

  




  [image: cover]




  SO FOUL A SKY




  by




  CARL MILLER




  WHISKEY CREEK PRESS


  www.whiskeycreekpress.com




  




  Published by


  WHISKEY CREEK PRESS


  www.whiskeycreekpress.com




  Copyright © 2012 by Carl Miller




  Warning: The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 (five) years in federal prison and a fine of $250,000.




  Names, characters and incidents depicted in this book are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental and beyond the intent of the author or the publisher.




  No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.




  ISBN: 978-1-61160-363-7




  Credits


  Cover Artist: Gemini Judson


  Editor: Marsha Briscoe




  Printed in the United States of America




  Dedication
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  Prologue




  Maria was at gate C12 in the Palm Beach International Airport. The area was packed, chairs were full and people milled in the aisles. A brutal afternoon sun beat against expansive windows, making the terminal uncomfortable. Fortunately, she arrived early, secured her ticket and scored a chair in a tolerable corner. A potted plant shaded her from the sun and the outstretched legs of a snoring old man provided a barrier between her and a group of annoying children playing tag.




  She was leafing through one of the tabloid magazines, oblivious to the snoring man and screeching kids, but not really reading anything. Instead, she was consumed with thoughts of men, her men in particular—more precisely—the men of her past. To say she was having bad luck with her love life was an understatement. She was wondering if there were any decent ones out there.




  One option would be to give it up and go full lesbian. She experimented with her friend, Kelly, and enjoyed it. Kelly pressed to further the relationship, but Maria, being hung up on convention, declined. A woman was supposed to meet the man of her dreams and live happily ever after. While she was always so sure the perfect guy was just around the corner, it now dawned on her that she could be mistaken.




  She thought about Romeo and Juliet, the greatest love story of all time. She recalled a line from scene one: Love is a smoke and is made with the fume of sighs.




  Recent history convinced her that the brilliant line, did indeed, define the essence of love. No more than a puff of smoke, nothing to hold on to. Was it even worth pursuing?




  A voice came over the loudspeaker announcing that flight 825 to Milwaukee was ready to board. It was her flight. It would carry her from Palm Beach International to Billy Mitchell field, then she would hop a puddle jumper to Austin Straubel Airport in Green Bay.




  While standing at the back of the boarding line, she checked the weather on her smart phone. It was eighty-four degrees in West Palm Beach. When she touched Green Bay, the data screen changed to thirty-four degrees and cloudy. She groaned and bent to get a sweater from her carryon. Before she could unzip the bag, a special report came on the television. She heard it, twisted her head and straightened up. The topic was of particular interest so she stepped out of line to watch.




  “We have breaking news concerning the murder of a star NFL quarterback. Details are coming in as we speak.”




  The reporter paused and held his finger to his ear.




  “I was just instructed to take a commercial break. Information is pouring in and we’ll need more time to sort it out. I’m told it will be a two minute break. So, please, stay tuned.




  ACT 1




  CONVERGING FRONTS




  Chapter 1




  Summer, 1994




  Tires chirped as an unmarked DEA cruiser veered into the Denny’s parking lot. Inside the restaurant, employees and the few patrons were oblivious as it sped alongside the building and into the rear employee parking area. Michael Alvarez was driving. Jonathan Pike was in the passenger seat—polishing his sidearm with a paper napkin and recalling the last time he shot someone.




  It was years ago, he and several other agents trapped a two-bit pusher in a blind alley. He was a kid, seventeen years old. They commanded that he drop to his knees with his hands on his head. Instead, he turned with guns blazing. The agents did a Bonnie and Clyde on him. He was so full of holes that he bled out before hitting the pavement.




  Alvarez turned into a space and killed the engine. He filled his lungs and exhaled slowly.




  “It’s show time, buddy.”




  “Check your weapons,” Pike replied. “Our narc said we’re gonna need ‘em tonight.”




  “I’m good to go, man, cleaned and loaded them last night.” He picked up a grease-stained hamburger bag and looked inside. “There’s one left. You want it?”




  “No,” said Pike as he rubbed his belly. “I’m good.”




