But I feel…trapped.”

      “I know exactly how you feel. But you’ve still got time. Trust me on this. It’s never too late to change your life. It’s not where you start, it’s where you finish. You can be anything you want to be.”

      The woman gave her a long look. “Are we on camera? You with some kind church crusade or somethin’?”

      Camila rose to her feet. “No. Trying to make a difference. Any way I can.”
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      Maria could see Camila was surprised to find her sitting on the other side of the Plexiglas screen. Had she thought it would be Dan? He might be a miracle worker, but there was no angel in heaven who could get his butt out of jail this quickly.

      “To be clear, Camila, this is a courtesy call. I cannot represent you. My firm cannot represent you.”

      If Camila was experiencing irritation or disappointment, she hid it well. “You did before.”

      “Yes, but the circumstances have changed. Dan is also charged, and the two of you have potentially conflicting interests.”

      “We do?” She arched an eyebrow. “We’re both innocent. We both would like to avoid execution.”

      “I have a list of top-flight attorneys I can recommend.”

      Camila did not appear placated. “Does Dan know you’re cutting me loose?”

      Maria licked her lips. She had always felt there was some…tension between her and Camila. Did Camila see her as a potential rival? “We are not cutting you loose. We will make sure you’re taken care of. And yes, I have discussed this with Dan and he understands.”

      “But it wasn’t his idea. Will you be investigating?”

      “You know we will. And we will share whatever we discover. Please don’t take this personally. It’s a matter of legal ethics.”

      “I’m not taking it personally. I never take anything personally. I’m an all-business woman.” She kept her voice low, obviously trying to avoid attracting attention, though most people recognized Camila the instant she entered the room. How often did you see a candidate for the US Senate behind bars? “Have you heard the recording?”

      “Several times. And I have experts working on it, trying to verify that it’s authentic.”

      “Don’t waste your money. It’s real. But it was a joke. We were messing around.”

      She resisted the instinct to say, ick. “I have to tell you, Camila…it doesn’t sound like it.”

      “That’s because you can’t see the expressions on our faces. Given the background static, you can barely make out the tone of our voices. You can’t see that we were being playful, standing around in his tiny bedroom cabin half-naked.”

      Double-ick. “You’ll have to explain that. Convincingly. On the witness stand.”

      “You think it will come to that? An actual trial? Over this foolishness?”

      “I think that’s likely. The cops have staked their claim. It’s been in the media. There’s no turning back now, not without making themselves look like fools.”

      “They do look like fools.”

      “Maybe to you.”

      “Their whole case is based on one twenty-second illegal audio recording.”

      “The cops say they have more. Look at it from their standpoint. The District Attorney, the highest, most prominent legal official in the city, has been brutally murdered. In many respects, this is a cop killing. They needed a scapegoat and an anonymous informant gave them one.” She brushed her hair back. “I don’t think it’s a coincidence Dan was targeted. Sweeney, cops, lots of people want him out of the way. He was at the top of the scapegoat list. Why else was he being bugged?”

      Camila shook her head slowly, but firmly. “You’re wrong.”

      “About what?”

      “That whole rant.”

      She tried not to be annoyed. “Can you be more specific?”

      “Dan was not the target. I was.”

      “How do you figure?”

      “It’s obvious. But your affection for Dan blinds you.”

      “Dan and I are partners. Period.”

      “Yes, yes, I know. But that does not mean you don’t feel stirrings inside when he is near.”

      “I don’t, actually.”

      “You are correct when you say law enforcement has no affection for Dan, or any other defense attorney. But there is something else they hate even worse. A female boss.”

      “I’m sure there’s a lot of sexism…”

      “And what do they hate even worse than a female boss? A Latinx female boss.”

      “A lot of the men on the force are⁠—”

      “The men, yes. That’s the key word. And what could possibly make their hatred and resentment even worse? A female Latinx boss who is very pretty. Who they will never get close to.”

      Maria chose her words carefully. “It’s possible you’re…personalizing this to an excessive degree. Remember, they didn’t bug your home. They bugged Dan’s boat.”

      “Because they knew I would be there. For all we know, they bugged my home as well.”

      “Sweeney wants Dan eliminated.”

      “He has also expressed his antipathy toward me. On several occasions.”

      This was fruitless. And turning into a competition to prove who was most despised. “I suppose it doesn’t matter. The bottom line is, you’re both in jail now and you’re both going up on murder charges.”

      “Do you know when the murder is believed to have taken place?”

      “Not precisely. Why?”

      “I was in my office working late that day. I came to your celebration party late, remember? And then I accompanied Dan to his boat. Depending on the timing, I may have an alibi. For that matter, Dan may as well.”

      Maria hoped that was true. But she also knew that Dan had disappeared for several hours between the courtroom finale and the party. “I’ll check it out.” She caught herself. “And whatever I learn, I will convey to your attorney, as soon as I know who that will be.”

      “I will arrange counsel today. I would rather be represented by the best firm in the city…but since you refuse me, I will go elsewhere.”

      Hoo boy. “We will not leave you dangling in the wind.”

      Camila gave her a stony glare. “It appears to me that you already have.”
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      Jazlyn tried to keep her head above the chaos, but it wasn’t easy. Since she had been the lead assistant district attorney, and the actual district attorney was dead, everyone assumed she was in charge. She wasn’t sure if there was any legal basis for that. She hadn’t been elected and there was no precedent for this in Pinellas County. But like it or not, she did appear to be in charge. Her first order of business? A criminal prosecution targeting a man she considered a close friend and the mayor of the city.

      As if that weren’t enough, she was in the middle of her own campaign for district attorney. Some said that election was now a foregone conclusion, but she wasn’t so sure. As soon as someone got a whiff of weakness, maybe someone who thought she wasn’t handling this high-profile case properly, they might be eager to take a shot at a regular government paycheck.

      Her assistant, Logan Pierce, entered her office. “Are you ready for messages?”

      Jazlyn pressed a hand against her forehead. “Are there many?”

      “About four thousand and twelve. But I can prioritize.” Logan was a legal assistant and they’d worked together for years, so she tended to trust him. He was smart, skinny, and an excellent dresser, but most importantly, he knew how to get rid of people she didn’t want to see. “The press wants to know who will be lead counsel on this case.”

      Probably Beverly Garfield. But she didn’t want to make a public announcement before they’d discussed it. “They can find out as the rest of the world does. When someone shows up at the arraignment.”

      “Your campaign manager wants you to speak at the local Rotary Club.”

      “Not this week.”

      “You are going to have to make some public appearances.”

      “Tell me something I don’t know. Anything else?”

      He smiled slightly. “Your daughter wants to know when you’ll be home. She wants to make cupcakes.”

      Thank you for reminding me I have a private life. “I don’t know when I’ll be home. Frida watches Esperanza after school.” Jazlyn adopted ten-year-old Esperanza about a year ago, after a little urging from current murder defendant Daniel Pike. Smartest thing she ever did. “But I’m okay on the cupcakes. Tell her to start without me. She doesn’t need my help.”

      Logan clicked his tongue. “She doesn’t need your help. She wants your help.”

      “I know.” She pondered a moment. “Tell her I’ll be home as soon as I can. I’ll text her. Anything else?”

      “Yup. Someone outside to see you.”

      “Tell them⁠—”

      “It’s Maria Morales.”

      Of course it was. Surprising Maria hadn’t been by sooner. But she probably had a lot on her plate as well. “Okay. Send her in. Hold the calls.”

      She flopped down in the chair behind her desk. Why hadn’t she become a librarian like her mother suggested?
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      Maria entered tentatively. “Jazlyn?”

      The assistant district attorney pushed herself to her feet. “Maria. So good to see you.” She reached out her arms.

      Maria raised a hand. “Just so you know, I’m definitely representing Dan. The whole firm is behind him.”

      “Does that mean we can’t hug?”

      “Only if the cameras aren’t rolling.” They embraced for a brief moment. “I know this puts you in a difficult situation.”

      “I’m not handling the case myself.”

