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			To Penny. 

			You make everything worthwhile.

		

	
		
			Prologue

			He was laughing so hard he never saw death coming. By the time the mass of metal connected with his skull and silenced his laughter, he was dead.

			But death never comes at once. Time slows down when you die. In the split second it took for the Grim Reaper to do his job, William Morrison felt searing pain as the skin on the side of his head split open. He felt a warm flow of blood on his cheek. He felt his skull shattering, sending shards of bone into his brain.

			Then he felt nothing. Ever again.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			The headlights reflected on the concrete wall ahead of me as I pulled the shiny, nearly new 2021 CR-V into its space in the parking garage. Black block letters marked the spot: COOPER MALONE. PRIVATE INVESTIGATOR.

			I locked the car and took the elevator up to the eighth floor. My office suite door had the same words at eye level on the frosted glass. It had no logo or intricate font. I was Malone. I was a private investigator. No point getting fancy about it.

			I pushed my way through the unlocked door, finding Courtney already behind the front desk. She knew it was me barging in from the camera outside the door. Otherwise, her hand would have rested on the .38-caliber Walther PK she kept just out of sight and knew how to use, not on her keyboard. We saw all kinds come through these doors.

			“Hi, Coop,” she said. She sounded cheerful. She always sounded cheerful, even on Mondays. She could have passed for a South Florida beach bunny with her bleach blond hair, perma-tan and big tits she liked flaunting. Problem was, she had way too much brains for a beach bunny.

			“Hi,” I said.

			“We already got a call for you. CJ took it.”

			“Okay, thanks.”

			I walked past Courtney’s desk. It was just a few steps to CJ’s office, right across from mine. I leaned against the door frame and leered at her while she worked on the computer, unblinking, in the zone. Her face, with its high cheekbones and framed by the long, jet-black hair she had inherited from her Grandma Vinh, glowed under the light of her oversized, flat-screen monitors.

			“Your friend, Heather, called,” she said, looking up. “And stop staring.”

			CJ and I had dated for a short time before we realized we made better business partners than bed partners. I figured our history gave me license to stare. And who wouldn’t stare? I shrugged.

			“Heather? Why? She has my cell phone.” I stepped into her office, my eyes narrowing. I took in the familiar art on the walls as I walked in. It was oriental and tasteful. It fit CJ without opening too much of her to the random people who walk into a PI’s office.

			CJ stopped typing and looked at me. I’m barely over six feet and still had the lean figure I had in the Army. I wasn’t exactly blocking her light. She was simply ready to talk to me.

			“She didn’t say, but she sounded out of sorts,” my partner said.

			“Is it work-related?”

			“I wondered about that and asked. She mumbled something I couldn’t make out, and I let it go. She asked if you could meet her around nine at that martini lounge you guys like.”

			“Nick & Nora?”

			“That’s the one.”

			“Weird, but okay, I’ll be there.”

			I did paperwork most of the day before driving out to meet Heather. Shuffling paper is about all I cared to do while I wondered why my oldest friend in Miami had called my office and not my cell. It was work for the sake of work, anyway, the kind of cases that paid the bills but didn’t exactly make my heart pump faster. There were background check interviews, trailing a disgruntled employee who may or may not have taken trade secrets with him, and more just like them. The only criminal case lately had been a missing-person case that ended badly. I’d found the kid stoned out of her mind in a drug den, a needle sticking out of her arm.

			I still had time to kill when I was done. I stopped by one of the Cuban cafés that dot Miami’s streets. Black and white pictures of the old country covered the walls. I traveled back in time on my way to the counter. Old cars were parked in front of grand buildings, showgirls strutted on stage, shoppers milled in the streets, and workers stooped in the fields.

			Striped bench seating lined the walls, with matching chairs on the other side of the tables. The restaurant was half-full with diners hovering over food piled high in bowls or sandwiches too tall for the human mouth. The whole place hummed with conversation and smelled of coffee and bread, enough to make my mouth water before I even ordered.

			I ate a Cubano at a table in the corner. I munched quietly, focusing on the food and the crowd. Patrons pointed at the pictures of the old country, smiles on their faces. Memories flowed along with coffee and pastelitos around here. I tried not to wonder too much about what Heather could possibly want that wouldn’t fit in a phone call to my cell. It wasn’t as if we didn’t talk.

			I got to Nick & Nora right at nine. Its neon sign bathed the dark parking lot in cool blue light. There was no logo, just the name. Maybe it honored the old characters from the 1930s. Maybe it came from the filigreed Nick-and-Nora glasses in which the bar served their martinis. Either way, it was old and simple, a little like me.

			The moment I walked into the place, familiar sensations surrounded me. I breathed them in. I took my appreciation for the old-world feel from the hardwood floor underfoot, the dark furniture, and the low lights more than I did from the name. I might as well have stepped back in time and landed in the Roaring Twenties. That was part of the charm, and I loved it.

			I walked to the tune of classic jazz, looking for Heather on one of the soft benches that surrounded low tables. I half expected to smell stale cigarettes and walk through a smoky haze. But it was still the twenty-first century outside the walls. Wood varnish fought with a layer of perfume for my nostrils’ attention.