  Alvarez rolled the bag closed and tossed it onto the back seat. It landed on top of his shotgun. He reached back to grab the gun and grimaced.




  “Ah, shit.”




  “What’s up?”




  “Lower back, got a blown disk.”




  “How’d you do that?”




  “Don’t know. They say it just happens to some people, but I’m not letting it slow me down. Let’s rock and roll.”




  * * * *




  They parked where they did because the Denny’s was on the northern bank of the Erman River. Its rapid currents flow past the restaurant and then a mere eighth of a mile before spilling into the Lake Worth Lagoon—a twenty-one mile long by one-mile wide body of water that runs parallel to the coast. The lagoon separates the mainland from the barrier islands of Palm Beach and Singer Island. Access to the Atlantic is by way of two inlets. The northernmost is the Palm Beach Inlet, a man-made inlet cut through a solid landmass, creating Singer Island to the north and the island of Palm Beach to the south. The Palm Beach Inlet is only a short boat ride from the mouth of the Erman River.




  An informant telephoned the Drug Enforcement Administration to report a heroin shipment coming through the inlet that evening. There was no exact where or when, but the informant was credible so the vague information was deemed actionable. Agents were dispersed on either side and up and down the banks of the lagoon and its tributaries. Pairs of agents were positioned at seven different locations, coordinating their efforts with two-way radios. Alvarez and Pike were assigned the northern bank of the Erman River and the adjacent western bank of the lagoon.




  They were each armed with a twelve-gauge shotgun and standard issue Glock sidearm. They shared a pair of night vision binoculars. It was 9:00 PM, the moonless sky was clear and the temperature hovered at a sweltering 90 degrees. For the next several hours they were to take up a position, watch and wait.




  “How about that cluster of palm trees at the mouth of the river?” Pike offered. He noticed Alvarez rubbing his lower back. “You sure you’re okay?”




  “I’m good to go, man. No problem. I agree, let’s make for the trees.”




  They walked along the bank, past numerous boat slips and two, circa 1970, condominium complexes. They were dressed casually, so as not to call attention to themselves. The shotguns were wrapped in towels and carried discreetly at their sides.




  A three foot Iguana was on the seawall. As they approached, it stiffened.




  “What the hell does he have in mind?” Alvarez asked as he placed a hand on his pistol.




  “Keep walking, he’ll give way,” Pike answered. “They’re all along the waterway, got a couple living in front of my house.”




  When they were within a few feet, it darted ahead and stopped. Again, when they got close, it stiffened as if to mount a challenge, then thought the better of it and ran farther down the wall. Finally, after reaching the end of the seawall, it launched itself into the black water and disappeared. By then, the agents had reached the cluster of trees. Each chose one and leaned back for what was expected to be an eventful night.




  “How’s the kid doing these days,” Alverez asked. “What’s his name, again?”




  “Travis,” Pike answered. “He’s doing good. Has a birthday coming up next month. Gonna be four years old.”




  “Get out! I remember when he was born. Seems like yesterday. Damn, time flies. You got him playing football yet?”




  “Hell, yes. Got him a little ball that I make him hold all the time. I want it to feel like part of him. Betty gets pissed about it, says I”m trying to re-live my youth through him.”




  “Shit, I remember your college career. You dominated. Still hold the record for most passing yards in Penn State history, don’t you?”




  “Yep, had one hell of a good time.”




  “Why was it you didn’t go pro?”




  “My shoulder, tore the rotator cuff in my throwing arm. It didn’t heal properly, so that was all she wrote.”




  “That’s right, man. I forgot. What a bummer.”




  Pike stood quiet for a moment, then picked up a stone from the base of his tree and threw it into the water.




  “Hell, I’m not complaining, college football opened a lot of doors for me. I wouldn’t be spending romantic evenings under the stars with you, if not for it.”




  “Don’t get all gooey on me, smart ass, I might get teary. Hand me those binoculars.”




  Alvarez scanned the waterway. Since it was early in the evening, many boats were still out. Most were returning from a day of fishing. They were running at proper speeds, with running lights on. There was no hint of anything suspicious.




  “What are we looking for, Johnny? One boat looks like the next.”