      “Beverly Garfield?”

      “She is the senior death-qualified attorney in the office.”

      Maria winced when she heard “death-qualified” spoken out loud. “I figured as much.”

      “It’s necessary. Dan and I are personal friends. For that matter, it may not be common knowledge, but we actually went out on a date once.”

      Maria arched an eyebrow. Neither of them had ever mentioned that to her before.

      “Don’t be alarmed. It didn’t go far. Hard as he tried. But my point is, if I handled this case, someone would scream that I’m not objective. Or worse, someone might claim it was a vendetta, since Dan has shellacked me in court so many times. Best I stay out of it this time.”

      “But you will supervise the case. Oversee it.”

      “No way around that. Like it or not, I seem to be the head of the office. Earlier than I expected.”

      “Thank God for that. I know I can trust you to block…anyone trying to manipulate the process for their own ends.”

      “Of course. Look, Maria, I don’t believe for a minute that Dan would murder someone. But there’s more than enough evidence to proceed. My hands are tied.”

      “I get it. So long as the playing field is level, we can beat these charges. I’m confident.”

      The concern in Jazlyn’s eyes was evident. “I hope you’re right.”

      Death-qualified. Death-qualified. She couldn’t make that stop ringing in her ears. “What can you tell me about the murder? I don’t know much.”

      “You’ve heard the audio recording?”

      “Of course. Any idea where it came from?”

      “Not yet. The sender was careful. Used a burner email account and the message was forwarded repeatedly through accounts and clouds. Even if we manage to trace it back to its source, it will probably be some random library or coffeeshop. Nothing that could be traced back to the actual sender.”

      “What’s the time of death?”

      “Haven’t heard yet. Medical examiner says the murder took place well before the body was found. After he finishes the autopsy, analyzes the stomach contents, and performs a tox screen, he’ll be able to tell us more.”

      “Can you send me a copy of that when it comes in?”

      Jazlyn tilted her head, her mouth stretched in a pained expression. “Eeeeh…”

      “Right. No special treatment. I’ll make the appropriate disclosure requests.”

      “Thank you. So much.”

      “What can you tell me about the murder? Without getting into any trouble?”

      Jazlyn shrugged. “Here’s what will be in the papers tomorrow. We received an anonymous call from a random cellphone. Probably a burner. Untraceable. The call sent two officers to the alley behind Beachcombers.”

      “Can you get me in to view the crime scene?”

      Jazlyn’s lip curled slightly. “If that’s what you want. Let me warn you. You won’t enjoy it.”

      “I have no choice. Why was Belasco in that alley?”

      “No idea. Mayoral candidates don’t normally hang out in sleazy bars. But he had all but retired to run his campaign. He was leaving the office at five most days. Sometimes earlier.”

      “And Belasco was shot six times?”

      Jazlyn drew in her breath, then slowly released it. “And that wasn’t the worst of it. His body was…impaled.”

      Maria felt the blood drain from her face. “With what?”

      “Some kind of trident-like stake.”

      “He was…staked? Like a vampire?”

      “Pinioned against the back fence and left hanging. Like a sick scarecrow.”

      Maria swallowed. “Someone was seriously out to get Belasco.”

      “Yes.”

      “But Belasco must’ve had many enemies. Think of all the lowlifes he put behind bars. This could be retaliation from a Southside gang. Or a drug cartel.”

      “Hard to imagine.”

      “What about Sweeney? There’s nothing he couldn’t make happen.”

      “But Belasco and Sweeney were pals.”

      “Sweeney doesn’t have pals. Only tools.”

      “Sweeney contributed to Belasco’s campaign in a big way.”

      “What better way to hone a tool?”

      “Then why kill him?”

      “To frame someone. Make it look like a calculated, cold-blooded killing by someone who hated Belasco.”

      “Like Dan? How do you explain away the audio recording?”

      “Which was emailed shortly after an anonymous call sent you to the crime scene. The perfect frame.”

      “The police don’t see it as a perfect frame. More like a perfect crime.”

      “I need to find a way to change their minds.” Maria pushed herself out of her chair. “Thanks for your help, Jazlyn. I appreciate it. Dan will, too.”

      Jazlyn grabbed her hand. “Tell Dan…I’m thinking about him.” She peered into Maria’s eyes. “Find the answers, Maria. You’re all that stands between Dan and…the worst fate imaginable. I can’t help him here. This time around, it all depends on you.”
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      Dan clutched his side and tried not to let the pain show. Those punches to the gut were getting worse, not better. He needed to see a doctor. And he would. But at the moment, other matters took priority.

      He sat on a bench outside the large courtroom on the second floor sporting silver shackles between his wrists and ankles. One of the marshals who escorted him from the jailhouse stood to the side. They had to let him talk to his lawyer privately, but they stayed close enough to grab him if he tried to make a break for it.

      Everything about the St. Pete county courthouse needed renovation, but these pews were ridiculously uncomfortable. He supposed he shouldn’t complain. It was better than being in the jailhouse, where an old foe was determined to see him dead.

      Of course, if he didn’t beat these murder charges, he still might end up dead.

      Maria scurried around the corner, a briefcase in one hand, papers clutched in the other. “Okay, I got everything filed. I think it might help.”

      He shrugged. “What have you learned about the judge?”

      “Carmen Hembeck. White. Conservative. Well-to-do family in Tampa. U of F grad. Practiced solo for seven years, then ran for the judgeship. Lost the first time but was later appointed. Has been considered for the federal judiciary by the Trump administration, but it hasn’t happened yet.”

      “If she’s still in the running, she’ll want to demonstrate how conservative she can be. Especially during a high-profile case.”

      “We can’t help that.”

      “I’ve seen her name in other crime files…”

      “It’s time. Are you ready to go in?”

      “You can’t get them to remove the shackles?”

      “Not for this. No jury to prejudice. As far they’re concerned, you’re a dangerous marauder.”

      “Wonderful. Let’s go.”

      “One reminder. You are not the lawyer today. So keep your mouth shut, except for the part where you say, ‘Not guilty.’”

      “Understood. I am a professional.”

      “Yeah, a professional control freak who thinks any argument would be improved by his input.”

      “I will be meek as a lamb.”

      She rose. “Remember that you said that.”

      “Unless, of course, the situation requires⁠—”

      “Be quiet.”
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        * * *

      

      The moment he entered the courtroom, Dan could see that this case had attracted an extraordinary amount of interest in a short period of time. Normally, there wouldn’t be three people in the gallery for an arraignment docket. Today, half the seats were taken. He spotted people craning their necks, staring at him. He was accustomed to attracting attention, but in an amusing, eccentric way, not in a cold-blooded killer way. In one fell swoop, he’d been transformed from one of the most prominent members of the community to one of the most despised.

      Some of the people in the gallery appeared to be reporters, with a few elderly citizens who probably used the courthouse as a substitute for television, increasingly common these days as many retirees couldn’t afford or understand the vast panoply of streaming services. A few scruffy sorts were likely homeless, getting out of the heat and enjoying the air conditioning for a little while.

      What interested him most was the woman sitting on the front row of the gallery, on the prosecution side. Unless he was mistaken, that was Evelyn Belasco, the wife, now widow, of George Belasco. He’d met her years ago at a bar association function.

      He gave her a close inspection. Dressed in black, natch. Sparkly brooch at the neck. Red puffy face. Coach bag. Gucci shoes.

      The lanky young man beside her was likely her son. Christopher, if he recalled correctly. Dark blue sneakers. Blue polo. Nick on his left cheek. Face was a little raw, as if he’d recently removed a beard.

      The expressions on their faces suggested they wouldn’t welcome a word of condolence from the defendant. He averted his gaze. Maria guided him toward their table, as if he actually needed directions.

      Two reps from the prosecutor’s office sat at the opposite table. They looked nervous, or so he liked to believe. He knew them both. Beverly Garfield and Zachary Blunt. Garfield was a small woman, short and a bit plump. String of pearls. Phi Beta Kappa pin. Dark stain on her right forefinger.