			Heather and her husband, Doug, were already there with drinks in front of them. Heather looked up from hers, and what I saw worried me. Her light red hair did not have its usual bounce. Her full lips were devoid of her trademark red lipstick. And she wasn’t wearing a dress. Heather the fashionista always wore a dress. That night, she was wrapping herself in a loose top and plain, run-around-the-house jean cutoffs.

			Doug stood up first and shook my hand—a quick touch of the hand, a vanishing smile as if he didn’t have time for words or a firmer handshake. I’d met him not long after they started dating and liked him right away. As always, he had overdressed for the occasion and showed up in a blazer and dress shirt. His hair was unruly despite being cut short—at least that was par for the course. It looked like cowlicks racing each other that could not decide which side of his head they were racing to.

			Heather stood up and put one arm around my waist. This wasn’t a real Heather hug. She usually hugged like she meant it—tried to crush your ribs. Her one-arm attempt barely deserved the name.

			We all sat down, and I ordered a rye. I let small talk last long enough for the waiter to come back with my drink. I left it on the table.

			I put my hand on my knees and leaned toward Heather, trying to take the edge off my usual bluntness. “What’s wrong?”

			“I’m sorry,” she said. “I don’t know what to do.” Her voice was raspy.

			So much for me taking the edge off. It’s not that Heather would have expected anything else from me, but I never knew what to do in these situations. My brain goes blank and I can’t come up with two words to string together. Forty years on this planet, twelve of them in the Army, and I still didn’t know what to do when a woman looked anxious.

			Our waiter appeared again, his hand gesturing toward Heather’s empty glass. She looked up and ordered a vodka tonic. She returned her attention to me, trying to smile and beat back the tears. “I know. Not my usual fruity cocktail.”

			I filled the void with small talk. I hated small talk, but better wait for Heather’s drink to appear. When it did, the vodka tonic hardly hit the table before Heather took a gulp.

			“What’s going on?” I asked in a whisper, leaning forward again.

			“Somebody died,” Heather blurted out. “I . . . it’s . . . .” She was choking, words stuck in her throat. Maybe it was anger, maybe distress, or maybe a little bit of both.

			Doug took her hand and looked at her with a weak smile. “Do you want me to start explaining?”

			Heather nodded.

			Doug went on. “Every year, Heather and her two best friends from college take a girls’ trip.”

			“Jen and Amy,” Heather said, dabbing her eyes with a Kleenex she’d extracted from her shorts’ pocket.

			Doug continued, “They call it their ‘Girls Gone Wild’ trip. That’s just because it’s fun saying it, really. They drink too much, go dancing, flirt with the boys, and renew their college days bonding.”

			He looked at Heather, smiling the way people in love smile at each other. “Either liberal arts majors have way more fun than architecture students, or I went to the wrong college.”

			Heather chuckled and squeezed Doug’s hand. “I’m okay,” she told him, then looked at me and continued, “For this year’s trip, we booked a cruise with Mardi Gras Cruise Lines. Have you heard of it?”

			“I have.” Cruises were big business in Miami, and I was as familiar with the industry as the next guy.

			Heather ran a finger along the rim of her glass. Silence lingered for a moment.

			I filled it, keeping the conversation going. “They’re a new player in town. They run adults-only cruises and are unapologetic about being a party boat. There’s even a strip club aboard if I’m not mistaken. Sounds like just the place for your girls’ trip.”

			“You’re right,” Heather said softly, “and it should have been.” She took a deep breath and a long drink. She put the glass back on the table and looked back up at me.

			“In fact, it was perfect for most of the cruise, glorious even. We were on last week’s cruise, by the way, the one that came back into port yesterday.

			“We had all piled into the suite we’d booked together and started bar hopping across the ship. It was great—exactly what we were looking for. We made friends with this group of guys, bankers or Wall Street types of some kind, but from here in Miami. They were partying hard and throwing money around.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Buying rounds or bottles at the bars and the clubs on board—and the strip club, for that matter. Things like that. Anyone who wanted to could end the night in the row of VIP suites they had on the top deck, and the booze kept flowing on their dime.

			“There were a lot of people around them, not just us, but us too. We drank champagne we could never have afforded and danced into the night. The flirting was a bit touchy-feely but nothing crazy. Not with me anyway. It was like we were in some reality show or a movie or something. We . . . .”

			The group in the booth next to ours got up, loud and a little drunk. Heather looked up and smiled. We waited as one guy needed a bit of convincing it was time to go. They exited to the sound of forced chuckles and a groan.

			“Sorry,” Heather said, her attention back on me. “Where was I?”

			“No worries. You were partying with the bankers.”

			“Oh, yes. And party we did. Then we’d have a hair of the dog in the morning and hang around the pool or in port in the afternoon. Rinse, repeat. There were drugs, too. I didn’t do anything more than pot, but I could have, and lots of people did. It was like a scene from Wolf of Wall Street, except on a cruise ship.”