  “Not sure. We’ll just have to use our intuition. Something’s coming in, that much we know. Hopefully, we’ll be able to pick up on a nervous crew or something else that doesn’t seem right. What I’m thinking is that they’re going to protect a shipment that valuable. I’d expect they’ll have a few armed men above deck, and more below, ready to come out shooting.”




  “This isn’t Baptiste’s shit, is it?”




  “Hell no, it’s an interloper.”




  “An interloper! What the hell? On Baptist’s turf? That’s insane.”




  “I couldn’t agree more. I suspect that’s the reason we got the tip.”




  “You think Baptiste is expecting us to do his dirty work?”




  “I don’t know, I can’t read between the lines that well. Let’s just settle in and take it as it comes.”




  Alvarez set the night vision binoculars on the grass, took a drink of water and poured some over his balding head. He looked up at the palm fronds hanging limp in the still air.




  “Damn, is this heat gonna break? I’m afraid my B.O’s. gonna give us away.”




  “Tough it out, dude. We’ve got a long way to go.”




  * * * *




  Hector Gonzalez and his wife Belkys boarded the twenty-four-foot express cruiser while it was still ten miles off the Palm Beach coast. The Gulf Stream was calm, making for an easy journey from the Bahamas.




  To assure its safe passage, it was towed behind an old trawler crewed by armed men. Its engines idled roughly as deckhands moved from boat to boat. They filled the bait well with water and a few live mullet, dumped ice into the fish box, then put in several Mahi Mahi. When all was done, it looked as though the Gonzalez’s had enjoyed a decent evening of fishing.




  Belkys slipped the towline off the bow cleat and let it fall into the Atlantic. Deckhands on the trawler reeled it in. Their lumbering vessel turned back toward the Bahamas and motored away. Black smoke puffed from the exhaust stack and hung in the sky, blurring the otherwise clear constellations. Hector flipped on the running lights, pushed the throttle and headed toward the Palm Beach inlet. He expected to arrive around 2:00 a.m. Once there, his instructions were to run north up the Lake Worth Lagoon to the Sand Crane Condominium complex and dock in slip number 14A. They would secure the boat, walk a mile down US 1 and wait at a bus stop for a car to pick them up.




  “Belkys, there’s the inlet.”




  Belkys had her head back and her eyes closed. She opened them and sat upright.




  “Shit, here we go. What should I do? Go back and act like I’m straightening out the fishing rods?”




  “Good idea. Run line out on the deck, make it look like you’re untangling it. Keep the tackle box open with your gun at the top. Cover it with a towel.”




  “I’m nervous, Hector. I hope I don’t freak out.”




  “You won’t, honey, I know you, you’ll be cool.” He embraced her, then cradled her head and gave her a quick kiss on the lips. “We just have to get through the next hour and we’re home free. We’ll have enough money to make a decent life in America. Just keep thinking about that.”




  He arrived on schedule, navigated through the inlet, cut their speed to 5 knots and turned north. His hand shook as it rested on the throttle. He took his pistol off the dash and put it in his waistband. It felt cool against his sweat-coated stomach.




  * * * *




  Special Agent Pike finished emptying his bladder against one of the trees. He zipped up and poured bottled water over his hands to wash up. It was still hot, upper eighties. Both men’s black tee shirts were sweat soaked.




  Mosquitoes were not a problem along the Intracoastal Waterway, but No-See-Ums were, tiny flies that live near the water with a bite every bit as bothersome as a mosquito’s. Insecticides were ineffective. Jonathan scratched at his legs until they bled.




  “Damn No-See-Ums! This is bullshit. I’ve got a feeling we’re on a wild goose chase, that informant was full of shit. What are the other units saying?”




  “Nothing,” Alvarez answered as he looked through the night vision binoculars. “All’s quiet. Now, quit whining about your bug bites. I think I see something.”




  “Let me see.”




  Alvarez handed the binoculars to Pike. He adjusted the focus and spotted the boat, heading north up the far side of the channel.




  “Looks like a couple out fishing. Average looking guy and a way hot woman in a yellow bikini.”




  “Give ’em back,” Alvarez demanded as he tugged on the strap. Pike handed them over.