      Her partner, Blunt, was known around the office as “the Knife.” Dan didn’t know exactly why, but it didn’t sound promising. He was almost anemically skinny, the kind of guy who made you want to shove a cheeseburger down his throat. Protruding Adam’s apple. Mole beneath his chin. Nice suit. Black alligator briefcase that looked like it came from Thom Browne.

      About five minutes later, Judge Hembeck entered the courtroom. Mid-forties. Light brown complexion. A bit too much lipstick, or too dark. Broad shoulders, looked strong. Judge robe fit her like it had been tailored.

      The judge’s clerk called the docket. As it happened, they were the only case on the agenda. He doubted that was an accident. The judge knew how much attention this case would attract, so she gave it a private setting.

      The judge read the style, made sure both sides were represented by counsel, and allowed them to enter their appearances. “Ms. Garfield, do the People wish to press these charges against the defendant at this time?”

      Garfield rose. “We do, your honor. And we wish to inform the court that we intend to pursue the death penalty. We are in the process of assembling a grand jury to render a capital indictment.”

      “Understood.” So far, the judge’s manner seemed completely neutral, matter-of-fact. “Daniel Douglas Pike. How do you plead?”

      Maria rose with him. “Not guilty, your honor. Very much completely one-hundred-and-ten percent not guilty.”
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      To Dan’s disappointment, Judge Hembeck didn’t even crack a smile. “Your plea will be so entered. The defendant will be remanded back into custody pending the next hearing.”

      “About that,” Maria said, cutting in. “We request that the defendant be released on bail at this time. We have filed the appropriate motion.”

      Garfield rose, but did not yet speak.

      “A bit premature, isn’t it, counsel?” The judge pursed her lips, but he suspected she wasn’t all that surprised. She’d seen the motion, presumably. “We usually take this up later. After the dust has settled.”

      “I know, your honor. But this is not the typical case, as this heavily populated courtroom makes clear.”

      Judge Hembeck tilted her head. “Proceed.”

      “In this case, your honor, the defendant is an officer of the court. A well-respected officer of the court.”

      Hembeck nodded. “I am aware.”

      “That alone speaks to his unlikeliness to flee. He has a pre-existing relationship with and respect for the court. He’s a member of the bar.”

      Hembeck looked down at her papers. “You want me to offer bail in a murder case because the defendant is a lawyer? That’s not going to happen.”

      “My client is more than happy to submit to monitoring, electronic or otherwise. He will wear an ankle bracelet so the court can track his movements at all times. He will appear in person as often as the court requires. And he will meet any bail the court deems appropriate. Why burden the taxpayer for no reason? He will appear for trial. He looks forward to defending himself against these false charges. There is no reason to make him languish behind bars.”

      Judge Hembeck turned toward the prosecution table. “Any objections?”

      “Dozens,” Garfield said.

      “I thought as much.”

      “For starters, this is a murder case, soon to be a capital case, and historically judges have almost never allowed bail in those circumstances. The fact that the defendant is a lawyer is irrelevant. Sadly, we all know respected professionals who have turned to crime. If anything, the bar should be stricter on its own, not more lenient, given the importance of maintaining respect for the judicial system. And I don’t agree that Mr. Pike is not a flight risk. He has a history of…eccentric behavior. He is known to be wealthy and well-connected. Who knows what someone facing the death penalty might do? If he decided to flee, he’s smart enough to pull it off.”

      “Would the prosecution be reassured if he wore an electronic monitoring device?”

      “Not in the slightest. What good would that do? We would know he was running when he ran, but not in time to stop him. More likely, before he made a break for it, he would rip off the bracelet and disappear. We wouldn’t have any advance notice and we wouldn’t be able to react in time to stop him.”

      The judge turned her attention back to Maria. “She does make some valid points, Ms. Morales. The court might be willing to acknowledge that the defendant is not a likely flight risk. But these are capital charges, and traditionally, courts have preferred to keep accused murderers behind bars until trial.”

      “Which could be a long time,” Maria said.

      “Granted.”

      “Your honor, my client knows many of the people currently behind bars. If the court locks him away with them, his life is in danger. He has already been attacked by people bearing a grudge. We have submitted several petitions for relief.”

      “I did see that,” the judge said. “Extremely disturbing.”

      “Would the court consider coupling the electronic bracelet requirement with a daily visit with a bail officer?”

      Dan looked up at her. Daily?

      The judge considered. “That would leave him little time to fly to Argentina. Madame Prosecutor?”

      Garfield shook her head. “It only takes a few minutes to get to the airport and fly anywhere. Or to drive to Miami and disappear on a cruise ship. Or to walk into the Everglades and never return.”

      “My client would never do that,” Maria said, “and with respect, I think my worthy opponent knows that. Dan is more likely to launch his own private investigation to find the true culprit.”

      Garfield rolled her eyes. “Yes, as I recall, O.J. also launched an investigation into who really committed the murders. Oddly enough, he didn’t turn up anything.”

      Maria fumed. “Are you kidding me? This case is about as far⁠—”

      The judge raised her palm. “Counsel. Let’s keep this professional.”

      Maria tucked in her chin. “Yes, your honor.”

      “You do understand, Ms. Morales, that even if I were inclined to set bail, it would be for an extremely high amount.”

      “Of course.”

      “Like, perhaps, a million dollars.”

      Maria did not blink. “Understood.”

      “Could your client post that? I don’t think you’ll find a bondsman willing to help.”

      “I have talked with the head of our firm, your honor, and he has assured us that he will post the funds. Whatever it takes. And there is precedent for this. If I may remind the court, when Mayor Pérez was charged with murder⁠—”

      “The first time,” Garfield said dryly.

      “—the court allowed her to post bail. She was released and wore an ankle bracelet. And she did indeed appear for trial.”

      “And will again, no doubt,” Garfield murmured in a withering tone. “Your honor, the fact that the defendant consorts with and conspired with someone facing capital charges for the second time only shows what a dangerous idea this is.”

      “If I may remind the court,” Maria said firmly, “the mayor was found not guilty after it became perfectly clear that she had been wrongly accused. The actual culprit has since been convicted and sentenced. That came close to being a hideous miscarriage of justice. And this will be too if we don’t⁠—”

      “Stop. Right there,” the judge said. For the first time, she looked perturbed. “We are not going to try the case during this hearing.”

      “I’m sorry, your honor.” Dan could see the desperation in Maria’s eyes. She was losing this hearing and she knew it. “But the test is supposed to be whether the defendant poses a flight risk or a threat to the community. And the answer here is clearly in the negative. Dan will appear for trial. I guarantee it. He poses no threat to anyone. He has been a law-abiding citizen his entire life.”

      “Until now,” Garfield said.

      “He has no grudges. No enmity. No—No⁠—”

      Dan sprung to his feet. “Your honor. May I be heard?”

      Maria’s head whipped around. The what-are-you-doing expression was all too easy to read.

      “Mr. Pike, you are represented by counsel.”

      “I know. But as the court is aware, I am an attorney myself.”

      “And the lawyer who represents himself has⁠—”

      “Yes, I know the aphorism. And my lawyer is doing a fine job. But I wanted to expand briefly on one point, with the court’s indulgence.”

      The judge shrugged. “You do have the right to speak on your own behalf. For better or for worse.”

      “Thank you, your honor. Ms. Morales mentioned that if freed, I would likely investigate the case on my own. She’s absolutely right about that. And this wouldn’t be a PR ploy. Nothing against the fourth estate, but in my experience, you get more work done and gather more information when you stay out of the papers. I might be able to contribute something.”

      “Or stir up a lot of dust,” Garfield said, her voice more forceful than before. “Your honor, this man has been charged based upon compelling evidence. Any so-called investigation can only be seen as a smokescreen to create doubt in the minds of potential jurors.”

      “That’s simply not true,” Dan said.

      “This defendant has a history of courtroom trickery and theatrics.”