			There was no stopping Heather now. Her story had been burning her from the inside. Now it was coming out, come hell or high waters.

			“Come Saturday,” she said, “I was actually a little nervous. Strip clubs and champagne in the guys’ suite? That was a bit wilder than our ‘Girls Gone Wild’ trips usually were, even if only by a little bit. It was kind of crazy. I had a little pang in my gut about that night . . . you know, the last night on board.”

			“Why is that? Did anything happen to put you on guard?”

			“No. But they seemed like the type of guys who’d want to pull out all the stops for the last night, you know. So, I went looking for them, just to chat, get an idea of what they were planning. But whatever my gut was telling me, that’s not what was weird. It’s that I couldn’t find them anywhere. They weren’t even at dinner, not that we could see anyway. After we ate, the three of us all went up to their suites, but the whole floor was cordoned off. There was a sign about a private party, but those guys’ parties were never private. The more people, the more they loved it. I started thinking something bad had happened.

			“We went back to one of the bars, just the three of us, and had a few cocktails—more than a few, actually. We had plenty of laughs reminiscing, but it was a bit subdued. There we were, three party girls on our last night, sitting at the back of the bar, by ourselves, speaking in low voices.

			“When we got back to our cabin, I opted for a late disembark and told the girls I felt like walking around for a while before leaving, but that they should go ahead and get going whenever they felt like it in the morning. I was upset. I felt certain something had happened. I spent the morning roaming the ship with a big purse on my shoulder like I was looking for last-minute souvenirs. But I was really floating from one group of security guards to another while they watched over emptying the ship, and eavesdropped on their conversations.”

			Heather’s gaze had been lost somewhere in space as she revisited her memories and put them into words. Now she stared straight at me. Her cheeks were as red as her lips usually were. Her eyes, swelling with tears a few minutes ago, were shooting daggers now.

			“Coop,” she said, in case looking straight into my soul wasn’t enough to get my attention, “I swear I’m not crazy. I know I only heard snippets of conversation, but from everything I overheard the security guys say, one of those bankers we were partying with was murdered. There is no doubt in my mind. And I’m pretty sure they didn’t even call the cops or whomever else they should have either. At least I heard nothing that would make me think they did. If I’m right, they’re trying to hide what happened.”

			Then, Heather leaned back into her chair. She ran a hand through her hair. She even had a hint of a smile. I smiled back. It was good to see—and not overly surprising. The enormity of someone being killed overwhelms everyone. It’s not supposed to happen. That’s something you read on the news. Now, she’d let it all out, even if that was only by talking to me. That had helped.

			I’d been careful to interrupt her as little as I could. I wanted to let her get her story out. Now, I went ahead and made our talk a two-way street. “You’re doing the right thing talking to me,” I told her. “Is it okay if I ask you a couple of questions?”

			“Yes. Yes, of course.”

			“Those Wall Street types, they have names?”

			“William, Walt, and Cabe.” She looked down, speaking the next words in a whisper. “I . . . I don’t know their last names.”

			“Don’t sweat it. I didn’t expect you to have checked their IDs between bottles of champs.”

			That brought a bit of a chuckle back, and she looked up again. “William was the one flashing his Beads Card the most—that’s what Mardi Gras calls their door key that you also use to pay for everything. He acted like the leader of the band—brash and flashy. I’d guess he was in his thirties.”

			Heather took a break and closed her eye for a few seconds. “Walt was quite a bit older, but he still partied hard. Cabe seemed younger than William, but I’m not sure. He was more subdued. I don’t know for sure or even why I think so, but I think William was the one who was killed. I’m probably going on too little information for that. My mind’s gone crazy.”

			“Nah. You’re not crazy. Take it from me. Now, you said it wasn’t reported. You’re probably right about that since no one with a badge came to see you. They’d have been there when you arrived in port. And since we’re all sitting here, I’m guessing you’d rather I took a look into it instead of the cops. Am I right?”

			Heather shrugged. “Yeah, because we’re involved—Amy, Jen, and me. But if you think I should go to the cops instead, I’ll go. I know I didn’t know those guys well. Hardly at all, really. But I can’t just let it go. I can’t.”

			“I know. I know you. And I didn’t say you should go to the cops. This is what I do. Did you share your suspicions with Amy and Jen, too?”

			“Amy, yes. She’s a good ole girl, strong personality, lots of common sense, and smart as hell, so I ran it by her. She said it fit, and I could tell the wheels started turning. We didn’t have much time to talk about it, but that clinched it for me, and I called you.”

			“And Jen?”

			Heather’s smile widened. “We’re all artsy, the three of us. Jen’s the artsiest of us all, the sensitive soul type—a little like me, I guess. I left her out of it for now, but I know you’ll need to talk to her, and it’s okay.”

			I sat back and took a sip of my rye. I didn’t really want it—I was working. I was looking for something to give me time to gather my thoughts. The glass made a thump when I put it back on the table.

			“Heather, I believe you,” I said. “You’re smart and you have a good eye. You notice things.” Heather had parlayed her artistic talents, love of fashion, and drive into becoming a power buyer in the industry, buying for a big retail chain. Saying she had a good eye was the understatement of the year. I felt like I was insulting her with faint praise, but this was not the time to split hairs.