  “Holy shit!” Alvarez declared a little too loudly. “These can’t be our smugglers; she’s not flying under any radar looking like that.”




  “Calm down, Mike. We don’t know. Maybe they’re smugglers or maybe they’re a diversion. Maybe they’re just out fishing, fucking and relaxing. Keep watching.”




  * * * *




  The boat traveled slowly up the eastern side of the lagoon, away from the mainland. The heat and humidity was stifling, yet Hector was shivering. Belkys was still feigning attention to the fishing rods.




  “Everything cool, dear?” Belkys asked as she pointlessly wound line around her fingers.




  “It’s cool, woman. I think this is going to be a piece of cake, but, I’m never doing it again. How about you.”




  “I’m good, keep it slow and steady, my love.” Belkys’ tone was reassuring. “All we have to do is get to shore and away from this boat. They won’t be able to send us back to Cuba and won’t be able to link us to the shit. It’ll all be over. Those years of secret English lessons will finally pay off.”




  “I know, it’s all I’ve been thinking about,” Hector answered. “Now, you’d better keep your voice down, I don’t want to draw any attention.”




  * * * *




  “Anything suspicious? Or, are you just ogling the babe?” Agent Pike asked jokingly.




  “I’m not sure,” Alvarez answered.




  “What do you mean?” Pike’s tone turned serious.




  “Well, when you look at the boat, what do you see?”




  Pike strained his eyes against the night. The lack of moonlight and little ambient lighting made his efforts futile.




  “It’s dark. Except for the running lights I don’t see a damn thing. Why?”




  “The woman’s still in the back of the boat. She’s been fiddling with fishing poles since I started watching her.”




  “So?”




  “So, if you’re fiddling with fishing poles, wouldn’t you want some light? I can see her plain as day with these night glasses, but she can’t see shit, I know she can’t. Yet, she’s really concentrating on those rods.”




  “Shit, Mikey, you may have something. I’ll call it in, keep watching.”




  The agents were ordered to follow the boat up the coast as far as they could, then hand it off to the next agents in line. The consensus was that, at most, it was sent as a diversion, or they were wasting their time following an innocent couple.




  “They’re turning hard to port,” Alvarez said in a muffled yet urgent voice.




  “They’re coming right at us. Take cover.”




  They hid behind a row of sea grapes and watched the boat come right at them. It pulled into a slip and tied off not thirty feet away.




  “What do you think?” Alvarez whispered.




  “Let’s check ’em out.”




  “Do we bring the shotguns?”




  “Yes, just try not to scare ’em.”




  They emerged from the sea grapes and walked onto the dock. Agent Pike held his identification in the air.




  “Special agents Alvarez and Pike.” Jonathan made every effort to keep his demeanor authoritative yet reassuring. “We just need to ask you folks a few questions. No big deal. Keep your hands in plain sight.”




  Pike boarded the boat while Alvarez covered him from the dock. He questioned the couple and got predictable answers. He looked in the bait well and fish box. Everything looked legitimate. He already concluded that this was a waste of time.




  “Why are you hassling us?” Hector asked.




  “I’m sorry about it,” said Pike as he eyed Belkys. She was fidgeting and avoiding eye contact. “We were tipped that something was going down tonight. Since you were coming in at such an hour, we had to check you out. We’re sorry about it; it’s the world we live in.”




  He had briefly looked in the cuddy cabin as part of his initial inspection and saw nothing unusual, but his gut compelled him to check it again. This time, he lifted one of the bunk cushions. Underneath was something covered with a tarp. He pulled it back and there it was.




  “Here we go, Mike. Bring ’em up on the dock and cuff ’em. It’s here.”




  “No shit? Is this the shipment we were looking for?”




  “Might be. We’ll look more after we tie ’em to a tree.” As Pike spoke he walked back out onto the deck.




  “You know, Johnny boy,” Alvarez said, “I’m standing here looking at this foxy lady and I’m wondering how she ever got involved in this kind of shit, but since she is involved in this kind of shit, I’m assuming she’s nothing but a scumbag whore. For a scumbag whore, she’s got really nice tits. I’d like to take a look at ’em.”