      “What I have a history of,” Dan said firmly, “is success. Of getting the job done. In many cases, not only exonerating my client but uncovering the true offender. I was the one who solved the Coleman murder.”

      “I did read about that,” the judge said quietly.

      “When I represented Gabriella Valdez, I not only proved she had been framed, I identified the murderer.”

      “Yes.” The judge nodded.

      “And the case I’m most proud of,” Dan added, “was several years ago. I investigated the murder of young Nancy Rockwell, a fifteen-year old girl who was abducted, abused, and killed on her way home from school.”

      The judge’s eyes lifted.

      “I don’t mean to toot my own horn. But I will say that if I hadn’t investigated, it’s possible that young girl’s parents would never have found the solace they so desperately sought.” He looked into the judge’s eyes, straight and direct. “This is my promise. I will not flee. I will not threaten anyone. I will investigate this case and I will find out who murdered our district attorney. The cops have stopped investigating. There is no chance they will discover what happened. But I will.” He drew in his breath. “If the court gives me a chance.”

      Judge Hembeck stared back at him, tapping a ballpoint pen against her desk. “You will submit to wearing an electronic ankle bracelet?”

      “Gladly.”

      “And you will check in with your bail officer every weekday?”

      “I will.”

      The judge thought another moment. “Very well. Bail is set in the amount of one million dollars. The defendant will not be released until it is paid in full and the funds are verified. The conditions of his release will be laid out in my written ruling.”

      Garfield started to speak, but the judge cut her off. “The prosecution’s objections are noted for the record.” She hammered her gavel. “This hearing is adjourned.”
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        * * *

      

      Before the marshals came for Dan, Maria sat him down in a chair and leaned into him. “In the first place, Mr. Defendant, if you ever try anything like that again⁠—”

      He held up his hands. “I’m sorry. But it did seem to work.”

      “I would’ve gotten us there. You didn’t give me a chance.”

      “I’m used to being the lawyer, not the client.”

      She exhaled slowly. “This is a difficult change of pace for both of us.” She pondered a moment. “And who was Nancy Rockwell? I don’t remember that case.”

      “Several years before we started working together. When I was still with Friedman & Collins. The DA charged some poor loser who was in the wrong place at the wrong time. Had a tendency to hang around schoolyards looking at girls.”

      “Sounds like a creeper.”

      “Which is why no one would represent him. But he wasn’t a murderer. Which is why I did. Spent months on that case.”

      “Got him off?”

      “And eventually found the killer. Didn’t bring Nancy back, of course. But it helped a lot of people sleep better.”

      Maria squinted. “And you decided to bring this up today because…why?”

      He hesitated. “What’s the most important thing to know before you enter the courtroom?”

      “What is this, Jeopardy? Fine, I’ll take a guess. Know the law?”

      “Know the judge.”

      “You’re lucky she even remembered that Rockwell case.”

      He lowered his voice. “Nancy Rockwell lived in Tampa. So did the judge, remember?” He paused. “Nancy Rockwell was her niece.”
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      Dan had always admired the Snell Isle mansion they called their office, but never more so than today. Forget the luxurious appointments, the fine-trimmed lawn, the palm trees, the pink adobe finish. Forget the fabulous kitchen and his private office upstairs. This place represented sanctuary. The press could not invade, the enemies could not penetrate. He could be safe, if only for a little while.

      This was a place where, he hoped, he could lie down for a moment and try to get his heart to stop pounding like a piston. He had to control his fear.

      What he needed was a plan, some line of attack, some angle for restoring his name.

      “Glad to be back?” Maria asked as she parked the Jag out front.

      “Very much so,” he murmured. “But to be fair, any place that doesn’t have bars would be a significant improvement.”

      He stepped inside. He hadn’t taken five steps before Jimmy encircled him in a huge bear hug. “I am so glad you’re out of there. I was worried.”

      “No need for that,” Dan said, his face a happy mask. “I can handle myself.”

      “If that were true, you wouldn’t’ve been in there.”

      A valid point. “Thanks for coming to visit.”

      “Maria said Crenshaw got in there. Tried to hurt you.”

      “Tried. Didn’t succeed,” he replied, lying through his teeth. He’d already made a doctor’s appointment.

      “Thank God. You were lucky. That man hates your guts.”

      “There’s a lot of that going around these days.” He walked toward the kitchen. “Has anyone heard anything about Camila? I’m worried about her.”

      Garrett sat at his usual spot at the kitchen bar. Today, instead of the keyboards he loved to play, he was hunched over a laptop. “She’s still behind bars. I’m sorry, Dan.”

      The aching inside his heart intensified. “That makes no sense. I get out but my co-defendant doesn’t?”

      “In the first place,” Garrett explained, “she’s not your co-defendant anymore. The two actions have been bifurcated.”

      “Why?”

      Maria cleared her throat. “That was done on my motion, actually.” She averted her eyes. “Better to split the cases now. We can’t assume that you’re both in the same situation. Remember, she’s a public figure. A politician. She carries a lot of baggage that wouldn’t necessarily improve your situation.”

      “Tell me she’s represented by counsel.”

      “She is,” Garrett replied. “Gary Davenport.”

      “Good. I trust him. Did he raise bail at her arraignment?”

      “He did. It was denied.”

      “Why?”

      Garrett pivoted the laptop so Dan could see the screen. “In the first place, she had a different judge. For another, she does not have a spotless record, unlike you. She’s been down this road before, remember? The court could not appear to be playing favorites.”

      “And,” Maria added quietly, “Camila never handled a case involving the judge’s niece.”

      “This is completely unacceptable.” Dan leaned against the counter, his fingers white. “Garrett, call Mr. K. I’m sure he can pull some strings. There must be some way to get her out.”

      Maria sighed heavily. “I don’t think that’s a good idea, Dan.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because K thinks this is for the best. He prefers that Camila remain behind bars, at least for the time being.”

      “Why?” He practically screamed, then regretted it. He was letting his feelings show, the sure sign of the non-professional. “I’m sorry. But can you please explain his train of thought?”

      “K feels—and I might say, I agree with him—that there will be enough public outrage about the fact that you’re walking the streets. If both of you were free, it would be too much. People would cry foul, suggest some kind of corruption. Too much negative buzz could infect the jury pool.”

      “So Camila rots in jail?”

      “For now. Her lawyers will raise the issue again after the heat dies down. And K was absolutely right about the public reaction to your release from custody.”

      “I’m wearing a damn ankle bracelet. I’m checking in with that bozo at the courthouse every day.”

      “They don’t care.” Garrett punched a few keys, then brought up a new screen. “Not to depress you or anything. But you want to see what people are saying? Here’s a subReddit page completely devoted to your case. The Twitter stream is worse.”

      He glanced over Garrett’s shoulder and read. “‘Money buys justice.’ ‘Rules don’t apply to lawyers.’” He continued scanning. “Can you use that kind of language on the internet?”

      “On Reddit. These people aren’t using their real names anyway. If one account is shut down, they’ll open another. They don’t care. Just so they have an opportunity to share their uninformed opinions.”

      Dan continued reading. “‘Sex-murder cult will continue.’ ‘Pike drank DA’s blood.’ Where is this coming from?”

      “There’s no limit to the lies trolls will post on internet bulletin boards.”

      He looked away from the screen. “I suppose I should thank them. They’re making my life much more interesting.”

      “Please don’t start drinking blood,” Jimmy said. “It gives you diarrhea.”

      “And you know this—how?”

      Garrett drew in his breath. “I’m afraid there’s yet more bad news. The bar association has filed disciplinary proceedings against you.”

      “They want my license to practice.”

      “It’s standard procedure when a lawyer faces a serious offense. They have to keep up appearances. Nothing will happen until the jury delivers a verdict.”

      “But if I lose, the bar will revoke my law license.”

      “If you lose,” Garrett said quietly, “it won’t matter if you have a law license.”

      Good point. “Okay, team. We need to get to work. Jimmy, time to call in all the favors. Contact⁠—”

      “Stop right there.” Maria strolled to the center of the three men. “Dan, I don’t know how else to say this, so I’m going to be blunt. You are not in charge here.”