			“Still,” I went on, “we don’t actually know that someone died, let alone was murdered. So, if I do this, I’ll start there. You need to be cool with that. No ego about being right.”

			Heather laughed out loud for the first time that night. “Hell, no! Tell me they’re all alive, and I’ll be beyond a happy girl.”

			“Good. And if your suspicions prove right and someone was killed, I’ll find out and I’ll get to the bottom of it.”

			Heather nodded. “Thank you.”

			Doug chose this time to chime in, leaning in toward me. “Just one more thing. We want your help. We need your help. This is an awful weight on Heather. She’s pissed. You can see that. I don’t think I’m talking out of turn here by saying she’s kind of spooked, too, that someone she spent the week with may have been murdered. That means we want to hire you, emphasis on hire.”

			He pointed a finger at me as he kept talking. “I’ll do anything for friends, and I know you’re the same way. If you ask me to design a house for you, I’ll give you a friends-and-family rate, but I’ll charge you for it because it’s my work. You’re an investigator. This is work. Treat it like work and charge us. I’m not kidding. This is important to us.”

			“You’ll have a harder time convincing CJ than me,” I said. “Friendship is everything to her, doesn’t matter if it’s hers or mine. Let her pick the rate, okay? I promise you this is work, and my bill will reflect it.”

			“So long as it’s not unreasonably low,” Doug said.

			“I’ll talk to her.” I knew where Doug was coming from. Part of it was him not wanting to take advantage, but there was something else to it. If I charged him, what I did had value, the kind you could measure. There was something reassuring about that.

			“I have more questions,” I said after Doug leaned back into his seat, “but let’s not do that here. Can you come to the office tomorrow morning? Say nine-ish?”

			“Can we make it eight? I have meetings the rest of the day,” Heather said.

			“As early as you want. I still wake up on Army time. I was trying to give you your beauty sleep.”

			“Buy me another drink instead. With Doug and you by my side, I feel better already.”

			I downed the rest of my glass and ordered another round now that Heather was feeling better. I barely touched it and left as soon as it was polite to do so. I sat in the car, staring at the parking lot, watching people walking to and from their cars. What the fuck did you just do, Malone?

			I hadn’t seen a dead body since my Army days. What did I know about solving a murder flying solo? Heather was a friend, a good friend. But was I really helping her by taking on a case like this? Sure, I hated the corporate work we had. It made my eyes bleed. But the occasional break-in or missing-person case kept me happy. I was good at those. I didn’t need this.

			Or did I? I wanted to feel important. I wanted what I did to matter. That’s what I missed most from my days in the shadows with Army Intelligence. What I did then changed lives. And if my life was going to matter again, I needed to solve crimes, real crimes, big crimes, crimes with blood dripping out of them. Well, I had one. But it didn’t only matter to me. It mattered to someone I cared about. What was I thinking?

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			CJ was already there when I got in the next morning. I’d called her from the car on my way back from Nick & Nora and asked her to come to the office early the next day. That’s all she needed to know. We were partners. We trusted each other.

			We sat in the two blue chairs in front of her desk, and I briefed her on the case.

			“I told Courtney she could come in a bit later so you and I would have a chance to talk first,” I added when I was done with the facts and just the facts.

			“About what?” CJ asked.

			“I told Heather I’d take the case. I’m not sure it was the right thing to do.”

			“She’s a friend!” CJ sounded horrified by what I said.

			“That’s exactly why. She’s a friend and I’ve never handled a murder case without a team of Army specialists around me. Just maybe I shouldn’t handle this one. Just maybe I owe her better.”

			CJ shook her head, a smile on her face. Her shoulders relaxed. “I’ve seen you work cases, Coop. You’ve got this. Don’t you back off. This is the right thing to do.”

			That wasn’t quite enough to make me stop worrying, but it was enough to keep the case, at least for now. I had my partner on board. I reached over and squeezed her hand. “Alright. We’ll start working, then. Speaking of which, I’d like you to interview Heather if she’s okay with it. You have a softer touch, and it will put a second brain to it.”

			“Of course, no problem.”

			When Heather came in, she was back in one of her trademark dresses. Color had returned to her lips and cheeks. I hugged her a little tighter for it.

			“You remember CJ?” I asked after we let go.

			Heather smiled. “Yes, of course. How are you?”

			“I’m well, thank you.”

			“I’d like her to be the one interviewing you,” I said, “so she can look at everything with a fresh pair of eyes. I’ll start working other angles.”

			“No problem,” Heather said.

			“I’ll be in my office if you guys need me.”

			I went to my desk and got busy on the computer. I did not have Courtney’s cyber-sleuthing skills, but I knew where to start.

			I logged on and started checking out Mardi Gras Cruise Lines. They had just the one ship in Miami, the Mardi Gras Rio, that ran the usual Caribbean cruises, alternating between western and eastern routes. Their website was all promos, specials, and pretty pictures. Fair enough, that was to be expected.