  Pike thought for a second, looked around to assure there were no witnesses, then nodded. “Why not, I’m kinda interested in ’em myself.” He instructed Belkys to remove her top. She hesitated.




  “I’m going to count to three.” Pike’s voice remained low but with a threatening tone, he pointed the shotgun at Hector. “If I don’t see tits by the time I get to three, I’m gonna make a mess of Pedro here. Comprende? One...Two...” Belkys untied her top and let it fall. It landed on top of the open tackle box.




  “Wow!” Alvarez commented. “Look at those knockers.”




  “What would you say they are? Double D’s?




  “At least.”




  “What are they?” Pike asked Belkys. “I’m talking to you. I asked you what size they are.” She stared at the deck and shrugged. Pike was about to motivate her response with a backhand across the chops when Alvarez interceded.




  “Whoa, Johnny, hold up. What about her pussy?”




  With his hand still poised to strike, he looked at Alvarez. “What about it?”




  “I’d like to see how it’s groomed. I don’t think she’s sporting major bush because that bikini bottom is so small. So, I’m thinking it’s bare or she’s got a landing strip.”




  Pike lowered his hand and studied her for a moment. “I’ll bet a beer it’s bare.”




  “You’re on. Off with the bottoms, bitch,” Alvarez demanded.




  Belkys looked at Hector. He gave her a single nod. She untied the knot at her hip and let the bottoms fall.




  “Shit,” Pike uttered.




  “A landing strip!” Alvarez exclaimed gleefully. “Drinks are on you, Johnny.” Alvarez continued. “What a booty on that bitch! Why waste a body like that on a piece of shit like him?” He glanced at Hector. “I’ll never understand it.” A shaking Belkys remained silent. “Hell, Johnny, she’s nothing but a drug smuggling piece of shit. Bend her over and check her oil.”




  Pike motioned for her to turn around. Belkys hesitated. He backhanded her across the mouth; her head turned with the blow. When she turned back, blood ran from her lip and fire burned in her eyes. Hector made a move in her direction but was stopped by the sound of Alvarez’s cocking shotgun. Belkys complied and turned around. Pike put his hand on her back and forced her to bend over the transom. He inserted his middle finger.




  “She’s wet, Mikey, real wet. I think she’s getting off on this?” He put three fingers into her. Belkys clenched her teeth but otherwise showed no reaction. A frustrated Pike removed them and took a step back.




  “Three fingers aren’t enough for this slut.”




  He took a plastic water bottle out of the pocket of his cargo shorts, removed the cap and gulped until it was dry—half the water went into his mouth and the rest ran down the sides of his jaw onto his shirt. He wiped the back of his hand across his face and replaced the cap. He pushed Belkys back down over the transom and inserted the tapered end of the bottle. She winced, but made no sound.




  “Well, look at this. It almost falls in. She must be a real puta. Is that the word I’m looking for, Mikey? Puta?”




  While Pike spoke, Alvarez noticed the rage in Hector’s eyes. An almost imperceptible twitch gave him the notion that he was about to take action.




  “Easy, amigo,” Alvarez advised. “Make a move and I’ll blow your brains out.”




  “Okay, that’s enough,” Pike ordered as he backed away and tossed the bottle over the side. “Let’s tie them up and get back to work. Get dressed, whore.”




  They leered as she put on her bikini bottom. She bent down to pick up her top but instead reached under the towel for the snub-nose .38 revolver. The agents didn’t notice because they were fixated on her backside, but Hector was watching her hand. When she clutched the gun he pulled his and fired. The bullet tore through Pike’s shoulder, dropping him to the deck. He swung the gun toward Alvarez but was too late. Alvarez discharged his shotgun and blew most of Hector’s head off. Belkys got off two shots at Alvarez but both missed. Pike recovered enough to lift his shotgun and discharge it into Belkys’ torso, effectively cutting her in two.




  “Shit, fuck.” Pike moaned.




  “How bad is it?”




  “It’s my shoulder. I’ll live, but it’s really fucked up.”




  Alvarez got into the boat, walked gingerly across the blood-covered deck and confirmed that the obliterated corpses were indeed corpses. He then helped Pike onto the dock and leaned him against the sea wall. Pike used his handkerchief to stem the flow of blood from his shoulder. Alvarez went back into the boat to check the cabin.