      “I was brought onto this team⁠—”

      “None of that matters today. You’re not the lawyer. You’re the defendant.”

      “I’m the lawyer and the defendant.”

      “No. You’re the sad sack who’s been slammed with trumped-up charges. You cannot represent yourself. That stunt you pulled at the bail hearing was the start and finish of you trying to wrest the reins. Like it or not, this time, I’m the team leader.”

      He tucked in his chin. “Gee, Maria, tell me what you really think.”

      “I just did.”

      “And I concur,” Garrett said. Jimmy nodded aggressively.

      “How quickly the worm turns.”

      “Oh, stop being melodramatic,” Maria said. “We're right and you know it.”

      “May I offer suggestions?”

      “For the moment, no. I know where that leads. I’m perfectly capable of handling this, and I don’t want your constant interference. We’re both going to have to suck it up and play roles we don't like. You can’t be objective about your own defense.” She looked at him, blinking rapidly. “I don’t want anything to happen to you, Dan.”

      “Like a lethal booster shot,” Jimmy added.

      “Thanks for explaining. I wasn’t quite sure what she meant.”

      “I won’t let that happen to you.” Maria said. “We need you.”

      “Agreed,” Garrett added.

      Dan cleared his throat. “I didn’t realize you all felt so⁠—”

      “I do not want to start a search for a new partner,” Garrett said. “Interviews, resumes. It’s a drag.”

      Dan pursed his lips. “Well, I wouldn’t want to increase your workload…”

      “He’s kidding you, Dan,” Maria said. “We all care about you.”

      “I appreciate that. But⁠—”

      “There is no but,” she said firmly. “Listen. And don’t argue.”

      “Fine.” He raised his hands in surrender. “What’s the plan, chief?”

      She cleared her throat. “Jimmy, time to call in all the favors. Contact⁠—”

      “This sounds familiar.”

      “Shut up. Contact everyone who might have any information about George Belasco. Who are his enemies? Who might have a motive? What has Sweeney been up to lately? Who has he been seen with? Jimmy, don’t you have a friend at the court clerk’s office?”

      “Shawna. She’s been helpful in the past.”

      “Great. If there’s been any legal manipulation, any skullduggery in the system, she might know about it.”

      “I’ll get right on it.” A tiny smile escaped from the side of his mouth. “Boss.”

      She continued. “Garrett, I know you’ve already started researching.”

      “Haven’t found much.”

      “Keep at it. Get everything that comes out of the medical examiner’s office. File for the production of all evidence in police possession, exculpatory or otherwise. Find out what you can about Sweeney and his recent activities. We know he’s had some financial setbacks. What’s he doing about it? And take a deep dive into Belasco’s background. I have a hunch there’s a lot there we don’t know. That man always gave me the heebie-jeebies.”

      “I’m on it.”

      “Excellent. I’m going to draft a motion in limine to suppress that damn audio recording. It was made illegally and produced anonymously. I don’t know how the police plan to get it in front of the jury without a sponsoring witness, but I’m sure they have something up their sleeve.”

      “I can help with the brief,” Jimmy said.

      “I’m counting on it. You’re the best legal writer in the state. I’ll map out a strategy for trial. We need to hire someone to handle social media. I’m good, but I don’t have time to post everywhere. If we let all this outrage go unanswered, we may have trouble finding an impartial juror.”

      “That sounds like a good idea,” Jimmy said. “I’m sure K will foot the tab.”

      “He will. I already discussed it with him.”

      “What about me?” Dan said. “What should I do?”

      “Stay out of the way.”

      “Maybe I could interview some potential witnesses.”

      “No.”

      “I know the Belasco family somewhat.”

      “You really think they want to talk to you right now? No.”

      “I could call Detective Kakazu.”

      “No, no, no.” Her voice soared. “I will not let you shoot yourself in the foot, Dan. Stay out of the fray.”

      “That is…not my nature.”

      “Don’t I know it. And by the way, don’t go kitesurfing.”

      “Whaaaaat?”

      “You might be seen. And then someone will post about how you’re so callous you’re amusing yourself, oblivious to the tragedy. Stay out of the limelight for a while.”

      “May I visit Camila?”

      Maria glanced at her associates. “I’m sorry, Dan. I know how worried for her you must be. But it’s not a good idea.”

      “One visit.”

      “You’ll be seen.”

      “I’ll wear a disguise.”

      “Then everyone will think you’re hiding something.”

      He clenched his teeth together. “I don’t like this. Not one bit. I⁠—”

      He was interrupted by a pounding at the front door.

      “Is the doorbell broken?”

      “No,” Jimmy said. “Someone is choosing to pound.”

      The noise continued. “St. Petersburg Police. Open the door or we’ll break it down.”
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      Dan felt his throat clench. What now? Did the judge realize she’d made a terrible mistake? Were they here to bring him back? Lock him up and throw away the key?

      “Stay calm,” Maria said, though her face suggested she was anything but calm. “They probably just want to talk.”

      “They’re going to break down the door for a random convo?” Jimmy said. “I don’t think so.”

      The pounding repeated. “Last chance to salvage the door. We know you’re in there.”

      Dan rose. “I’ll go.”

      Maria shoved him aside. “Your lawyer will handle this.” She marched to the door, but he noticed her lovely knees were more than a little wobbly.

      She opened the door. He recognized the man standing at the forefront. Two uniforms stood behind him. “What do you want?”

      The man flashed his badge. “I’m Detective Jake Kakazu.”

      “I know who you are. Why are you here? My client is out on bail. You have no right to take him anywhere and I will not allow him to speak to you.”

      “That’s not why we’ve come.” Kakazu pulled a piece of paper out of his jacket. “I have a warrant to search the premises.”

      “Let me see it.” Maria scanned quickly. “Seems to be in order.”

      Dan appeared behind her. “I’d like to see that.”

      Maria glared at him. “Dan⁠—”

      “Well, it does concern me.” He glanced out the door. “Hi, Jake.”

      Kakazu nodded. “Dan.”

      “Glad to see you’re still involved.”

      Kakazu’s lips twisted. “Wish I could say the same. I’m sorry this had to happen.”

      “Me too. But if someone has to do this, I’d rather it was someone I know.”

      “Well, thanks. But I’m still going to search the house.”

      “I know.” He stepped back and let them pass through the door.
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      Three hours later, Dan sat on the semi-circular sofa in the living room with all three of his partners. They were surrounded by spilled debris, trash, fiber, files, and foam torn from cushions. The police even dug up the grounds outside.

      This beautiful sanctuary had been destroyed.

      None of them had spoken for several minutes.

      “I knew this was going to happen,” Maria groused.

      “Me too,” Jimmy said. “But I didn’t know it was going to be like this. The whole place smells like fingerprint dust.”

      “They’ve destroyed the offices,” Dan said. “I get that they had to search the drawers. They did not have to pour the contents out on the floor.”

      “They say it’s the fastest way to search,” Maria explained.

      “Did you see what they did to Dan’s office?” Jimmy replied. “They punched holes in the walls. They say they received an anonymous tip that he was hiding evidence. Between the sheet rock and the outer wall, apparently.”

      “Because that’s just the sort of thing I would do,” Dan groused.

      “They would be remiss if they didn’t follow all leads,” Garrett commented.

      “Stop making excuses for them,” Maria snapped. “They tore down the drapes. They ripped the stuffing out of the pillows and cushions.”

      “To make sure nothing was hidden inside.”

      “Like what? Our cocaine stash? Our secret plans for world conquest?”

      “They can’t afford to be careless. Whether we like it or not, this has become a prominent case.”

      “I call BS,” Jimmy said. “They’re bullies, trying to make this as hard on us as possible. It’ll take me a week to get my files back in order. And I have other things I need to do.”

      “They know this is our place of business,” Dan said. “It’s hard to imagine they don’t understand how far this destruction will set us back.”

      “That’s what they want,” Maria said.