			I opened a new tab and moved on to Dun & Bradstreet. I may get frustrated at all the white-collar work we do, but I liked the D&B subscription it justified. The company offered every business data imaginable—for a price. I’d used it enough to know my way around it, and gleaned all they had about Mardi Gras Cruise Lines, jotting notes with pen and paper as I went.

			Once I got what I needed there, I checked what public information there was to be had from the federal alphabet soup that had their fingers in the cruise industry: DHS, Coast Guard, Federal Maritime Commission, those kinds of people. That took a bit longer and only gave me so much. No one ever accused the government of being user-friendly.

			I stopped working long enough to talk to Courtney when she got in. She took one look at me and didn’t bother to say, “Hi, Coop.” She knew my business face. She greeted me, tablet in hand, with, “What do you need?”

			She sat down, and I started talking a mile a minute. “I need the manifest from last week’s cruise on the Mardi Gras Cruise Lines ship. They only have the one right now.”

			“Legally or not?”

			“Since when do I tell you how to do your job?” I never had, and we both liked it that way. This was our own Abbott and Costello routine.

			“What else?”

			“See if there’s any report of a death on board. Check everything—local law enforcement, FBI, even the Coast Guards. Check with FDLE, too,” I added, referring to the Florida Department of Law Enforcement.

			Her eyes got a little bigger for a second when I mentioned a death, but her fingers kept flying on her tablet.

			“Got it,” she said.

			I thanked her and headed back to my office.

			Once I had enough to get started, I unlocked the safe and stuffed my short-nosed .38 special in a holster in the small of my back. My untucked shirt covered it.

			CJ was still talking to Heather. I stuck my head in and announced I was leaving. They said “bye” like I barely existed. That was fine with me. I waved at Courtney on my way out; she half waved back, lost in her work.

			I took the company CR-V, feeling as conspicuous on the road as a ham-and-swiss on a lunch counter, just the way I liked it. Nobody wants to get noticed while tailing someone. The little SUV ran well and blended in, so we’d bought two in the company’s name.

			My research had given me a name and revealed that Mardi Gras Cruise Lines had offices attached to a warehouse a couple of blocks from the airport. They were smaller offices, probably running logistics in support of their operations in port. The man I wanted to see would not typically be there. He’d be at the company headquarters in Bayonne, New Jersey. But if Heather was right, if someone had died, let alone been murdered, he might just have come down in the field.

			I pointed the car away from the morning sun and headed out.

			I made it reasonably quickly for Miami traffic and pulled into one of two spots marked “guests.” I checked my phone before getting out. I found a text from Courtney confirming there was no report filed with law enforcement, and saying she was still working on the manifest. CJ had texted too. Heather had been great, her message said, and I should call when I could. I acknowledged both and got out of the car into blinding sunshine.

			Mardi Gras’ name and logo confirmed I was in the right place. The cruise ship profile superimposed on a parade of floats, musicians, dancers, and confetti was uniquely Mardi Gras’. The single door into the stucco building branded the place as a secondary office. This was no gleaming tower of steel and glass.

			I walked in, squinting as I entered. Mardi Gras didn’t have a booking office at this location, but I wouldn’t have known that from the woman behind the front desk. She was a short Asian lady, her black hair pulled into a bun and a practiced smile on her face. There was no warmth to it. Her eyes were empty and heavy, as if she had already looked at too many strangers asking about types of cabins, drink packages, and excursions. It’s barely ten, I thought.

			I slapped my business card on the counter. It identified me as a private investigator with a Class-C license issued by the State of Florida. She looked at it. She looked back at me, expressionless.

			“I want to see Mr. Morant,” I said.

			“Is he expecting you?”

			So, he was here. “No. He’ll want to see me, though. Tell him it’s about last week’s cruise. And remind him that the first word in PI is ‘private.’ It’s the opposite of ‘public.’”

			She nodded to the security guard who had appeared at the other end of the room, then stepped through a recessed door behind her. She was gone long enough to pass the message to Owen Morant, the man I’d identified as the company’s head of security.

			“He will see you,” the bored woman said when she returned. She motioned for me to follow her around the counter. She dragged her feet as we crossed the doorway and walked down a corridor with dark gray walls and dark gray carpet tiles.

			The gatekeeper waved me through an open door halfway down the corridor. Morant rose, never moving from behind his desk, extending his hand across the furniture. He was a tall black man with short-cropped hair and a thin, trim physique. He stood ramrod straight, which made him look even taller and gave him a military bearing. His eyes were set deep into his face. They were small, inscrutable, with barely any white around the iris. This guy was probably used to intimidating people just by standing up.

			I shook his hand, neither of us saying a word, and we sat down on our respective sides of the desk. The room was small and purely utilitarian, with rows of metal file cabinets on either side of us. There was no window and the floor lamp in the far corner did not give off enough light. There were not even any pictures on the walls, which felt like they were closing in on me. I wondered if that was the point. This could be Morant’s office, especially since he wasn’t here full-time. Or it could be an interrogation room.

			“You were asking about last week’s cruise?” Morant asked without preamble.

			“That’s right.”