  By this time, dogs were barking and assorted porch lights were on. Nearby agents were there in a matter of minutes. When informed that the crises had passed, they lowered their weapons and attended to Pike.




  “What the hell happened?” One asked.




  “We approached to question them and the motherfuckers opened up on us,” Pike answered.




  “Holy shit!” Alvarez shouted from inside the cabin.




  “What’s up?” Pike replied.




  “Heroin, a couple of dozen kilos, also bags of something else. Looks like fentanyl. Must be a thousand grams of it.”




  “Jesus Christ, partner, looks like we hit the mother load.”




  “Oh my God!” This time Alvarez’s shout was a more sorrowful wail.




  “What?” Pike sniped, but silence followed. He struggled to his feet and walked, assisted by the other two agents, to the side of the boat where he heard a child crying. Alvarez came out of the cabin holding a terrified little girl.




  “Fuck, where was she?”




  “Hiding in a storage compartment under one of the cushions. How old do you think she is?”




  “I don’t know. Three or four, maybe.”




  “Shit.”




  “Cover her fucking eyes,” another agent demanded. “Don’t let her see her parents like this.”




  Chapter 2




  Summer, 2008




  A sailfish broached the surface several feet off the starboard bow. It arched back into the Atlantic and swam west into the sun—its magnificent dorsal fin remained visible above the water. Travis advanced the throttle and followed it. The intensity of the sun was undiminished even though it hung just above the horizon. Sarah, standing at the bow, shielded her eyes and barked instructions.




  “Go wider. You’re gonna scare it away.”




  “Get the spinning rod. Cast it in front of him,” Travis ordered from the helm.




  Sarah picked the rod off the deck. It was already baited with an artificial lure. She flipped open the bail and hooked her finger over the line.




  Travis steered in a wide arc that would eventually intersect with the sailfish’s course. Sarah braced herself against the bow rail. When the time was right, she cast. The lure splashed six feet in front of the fish’s bill. She cranked the reel and flicked the rod. The fish ignored it and changed course. Surprisingly, it remained at the surface.




  “Come around,” she demanded. “Catch up with him.”




  Travis repositioned the boat and Sarah again cast the lure. This time, the fish struck.




  “He’s on!” She yelled. “He’s on! Pull back! Slower, slower!”




  Travis slowed to idle speed. Sarah allowed the fish to sound. She fed it line until it slowed, then began cranking it in.




  “It’s a big one, Travis. Probably the biggest we’ve ever hooked.”




  “Just be careful, don’t loose it.”




  Sarah worked it close to the boat but it spooked and bolted. Twenty-five yards out it leaped from the water, twisted violently and threw the hook. Sarah fell back onto the deck.




  “Shit, Sarah! You were too aggressive. You lost him.”




  “Damn it! I know! Fuck!” Sarah threw the rod to the deck in disgust. “How big do you think it was?”




  “Looked like eight or nine feet, maybe over a hundred pounds.”




  “That was by far the biggest I’ve hooked. Damn, that was fun!”




  “Apparently it was too big for you, you fucked up.”




  “Screw you. You wouldn’t have done any better. The tackle was too light and you know it.”




  Travis regretted the criticism almost before the words left his mouth. Sarah was good. She had caught more, and larger, game fish than he ever had. He also realized that if he didn’t apologize fast, it would severely curtail his chances of getting laid that evening.




  “I’m sorry, hon. Frustration got the better of me. You didn’t deserve that.”




  “Damn straight, dick head.”




  “Look, what do you want to do? Try to find it again, or maybe another one?”




  “It’s too late. We’d better head in. Your Mom will be pissed if we don’t get back in time for dinner.”




  “Shit. That’s right. She’s making her rack of lamb.” Travis spun the wheel, pushed the throttle and headed toward shore.