      “Wait a minute.” Garrett shook his head. “They’re doing their jobs. Think how they’d be criticized if there was evidence in here and they missed it.”

      “They’re doing far more than their jobs. They’re striking back against the defense lawyers they consider opponents. With a vengeance.”

      They heard a loud thump upstairs.

      “Anyone want to guess what that was?” Dan asked.

      “No,” Maria replied. “Something valuable, probably.”

      “Oh my God. Oh my God.” Jimmy jumped to his feet. A second later he was racing up the stairs.

      “This is not going to be good,” Maria murmured.

      Dan looked at her and mouthed a silent “No.”

      Mere seconds later Jimmy reappeared on the stairs. “They opened the display case!” Tears were visible in his eyes. “They threw it down on the ground.”

      “Oh my God,” Maria said breathlessly.

      “May the saints preserve us,” Garrett echoed.

      “They damaged my Mego action figures!”

      Dan felt like he was about to cry. “I’m sorry, Jimmy, I’ll⁠—”

      Jimmy’s voice erupted. “They took them out of the plastic wrappings! They’re ruined!”

      Dan rose to his feet, staring helplessly. “Jimmy. I’ll reimburse you for⁠—”

      “You can’t. They’re priceless. They haven’t been made since the 1970s. You’d have more luck landing an Action Comics #1 than a Mego Superman.”

      “Well, to be slightly objective about it…they are kind of aggressively ugly.”

      “What difference does that make? They’re collectors’ items.”

      “Right, right.” He wrapped his arm around Jimmy’s shoulders. “I’m sorry about this. I’ll find some way to make it better. Promise.”

      “You can’t.”

      “I will.”

      “I don’t even want them anymore. Not after those invaders have handled them. I feel violated.”

      Garrett arched an eyebrow. “Jimmy, do you think you’ll be needing a grief counselor?”

      Maria jabbed him in the side.

      A voice emerged from the staircase. “Ms. Morales?” It was Detective Kakazu. “Could I have a word?”

      She rose. Dan started to do the same—then stopped himself. But he kept his ears alert so he could hear what they were saying.

      “We found something,” Kakazu explained.

      “Where?”

      “Dan’s office. We would like to ask him about it.”

      “No.”

      “He might be able to explain it away and save us all a lot of trouble.”

      “Do you think I’m an idiot? You’re not going to believe anything he says unless he tells you what you want to hear.”

      Kakazu’s brows knitted closer together. “Ms. Morales, if I may remind you, I have known Dan for some time. We’ve worked on cases together. He has cross-examined me on the witness stand.”

      “So you hate his guts.”

      “I admire anyone as talented as I know him to be. Sometimes we have been on opposite sides of a case…but I have never known him to be dishonest. If he could explain the evidence, I would be inclined to believe him.”

      “Sadly, I am not inclined to believe you. And it wouldn’t be your decision, ultimately, whether to use a piece of evidence at trial.”

      “Just a word. Please.”

      “Absolutely not. What’s the evidence?”

      Kakazu exhaled. “You realize I do not have to give you that information at this time.”

      “You will eventually.”

      “I don’t now.”

      “Trade!” Dan shouted from the sofa. “He tells you what it is, I answer one question. Only one.”

      Maria almost shouted back, but she managed to contain myself. “You see why I’m reluctant. I have a loose cannon on my hands.”

      “I understand completely. But his proposal is acceptable. Will you agree to it?”

      “Fine. What did you find?”

      “A burner phone. Hidden in a small alcove. A loose board above a vent provided access.”

      “So what? A lot of people have extra phones.”

      “Hidden in the wall?”

      “I’m sure there’s a good reason.”

      “I’d like to ask what it is. And you promised.” He took a few steps toward the sofa. “Dan? Would you care to comment?”

      Dan spoke slowly. “I used that to make calls for my clients. Calls I didn’t want traced back to me.”

      “Illegal calls?”

      “Of course not. But let’s face it, our constitutional right to privacy has virtually disappeared these days. The government—not to mention corporate America—collects data on us constantly. I keep that phone in case I need it.”

      “And have you used it recently?”

      Maria jumped in. “We promised you one question. You had it. Now leave.”

      Kakazu tilted his head. “If that’s the way you want it. But you know, he’ll be asked about it at trial. And the prosecutor won’t be limited to one question.”
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      Elena thought she was on a boat, a big boat, but she couldn't be sure. She had been traveling for so long. She thought she’d been drugged and had no idea how much time she’d lost. She’d been beaten, hurt. Her clothes were torn. She wasn’t sure…what they might have done to her. Her brain didn’t seem to work the same way it once did. She was confused. Her memories were muddled.

      She was lost. She knew nothing for certain.

      The primary reason she thought she was on some kind of sea vessel was because she remembered how she used to get sick on boats, back in the day, back when her parents were still alive. They had always taken care of her. When she lost them to that car accident, right after her seventeenth birthday, she was completely lost, completely alone. No siblings, no family, no real friends. She couldn’t stand being alone, so she began to wander.

      She did at least have some money left to her, though she knew it would not last forever. Eventually she would have to get some kind of job, some legitimate way of making her way in the world. But she told herself that could wait. She needed to get her head on straight. Map out a future for herself. Although Spanish was her first language, she spoke excellent English. She could do anything. She wanted to go to college, to study art, to perhaps become an artist one day. She had always wanted to travel, though she never imagined she would do it alone. When she saw the email inviting her to join a special community in Guadalajara, it seemed as good a possibility as any. When she replied, they overwhelmed her with their sincerity and warmth. She needed a family. So she accepted the invitation.

      As it turned out, the community was special, but not in a good way. Her first warning came when she saw it was surrounded by barbed wire fences. Entrance and exit permitted only by decree of the man in charge. They called it a commune. But after she had been there a few days, she realized it was closer to a cult.

      Every cult needed a leader, someone others could depend upon, could be dependent upon. A charismatic soul who would make them feel better about themselves, if only for the briefest of instants.

      She was certain David loved her. Sure, he was nice to everyone. That was how he kept the community together. That was how he kept everyone working the beanfields all day long. She knew he had been with some of the other girls. Who could blame him? They were so much prettier than Elena. But she still told herself he loved her best. She told herself she was his favorite. He told her, the first time they met. “You’re going to be my favorite,” flashing that wonderful lopsided grin of his.

      Two weeks after she arrived, he raped her. Brutally. His eyes were wild and she thought he was on something, but she didn’t know what. He didn’t share it with her. He didn’t share anything, except himself, in the most brutal way possible.

      When it was over, after he finished, she cried. He told her to stop and she tried, but she couldn’t. Tears spilled out of her like a faucet that could not be shut off. After a while, he became angry. He paced around the tiny closet he called a bedroom bellowing, waking everyone in the commune. He kicked the wall, then he kicked her. She was so scared she started trying to calm him, comfort him. The man who had raped her. She tried to ease his pain.

      That’s when he raped her again.

      He wasn’t there when she woke the next morning. She looked for him, but she found no trace, not in the house, not in the fields. She asked others, but no one would speak to her. Somehow, during the night, she had been excommunicated. She was no longer a member of the brotherhood of love.

      That’s when she decided it was time to go. But she didn’t leave soon enough.

      The men in the truck arrived shortly before noon. There were four of them and they were strong. She wasn’t sure what their nationality might be, but they didn’t look local, didn’t look Mexican, didn’t speak Spanish. They barely spoke to her, unless you counted the commands muttered in broken English. They forced her out of her tent and dragged her past the barbed wire fence.

      “Get in truck.”

      “Why? Where are we going?”

      “Get in truck,” and this time, for emphasis, one shoved her so hard she almost fell to the ground.

      She stumbled toward the black vehicle, so rundown she barely believed it could move. When she started to open the passenger-side door, the men laughed, loud and boisterous, as if something enormously humorous had taken place.

      She hesitated. She wasn’t sure what to do.

      Three seconds was too long for them to wait. One of the men grabbed her hair at the scruff of the neck with his filthy hands and shoved her toward the back of the truck. Her head banged against the metal. Slowly, she climbed into the flatbed. It was covered with hay and dung. A hog tied by a rope squealed.