			“How can I be of assistance?”

			“You can tell me if somebody died.”

			If I took him by surprise, he hid it well. His posture did not change. I was starting to wonder if he ever blinked.

			“What would lead you to think so?” he asked.

			I had no reason to play coy. “I represent a passenger who socialized with . . . shall we say the possible victim. My client seems to think something happened to him. From what I’ve heard, I agree.”

			“Which passenger did you say you represent?”

			“I didn’t, and I can’t tell you.”

			He leaned back in his chair and joined his hands together, forming a steeple with his index fingers. “Then I am afraid I cannot tell you anything.”

			“That’s where you’re wrong. I can’t tell you because my client’s identity is confidential. It’s part of the terms of my engagement. You, on the other hand, you can choose to work with me if you want. You should want to. I’m a lot easier to work with than a gaggle of federal agents.”

			Morant stared at me. He still hadn’t blinked. I stared back. He’d spoken with only the slightest of accents, but by the way some consonants came through, I figured him for a childhood in Jamaica. As we stared each other down, I saw someone who came up through the ranks from the bottom rung up. He would have had to put in a lot of work to get where he was now, hard work, smart work. I was not intimidated, but I did not have to be an asshole about it.

			“Look,” I said, “I’m being straight with you. I’m not interested in making a name for myself by throwing mud at you or Mardi Gras. I realize the kind of risk this represents for a company selling good, clean, dirty fun if that fun ends up killing you. I know how public opinion tends to overreact. That’s not my goal here. But if there was a death, I will find out and I’ll get to the bottom of it, because that’s what I was hired to do. I will do that with or without you. That’s just a fact. I’d rather we worked together.”

			“You do not seem to fully grasp the situation here, Mr. Malone.”

			Morant still had not moved. He spoke in a matter-of-fact manner. I, on the other hand, was already feeling aggravated. I worked hard at keeping it out of my voice.

			“Why don’t you explain it to me, then?” I asked.

			“Nothing bad ever happens on a cruise—and certainly not on a Mardi Gras ship.”

			“I read you loud and clear. And I just told you I am willing to keep that fiction alive. But I need you to work with me for that to happen.”

			He eyed me for a long time, or at least it felt like a long time. He was working out our quid pro quo. Then he pushed back.

			“If your client is so concerned,” he said, “they could have gone to the police. Whatever reason she had to call you instead, she may still reach out to the authorities. You make assurances of discretion that you cannot guarantee.”

			“I know my client, and I know me. I’m the closest thing to a guarantee you have.”

			“That is assuming that anything happened. In fact, I will go one step further with that statement—it is assuming that anything happened that would be of any concern to law enforcement.”

			“A death usually qualifies.”

			“Usually, perhaps. But let us also imagine, strictly for the sake of a hypothesis, you understand . . . .” He let those words hang between us.

			“Strictly,” I said with a sneer.

			“Let us imagine then that someone died, quite a leap of our imagination, of course. If that were the case, Mardi Gras would negotiate handsome settlements with that person’s family and others who might be harmed by that person’s absence, and there would be no need to involve law enforcement.”

			“Unless it was not a natural death. Then there’d be a need to send the perp to jail and throw away the keys.”

			“But that is unlikely to be your client’s motivation. My company has very apt negotiators who I am certain will be able to come to a satisfactory understanding with you and with your client.”

			So that’s where Morant was leading. He thought he could buy us out. I tried to remember he was doing his job and not sound too disgusted when I answered. “You don’t know me, and you don’t know my client, so I’ll throw you a bone and not walk out right now and slam the door in your face.”

			His eyes widened—just a tad, just enough to notice if you were paying attention. “Are you telling me arrest is the object of your engagement? By some person who met another on a cruise, who has known them for all of a week?”

			“Some people are like that,” I said, not breaking eye contact. “Some believe all that shit about evil triumphing when good people do nothing. Some simply can’t live with an unexplained death in their vicinity. It’s not your concern. It may not even be mine. I was hired to look into it, and I’m going to do my job.”

			He started talking. I raised my hand and interrupted him. “I’m also starting to think that I misread you. I thought you were the kind of person who put in the work over the years, in and out of uniform. A person like that would care about someone dying on board, especially if it was suspicious. Maybe I was wrong about you.”

			Morant leaned forward at the hips, his shoulders still square to me. He was pushing back at me by reducing the distance between us.

			“There is not enough discretion for my company to live with under any scenario involving an investigation,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper.

			“That’s too bad,” I said, keeping my voice low as well, “because I am going to find out what happened. If there was a murder, I’ll turn the killer in when I find him—or her. Please make no mistake about that.

			“From where I sit, that leaves you two options. You may have had more before, but you only have two now. If you work with me, I won’t call the press or pick up a megaphone. I’ll even try and turn the case over to a prosecutor who’s not out to see their name in the papers. If you don’t, I will wash my hands of Mardi Gras and let the chips fall where they may.”

