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This is a work of fiction. Unless otherwise indicated, all the names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents in this book are either the product of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. As the subject matter deals with criminal investigation, and in some cases the may involve non graphic death or violence, the subject matter alone maybe offensive to some—Please Be Advised. 
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PROLOGUE
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The air in Orlando hung heavy, thick with the weight of summer’s final days. ​ The cicadas screamed louder each night, their cries echoing through the humid streets like a warning. ​ Jed Teran felt it in his bones—the restless energy, the gnawing sense that something was about to break. The sunsets seemed too vivid, too perfect, as if the world was trying to distract him from the unease that had settled deep in his chest. ​
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At home, the tension was suffocating. ​ His mom’s voice grew sharper with every text, and his dad had become a ghost, hiding in the garage under the guise of fixing a lawnmower that would never run. ​ Jed couldn’t stay there, not with the weight of the coming school year pressing down on him like a storm cloud. ​ He needed an escape, a way to outrun the dread that had taken root in his mind. 
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That’s when Mike Keller called. Mike, with his ratty Corolla and reckless grin, always had a plan. ​ And this time, his plan was bigger, bolder, and more dangerous than anything they’d done before. A break-in at the Sterling mansion—a place of wealth, power, and secrets. ​ It was stupid, it was risky, and it was exactly what Jed needed to feel alive. ​
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But as the night unfolded, the thrill of rebellion gave way to something darker. What they found inside the mansion would change their lives forever, leaving them with scars that no amount of time could heal. ​ In the sticky heat of an Orlando summer, two boys stumbled into a nightmare—and learned that some doors should never be opened.
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THE STORY
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The last week of summer in Orlando always felt fake to Jed Teran, like the world was running out of days and trying to trick him with sunsets you couldn’t trust. There was something about the August heat—wet and desperate, every surface slimy with anticipation—that made trouble feel not just possible, but necessary. Every night the cicadas screamed a little louder. Every morning the news cycle hit replay: Alligators in the retention ponds. A body found in Lake Ivanhoe. The promise of school hanging over his head like a migraine. 
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Jed didn’t want to be home. Not with his mom’s voice getting shrill at every text message and his dad just a silhouette in the garage, pretending to fix the lawnmower and really just avoiding the world. So he did what he always did—he called Mike Keller, whose parents barely noticed if he was alive as long as the fridge stayed full. Mike showed up in a ratty Corolla with the air conditioning blasting, a palm-sized Bluetooth speaker in the cupholder and the windows rolled down anyway.
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“Dude,” Mike said, before Jed had even buckled in. “You are not going to believe the party at Sterling’s house last night.”
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Jed rolled his eyes, but he grinned. “Is that the one with the helium tank? I saw the stories. Thought you were grounded after the skateboard thing.”
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Mike tapped his foot on the accelerator like he could speed through his own backstory. “Yeah, well. Mom doesn’t know I swapped the door cam with a decoy. Tech pays off, my friend.” He leaned over, voice dropping. “But get this—Sterling’s wife was wearing, like, ten grand in jewelry. Watches, bracelets, the whole nine. Plus I saw the guy throw away, like, three Amazon boxes. Bet the codes are written down somewhere.”
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