  The sky was already streaked with brilliant reds, pinks and violets. As the bow cut through the waves, mist rose and blew across their bodies, cooling sun-baked skin. Soon the shoreline came intermittently into view. When the boat dipped into a trough, the distant shoreline exposed itself. As they climbed a swell it dropped out of sight and only the colorful sky was visible. Details along the shoreline, initially obscured by haze, cleared as they drew closer. Palm trees came into focus, the lush foliage crystallized against the swirled pallet of sky. Moments later, Travis navigated through the inlet and dropped off the plane.




  As he idled up the waterway he fixated on Sarah. She was seated next to him, on the leaning post, with her feet on the console. He moved his eyes along her long, toned, legs and up to her hips. He paused there to savor the brilliant yellow bikini against her golden-brown skin. He marveled at her washboard abs and her perfect navel, graced with a 1/2 carat diamond stud that signified their engagement. Its many facets reflected light from the setting sun and sparkled with intense hues that matched those of the western sky.




  Their plan was to get married the following summer. Each had earned sports scholarships to Florida schools. Travis was to play quarterback for the University of Miami Hurricanes and Sarah would play guard for the Florida Gators basketball team. Travis was the number one rated recruit in the nation. Sarah was highly regarded as an outside shooter and referred to by local sportswriters as “The Blond Archer”, because her shots had tremendous loft and usually found nothing but net. Their plan was to put the first year behind them and then continue their respective careers as husband and wife.




  “Hey, you’re gonna hit that channel marker! Watch where you’re going, dork knob.”




  Travis snapped out of it and took evasive action to miss the piling. He steered the boat back on course as his phone broadcasted the Black Eyed Peas.




  “Hello. Hey, Tony, how are you? What’s happening? No shit! Congrats, dude. Save me the entrails. Everything. Yes, blood and all. Thanks. I’ll pick it up later tonight. Okay, see ya.”




  “What was that all about?”




  “Tony shot a boar today. He was hunting out at the Ortega ranch. A while back I told him that if he got one, I wanted the blood and guts.”




  “Why in the hell do want that?”




  “Chum, for shark fishing. Can you imagine how fine that would be? I’m picking it up tonight. You wanna go out in the morning?”




  “Shit. Shark fishing with pig guts? I don’t know, it sounds gross, and I don’t even like shark fishing. What do you do with one once you catch it?”




  “We’ll just bring ’em up to the boat and cut ’em loose. Take a picture if it’s a big one. Come on, it’ll be epic!”




  “Game fish are one thing, but I don’t like messin’ with sharks. They’re dangerous.”




  “Come on, hon. You’re safe in the boat. We’ll cut ’em loose when they get close. I promise. Come on, please.” Travis removed his sunglasses and gave her his hangdog look. He knew she wouldn’t be able to resist his big brown eyes.




  “Okay, asshole. I’ll go, but I’m not fishing. I’ll lay in the bow and get some sun. Fair enough?”




  “Fair enough,” he replied as he pulled the boat up to the dock. “Let’s go eat, I’m starving.”




  Chapter 3




  Summer, 1994




  Agent Pike lay in the darkness of the hospital room staring out the window. A sliver of moon hung just below the top of the casement. He fixed his eyes upon it as he obsessed over the child. Stress was chewing him up; the bedding was sweat soaked.




  The kid didn’t utter a word, not when they had her in custody at the station and not when she met with Child Services. Was she aware of what really went down on that boat? Could she hear them from her hiding place? Did she even understand English? Pike was tormented. If she talked it could mean scandal, suspension, or criminal charges. He was well known from his college football days. A scandal would be big news, front page stuff, complete with pictures. It would haunt him for the rest of his life, and devastate his family. Such torturous scenarios churned in his head like gravel in a blender.




  The moon had long since drifted from sight. Pike was still wide-eyed. His mind wouldn’t shut down and his shoulder hurt. It would be a while before his next scheduled dose of pain medication and he didn’t want to request it ahead of time. It would make him look weak. He heard nurses loitering in the hallway, joking about patients and laughing like school kids, totally inappropriate behavior. One was obviously male, with a booming voice that sounded like James Earl Jones.




  The door opened and hall light flooded in. Pike squinted as he looked up at the loudmouthed nurse. His physique matched his voice, stocky and barrel-chested, with thick hands and fingers. He was covered with dark hair everywhere but on his head.