			Another moment’s silence passed while Morant thought everything through. I passed the time putting myself in his shoes. He faced a conflict between wanting the case solved, whatever case that was, and loyalty to his employer. Or maybe he just faced a conflict between making waves and keeping his job. Either way, he faced one key question: could I be trusted? He never took his eyes off me. He never blinked. It was as if he was trying to look into my soul. Let him. I probably blinked a dozen times.

			He got up without a word, and I thought the meeting was over. But he raised a hand, bidding me to stay put, and closed the door before sitting back down.

			“You did not misread me, Mr. Malone. I am impressed you did not, as a matter of fact. So, I will help you, because I believe it to be right and because I think it will ultimately be in my company’s best interest. I will help you if I can, but it will be in my private and personal capacity, and in that capacity only. Do we understand each other?”

			“Crystal.”

			“Very well.”

			“Can you give me the basics?”

			“Again, you need to grasp the greater picture here. This is not being investigated. This will not be investigated. Settlements will be made, non-disclosure agreements will be signed, and the ship will keep on cruising. I may not agree with it, but that is the way it is, and all I know is what little I found aboard the ship two days ago.”

			“Understood,” I said.

			“The decedent is one William Morrison, age thirty-two. He was the founder of something called StarQuest. It is some sort of hedge fund, the kind where Mr. Morrison was immensely rich last week and could have been bankrupt tomorrow. He was an impetuous young man, from what I have been told. One officer said Mr. Morrison struck him as the kind of man who would buy an island if he could, just to say he owned one.”

			So Heather was right. It was William, flashy finance guy, who died. This time, I kept my poker face up while Morant continued.

			“He was there with two other finance men,” he said. “They were our whales on this cruise. That is what we call rich and exuberant people throwing lavish parties that celebrate nothing more than their own existence. They spend a lot of money and attract a lot of people around them. Like most whales, these three stayed in the top-deck VIP suites, which have a valet assigned to them. That is who found the body on Saturday morning around 9:30.

			“The door was open. He found Mr. Morrison on the floor with his head split open. There was no blood on the floor. There would have been had it been an accident, so I am afraid we have a killer on our hands who took time to clean up his mess. Ship security found traces of bleach. That is something you can find in every other janitor’s closet on the ship, however, so it does not help us. The ship’s doctor estimated that death occurred several hours before the body was found, maybe two or three in the morning.”

			“Where’s the body now?”

			“A morgue in a private clinic.”

			I winced. “Here in Miami?”

			“Yes.”

			“I am guessing there is no chance of performing an autopsy. Or talking to the valet.”

			Morant sighed. If he moved from his ramrod-straight posture, it was nearly impossible to tell in the dimly lit room.

			“You are guessing correctly,” he said. “As a matter of fact, the valet is in the Philippines at the moment. He flew out on Sunday night. The only action taking place about this unfortunate occurrence is taking place above my pay grade or, it may be more accurate to say, outside my chain of command. I hear that many people in legal and public relations have been extremely busy making private contacts where they needed to be made.”

			I nodded, feeling grim. I felt out of my depth, taking on a murder case solo. Morant may have been willing to help, but his hands were tied. I still did not have the first clue who was involved, and now I had Big Business trying to make sure I never would.

			“Is there anything else you can tell me?” I asked.

			“I will try and provide you with information—it can only be general information, in the absence of any investigation. And I cannot do it here or now. We may meet tomorrow, somewhere private, if you’d like. I would rather it not be your office.”

			“That’s fine, we can meet at my home.” I wasn’t in the habit of broadcasting my home address, but coffee shops were too public for something like this. I made a split-second decision on location.

			Morant nodded. He pulled a Post-it pad from a desk drawer and scribbled something on the top sheet before handing it to me, his movements precise and economical.

			“This is my personal cell phone,” he said. “You may text or call me at any time, and I will do what I can.”

			I took my phone out of my pocket and texted my address to the number he’d written down. His phone beeped in his pocket. I gave him the Post-it back. He turned around and a shredder whirred. We understood each other just fine.

			“Zero-six-thirty tomorrow,” he said.

			“Are you willing to have my team there with me? In my book, the more brains we have, the better.”

			Morant turned back to me and only hesitated a moment. “I am sure we must now trust each other a little bit more than we did an hour ago. Very well, Mr. Malone. Your team may attend.”

			He extended his hand—his way to tell me the interview was over. I shook it and nodded to him. I had a feeling I was going to need all the help I could get.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			I headed back toward the ocean and stopped at the first decent lunch spot I found, a Mexican joint squeezed between a nail salon and a flower shop in one of a dozen strip malls within a two-block radius that all looked the same. The architecture of nowhere is strong in Florida.

			I walked around plastic tables on a Formica floor. I wouldn’t be paying extra for the decor around here, so maybe the food was good. I had them swear their shrimps were Key West Pinks, and from this morning’s catch, before I ordered some tacos in a mix of English and tentative Spanish. “Just the shrimps. No filling. With some hot salsa on the side.”

			“Corn tortillas,” the man behind the counter said with a smile and a nod. It was a statement, not a question.

			“Yeah,” I said as I went to find a place to sit.