      She travelled that way for three days. Not until the third would she admit to herself that David had sold her out—literally. He took what he wanted. Then she became a piece of merchandise to be bought and sold by men far more powerful than herself.

      She was alone, and friendless, and lost. Who would rescue her? Who cared enough? Who even knew she still existed?

      She wasn’t sure she still existed.

      Now she was on this huge hard metal ship. She didn’t know where they were going. She didn’t have anyone to ask. She sat in almost complete darkness. They brought her food, just enough to keep her alive. There was no toilet. She found a place and took care of it. She tried to stand as long as she could, but eventually she had to sit. In all that squalor.

      That’s what her life had become. Squalor. From the moment she woke each morning till she went to sleep at night. If she could have killed herself, she would have. That was perhaps the worst, most pathetic aspect of her existence. She was so helpless she didn’t even have the ability to take her own life.

      Only one thing had changed, here, on this voyage of the damned.

      She was no longer alone. There were others, other girls.

      One morning she heard someone crying. And for once, it wasn’t her.

      She couldn’t see well enough to chart a path. She didn’t know who was in there with her. But she could follow that voice. High-pitched. Young.

      Crawling on hands and knees through the filth, she made her way to the endless sobbing.

      “What’s wrong?” she whispered.

      The wailing stopped. She heard a sharp intake of breath.

      “It’s okay. I’m not going to hurt you. Why are you crying?”

      Much time passed before she heard a response. “My tummy aches.”

      Probably from hunger. “Where does it hurt?”

      “Down low. Near my waist.” She had a Spanish accent, but her English was easy to understand. “I’ve never felt anything that hurt so much.”

      That didn’t sound good. “How old are you?”

      “Thirteen.”

      Too young. But any age was too young for a life like this. “Where are you from?”

      “Tijuana. My parents took me on a trip. I was shopping in the marketplace. And—And⁠—”

      “Men grabbed you?”

      A long pause. “Yes.”

      “Have you seen your parents since?”

      “I’m sure they are missing me. I’m sure they are looking for me.”

      Elena hoped that was true. It would be so much more pleasant to think there was someone out there who loved this girl enough to search for her. Much more pleasant than believing she had been sold. “I’m sure you’re right.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “I don’t know. What’s your name?”

      “Isabella. My parents call me Izzy.”

      She reached out with her left hand. “Show me where it hurts.”

      Izzy guided her hand to the lower right side of her abdomen. She pressed in, then released it.

      Izzy screamed.

      Jesus in heaven. Could this be appendicitis?

      She was no doctor. But she knew appendicitis was serious. If Izzy’s appendix was not removed soon, she would likely die. In excruciating pain.

      And she didn’t think their captors were likely to call for a surgeon.

      Izzy continued sobbing, squirming, trying to escape the pain.

      Something triggered inside Elena. Izzy had suffered too long. So had Izzy. They all had suffered too long. Endured too much.

      But she was still alive, and while she lived, she would not surrender.

      This little girl had no one else in the world. This little girl needed her. And even though the odds against her were a trillion to one, she would make the attempt.

      She would find a way to help Izzy, to help them both. Or die trying.
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      Dan felt guilty the moment he entered the jailhouse. In the first place, he had told a lie. That was never a good idea, but even less of a good idea when the bar association was trying to yank your license.

      But the main reason he felt guilty was because he was breaking a promise to Maria. She was working hard to save him and he was not helping. He knew she cared about him. It showed.

      When she told him to stay away from Camila, she was giving sound legal advice. The prosecution alleged that the two of them engaged in a criminal conspiracy. Why give them extra ammunition? The prosecution would be alerted about this visit instantly. The conversation would likely be recorded. The last thing they needed was another smoking-gun recording introduced at trial.

      But he had to see her. His feelings for Camila were strong and intense, and had only strengthened since they’d been separated. He hadn’t felt anything like this for so long—he couldn’t even remember when it happened last. High school? She was gorgeous, sure, but more importantly, she was smart, and strong, and so accomplished. She had transformed this town during her time as mayor, and now she was in line to be equally effective in the US Senate. She could be exactly what this country needed right now.

      And he missed her.

      When Camila saw who sat on the other side of the Plexiglas screen, her first words were straight to the point. “You shouldn’t be here.”

      “You could’ve refused the visit.”

      “I thought I was meeting my lawyer. Not someone pretending to be my lawyer even though he couldn’t be because we’ve both been charged with the same pack of lies.”

      “I doubt I have to tell you this, but this conversation is probably being recorded.”

      “Good. Let the scum behind this farce know how much contempt I have for them.”

      “It might be best not to antagonize anyone.”

      “You can be accommodating. I will dance on their graves.”

      That answered his first question. Had she given up? Not hardly. “How are you doing?”

      “How do you think? I’m in jail for a crime I didn’t commit. Again. I have work to do, a campaign to run, but instead I’m here. Plus, I look like hell.”

      “I think you look beautiful.”

      “Stop. No one behind bars looks beautiful. Probably wouldn’t be a good thing if I did. It would only make me more of a target.”

      “Camila, you are so—so—you are⁠—”

      “Spit it out, Romeo.”

      “You are very important to me.”

      “How romantic. I’m important. Like an excellent pair of sneakers.”

      “You know what I mean.” He fell back in the clamshell chair. He had been desperate to see her again. But this wasn’t going well. “I hate to see you like this.”

      “You and me both. Even if I’m exonerated, some people will always prefer to believe I’m a killer. This accusation will haunt me forever. Many pundits are already saying my political life is over.”

      “Others have overcome worse accusations.”

      “Are there worse accusations?”

      “Your campaign staff is handling this magnificently. They’re spinning it as a purely political attack. An attempt by extremists to take you out of the race.”

      She shrugged. “What else could they say? I started this race as a low-polling underdog and this is not helping. But I do have an alibi, you know.”

      “Yeah, me. I was with you all night.”

      “No, I mean a good alibi. Before I came to the party at your office that night, I was at my campaign office. At least ten other people were with me. If it turns out the murder occurred while I was still at the office, I have an ironclad alibi. Where were you before the party?”

      “I went to the beach. Spent some quiet time. Alone. Went kitesurfing. Blew off some steam.”

      “Any witnesses?”

      “Not that I’m aware.”

      “Damn. Should’ve known. These bastards have us by the short hairs.” Her head dropped, forehead to the countertop.

      “Camila?” He pressed his hand against the acrylic screen. “I miss you.”

      She raised her head. Her eyes softened a bit. “I miss you too, you stupid, sentimental man.”

      “This too shall pass. The circle will be unbroken.”

      “How many clichés can you utter in a single breath?”

      “You might be surprised.” He pressed even harder against the screen. “You’re the most important thing in my life.”

      “I will be a happy woman when this is finished. When I’m out of here. Back on your boat.”

      “Really? What do you like best about the boat?”

      She smiled. “You’re there.”

      “I could say something about how you really rock my boat.”

      “Please do not.”

      “This isn’t easy for me to say, but…but…”

      Again the smile. “I know. You don’t have to say it.”

      “But I will. I love you.”

      She pressed her hand against the other side of the screen. “And I you.”
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      Maria stared at the hideous tableau before her, thinking this was the most disturbing, most inhuman sight she had ever observed.

      Somehow, as she struggled through law school, supported by her beloved father who wanted her to build a better life for herself, she never envisioned it leading to this. A filth-ridden back alley. A bloody fence. The scent of the ocean mingling with the stench of death.

      “It was worse when the body was still here,” Detective Kakazu noted.

      No doubt. The corpse was gone, but the smell lingered. She could see holes in the fence where the stakes were used. In her mind, she could visualize the entire scene, the helplessness Belasco must have felt. Overpowered. Injured. Mutilated. Then murdered. Or did the killer leave him there for a long time before delivering the killing blow, allowing him to bleed slowly to death, his life’s energy seeping away, each moment more excruciating than the last?

      She shook her head violently, trying to force those images out of her brain. “How can you stand it?” she asked Kakazu. “Do you get used to this sort of thing eventually?”

      Kakazu gave her a flat response. “Sadly, yes.”

      She shook her head. “I never will.”

      “First crime scene?”

      “Does that surprise you? I’ve been a criminal lawyer most of my career. But I never felt the need to view the horror in situ.”

      “Dan does. All the time.”

      “That’s Dan. He wanted to come to this one, but I forbade it.”

      “And he let that stop him?”

      “Only because he knew I was right.” She crouched down and scrutinized the alley. She expected to find the rotting food, the stench of alcohol. They were behind Beachcombers, after all, a popular if somewhat sleazy bar near the marina.

      Empty crates barely concealed human waste. Someone was using this back alley as a toilet. Probably homeless people. This strip of the waterfront had an above-average share. Camila had created many homeless shelters. But it seemed there were never enough. And some people refused to go, claiming they preferred life on the streets. She didn’t know whether to believe that, or to attribute it to the mental illness that led to homelessness in the first place.

      “CSI techs have already been over this, right?”

      “Of course,” Kakazu replied. “I would never have let you in otherwise.”

      “Then why the boots and gloves?” She pointed to the protective gear marring her stylish Dolce & Gabbana ensemble. “Isn’t that overkill? If you’ve already got what you want?”

      “You never know. A new lead might send us searching for something new. But that’s not the primary reason we have to be careful.”

      “What is?”

      “The fact that grasping defense attorneys are always looking for ways to criticize the way we gather, store, and process evidence.”

      “That’s our job.”

      “Yes, I know. On the witness stand, your job is to make all police officers look like bumbling stooges. Never Dick Tracy. More like Laurel & Hardy.”

      “Actually, I don’t do that. Neither does Dan.”

      “Dan has put me through the wringer in court on numerous occasions.”

      “But he never questioned your integrity. Or your competence.”

      “He’s above average, as defense attorneys go.” Kakazu glanced at his watch. “But he’s still a defense attorney. Well, now he’s a defendant. Which some of my colleagues feel should have happened a long time ago.”

      “Jake, you know damn well Dan did not commit this murder.”

      “I don’t know that. And frankly, neither do you.”

      “He’s not the type.”

      “There is no type. Unless you’re talking about serial killers. And this was not the work of a serial killer.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Look at those photos. This is not the product of insanity. This is the product of outrage. Anger. Vengeance.”

      “I don’t know. Looks pretty crazy to me.”

      “Crazy in a human way. Not a twisted psychosexual maniac way.”

      “Your distinctions elude me.”

      “That’s because this is your first crime scene.”

      She pivoted around. “You can pontificate all you want, but you’ve known Dan for years. You cannot seriously believe he would commit this brutal, vicious crime.”

      “I’m sorry, Maria, but none of us truly knows what lies in the heart of another. We can make guesses based upon external appearances, but we do not know. If there’s anything I’ve learned in my many years on the force, it’s that anyone is capable of anything, given the right circumstances. We all have a breaking point.”

      “This is not how Dan would handle a desperate situation.”

      He gave her a long look. “This may have been the only way to save himself. Or the woman he loves.”

      “You think he did this for Camila? Is that the fairy tale you’re planning to tell at trial?”

      “I’m not the prosecutor. I have no idea what their theory of the case will be. But I do know this.” He took a step toward her. “I’m only telling you this because I genuinely…appreciate you, Maria.”

      What? Was Kakazu coming on to her?

      “Your partner is in a massive amount of trouble, and so far, I have seen no indication whatsoever that he is being framed. I get why you’re representing him. You had no choice, given the circumstances. But…don’t get too attached. That will only make it difficult to detach. When it becomes necessary.”

      She turned away abruptly. This conversation was pissing her off. Kakazu thought he knew everything because he studied at Oxford and had a fancy British accent. But this time he totally missed the mark. She was sure of it.

      Absolutely. She was sure. Right?

      “DRT?” Which she knew was cop slang for, Dead Right There.

      “We don’t know yet. But the medical examiner should be able to tell us soon.”

      “I can tell you right now. He was killed somewhere else, then dragged here and pinned to the wall.”

      Kakazu arched an eyebrow. “And you know this…how? I assume it isn’t because Dan confessed.”

      “Common sense. And observation.”

      “I thought that was your partner’s schtick.”

      “Maybe I’ve learned a thing or two in the time we’ve worked together.”

      “Please explain.”

      “Take a step back. Look at the scene from the rear.” She led him to the entrance point. “Imagine that the crucifixion spot on the fence is the focus. Twelve o’clock. You enter the alley with a body. How do you get to the fence?”

      Kakazu squinted. “By…walking?”

      “If Belasco was able to walk. But why would he come back here willingly? Surely he would know he was never coming out alive.”

      “He might be drugged.”

      “But then he wouldn’t be walking. Not without help.”

      “Maybe he thought it was some kind of rendezvous. Maybe they met here all the time.”

      “I don’t buy it. Squint a little and stare at the point where the body was found. Notice anything unusual?”

      Kakazu hesitated several moments before answering. “A path.”

      “Exactly. The crates and trash and debris have been rearranged to create a clear passage to the only point on the fence strong enough to hold a body. And I don’t think that could be done at the last moment, especially not when they risked being spotted. That had to be done in advance. By a murderer who planned to bring a corpse in later.”

      “The killer might have a travois or similar device to help port the body.”

      “And that would require a path.”

      “If a body was dragged in here, there should be traces.”

      “Except that it rained that night, remember? The police report said that when the officers responded to the anonymous call, they found the body in the rain.”

      “That is true. But it’s not proof.”

      “Let me show you something else.” She marched all the way to the fence. “See any signs of a struggle?”

      “If he was affixed to the wall⁠—”

      “And he stood there calmly while someone pounded something through his chest? I don’t think so. If he were still alive, he would start struggling as soon as he saw the stakes, if not before. And after he was staked, he would thrash and squirm and try to get free. See any signs of damage to the fence, other than the stake holes?”

      “No. But there is blood.”

      “Some. Which means one of two things. Either the murder was so recent that rigor had not set in…or the more likely, though more disturbing possibility.”

      “Which is?”

      “The killer collected the blood at the time of the murder. Saved it. Then splashed a little around the fence.”

      “To make it look like he was killed here when he wasn’t. But why go to all that trouble?”

      “To confuse you, super-cop. This is more proof that this whole horror show was planned by someone with a specific goal. A motive. Once we figure out what that motive was, we might be able to figure out who killed him.”
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      Maria paced around the long semicircular sofa in the middle of the living room—what they called the lobby of their office.

      “Of course the grand jury returned an indictment. Did I really think anyone was going to do us a favor? No one has so far.”

      Garrett sat in the center, watching as she passed by in a blur. “The grand jury does what the prosecutor wants. It’s a farce. A constitutionally required waste of time.”

      She crumbled the document in her fist. “But it still hurts to see it all written out on paper.”

      “Should you put that in the file?”

      “I made copies.”

      “So you could rip them all up in anger?”

      “How well you know me.” She continued pacing. “This is infuriating. As if it weren’t enough that the cops destroyed our beautiful workplace.”

      “Mr. K is sending cleaning and repair squads.”

      “And a carpenter, I hope. They tore this place to shreds. Just for spite.”

      “To be fair, they did find at least one significant piece of evidence tucked behind the wall. And they took other items they haven’t identified yet.”

      “That burner phone doesn’t prove anything.”

      “I agree. But the prosecution would be remiss not to examine it. So we can’t say the destruction was completely unnecessary.”

      “You’re much too logical, Garrett. It’s simpler to hate everyone and everything they do.”

      He smiled a little. “You’re stressed.”

      “Who wouldn’t be? We even got a letter from the neighborhood association. Can you believe it? Complaining about the holes the cops dug in the yard. Like that was our idea.”

      “Regardless of whose idea it was, it’s an eyesore.”
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