			Old habits die hard, so I looked around for anyone snooping, someone who might come in and sit too close to me when most tables were empty, someone staring at me or being a little too still, not doing anything—except maybe trying to listen in. There were no snoopers, not unless they were too well-equipped and organized to notice. Hell, there was barely anyone in the place. Paranoia was one of those old habits clinging to life.

			The shrimps came in still-warm tortillas with a Coke. I called CJ while I munched on my food. I gave her the basics of my conversation. Her keyboard clicked on the other end as she entered draft notes in the file that I’d beef up later. When I was done, she said she’d be at my house at the appointed hour to meet Morant, then she updated me on her interview. Heather had been great, focused, giving CJ direct answers to direct questions.

			Once CJ and I went through what we had, we agreed I’d start the afternoon with Heather’s friends, Jen and Amy. They were the logical next steps. She’d also suggested we contact the police now that we knew a murder occurred. I’d promised both Heather and Morant I wouldn’t do that, so she relented. I also thought it would be a waste of time anyway, but I didn’t go into that. CJ would have disagreed.

			I had a hard call to make before I could put that plan into action. I stared at my phone as if it were a scorpion about to sting me. I dialed anyway.

			“This is Heather,” came the familiar voice on the other end of the phone.

			“Hey. It’s Coop.”

			“Hi, Coop! You have news already?”

			I could not tell if her voice sounded more excited or nervous. “Yeah, I do.”

			“What is it?” she asked when I did not offer more details.

			“Are you somewhere you can talk privately?”

			A few seconds elapsed. A door closed and voices in the background receded into silence. “I am now. I just stepped into an empty office. What is it?”

			“Heather, you were right. Someone died. It was William.”

			“Oh, my God!”

			“I’m sorry, hon. I don’t know how to give news like that except to tell you straight up.”

			“No, no, that’s good. I’m good. No worries. I’m sure I wouldn’t expect anything different from you anyway.”

			“Probably not. There’s one more thing, though. It was not an accident. You were right about that too. There’s something fishy about the whole thing.”

			More silence followed. I listened carefully. There was no crying or sobbing. When Heather spoke again, her voice was strong, determined.

			“You’re working this, right, Coop? You’ve got this.”

			“I do,” I said, “assuming you still want me to.”

			“Of course, I do.”

			“Give me a second here.” I took a deep breath and scratched my head. What I was about to say had to make sense to her. “Yesterday, you didn’t know what happened. You needed to know. I get that. Now you know. It’s murder. And maybe that’s enough. There’s no shame in that.

			“Things are different now. Murder means at least one person knows what happened and wants very badly for no one to find out. There’s a whole big cruise line out there that does not want anyone to know either. That’s a lot of opposition. It’s my job, but it’s not yours. You’re under no obligation to spend money finding out who killed Morrison. Not to mention that, if it comes out you hired me, you could be in danger. They won’t find out from me or CJ, but you never know.”

			Heather had the good sense to think about all that for a minute, nothing but soft breathing coming back at me from the other end of the line. Then her voice came back, loud and clear.

			“I can’t let it go,” she said. “You’re right, I didn’t know William that well, and maybe it’s none of my business what happened to him, and I’m being stupid or reckless. I don’t care. It’s not really about him, anyway. I want the bastard who killed someone on my cruise. I’m pissed and more than a little freaked out. I still don’t know why this happened. I want you to keep working on this.”

			“Then, I will.”

			“Thank you. And thanks for letting me know.”

			“You got it. We’ll talk soon.”

			We hung up, and I took another deep breath, letting it out slowly through my lips. I’d just given Heather my word to figure this out. It was the second time I did, and the second time I thought maybe, just maybe, I shouldn’t have.

			I shook my head and forced myself out of my own mind. You have a job to do, and you better get to work, Malone. I focused on the next steps, tapping the plastic table rhythmically as I gathered my thoughts, starting with Heather’s friends.

			Amy was the writer of the group. After college, she started writing ads. Like Heather, she’d turned a liberal arts degree into a corporate career, writing copy for a big ad agency. She bought back the soul she’d sold to big business—Heather’s words—by building a house on an acreage on the edge of the city.

			I called the number Heather had given us, knowing I’d catch Amy at work. I only needed enough of her time to make plans to meet later. I told her as little as I could about why I was calling. She did not sound surprised Heather had asked a private investigator to look into things. She told me I could catch her at home after 7:30 and gave me the address. I didn’t tell her I already had it, and promised to be there.

			I had tapped half the digits to Jen’s number when I changed my mind. I thought I’d better approach her in person. Heather had said she was the sensitive type, did not know anything yet, and she was working odd jobs. I took the chance she’d be home.



OEBPS/image/Blunt_Force_Title_Page.jpg





OEBPS/font/BebasKai.otf


OEBPS/font/GaramondPremrPro-BdIt.otf


OEBPS/font/Termina-Bold.otf


OEBPS/font/TimesNewRomanPSMT.ttf


OEBPS/font/GaramondPremrPro-It.otf


OEBPS/font/GaramondPremrPro.otf


OEBPS/image/Blunt_Force_eBook_Cover.jpg