  “Ah, Mr. Pike,” he bellowed. “I see you’re awake. I’m glad. I hate waking patients up.”




  “What’s up?” Pike asked.




  “Just need to check your vitals and change your dressing.”




  “What time is it?”




  “Eleven-thirty.You should know the routine by now, every four hours.




  “Just get it over with.”




  Jonathan hated male nurses. He was uncomfortable talking with them and wanted to climb the walls when they touched him. To his chagrin, he had nothing but male nurses for his entire stay. The high blood pressure he suffered was surely because of them.




  The nurse told a stupid joke. Pike didn’t laugh. He didn’t want to encourage unnecessary chatter. When the mouth breathing ape concluded his poking and prodding and bade him goodnight, Pike gave an indifferent nod and went back to mulling over the statements he and Alvarez gave to investigators. Eventually, he did slip into sleep.




  * * * *




  “Mr. Pike, wake up. Wake up, sir.” The nurse spoke quietly as she gently shook his good shoulder.




  “Huh, what,” Pike mumbled before attaining full awareness. “Hell, is it that time already?”




  “Yes, Mr. Pike, it’s almost 4:00.”




  “A woman! I can’t believe I finally got a female nurse.” As he spoke he smoothed his hair and checked his breath. “A beauty at that.”




  “Watch out for your eyes, I’m going to turn the light on.”




  He shielded his eyes but the sudden brightness still startled him.




  “I’m so sorry,” said the nurse.




  When his pupils contracted to the proper diameter, he looked up at her. “You’re even prettier in the light.”




  “Thank you,” she said and smiled sheepishly.




  “What’s your name?”




  “Kiana, Kiana Devroux,”




  “Your accent is wonderful. What is it?”




  “It’s Creole. I’m from Haiti.”




  “Of course, I should have guessed.”




  They continued in conversation as she checked his vitals and changed the dressing. She was slender, dressed in white slacks and standing tall in wedged sneakers, close to six feet tall. Her short hair was wild and darted in every direction. Thinly plucked eyebrows arched over dark, exotic, eyes. Jonathan was liking everything about her.




  “You’re much nicer than the male nurses I’ve been getting. The last one was loud and obnoxious. It was upsetting. I mean, the guy commented on my body parts and my vital readings loud enough for the entire floor to hear.”




  “That’s not right, Mr. Pike and I’m very sorry about it. It’s a professional requirement that we, as health care workers, show discretion concerning our patients.”




  As she spoke, a feeling of recognition tweaked him. He mentioned that they might have met before. Kiana took it as a come on, but Pike was serious. Then it hit him.




  “You have a brother? Tall and thin, just like you. Don’t you?”




  “I have a brother,” she answered warily.




  “I don’t mean to be pushy, but is he in prison?”




  She stopped what she was doing and looked down, not offering an answer.




  “His name is Solomon. I remember now. It’s okay. I’m a DEA agent. I was part of the operation that busted him. He was dealing in prescription narcotics. A couple of kids overdosed and died.”




  Kiana’s breathing deepened and she turned to face the wall.




  “He got twenty-five years,” she said softly. “They wanted to make an example out of him. I kept telling him to get away from those bad people, to get a real job, but he wouldn’t—said they’d take care of him. Well, they’re not taking care of him now.” Her voice broke, then she sobbed. Choking back tears, she continued. “When he realized how much trouble he was in, he offered to bargain with the authorities. He offered to name his supplier, but no one cared. They didn’t want to know who the big guys were. Why was that? Mr. Pike. Why?”




  “I’m sure it went to credibility. It’s a common thing. When someone is in your brother’s position, they always offer information, but it’s no good to us. The prisoner will say anything to save his skin.”




  “They could have at least taken the name. Checked it out. He was interrogated by a guy named Alvarez. Solomon told me that Alvarez warned him against giving the name to anybody. Told him that snitches get killed in prison. So that was that.” She wiped tears away with a tissue.




  “Look, Kiana, I can tell you’re a special woman. Your brother would have done well to heed your advice. From what I saw of him, he seemed like a good kid. I don’t know this Alvarez, but I can do some checking around. How long has he been in now?”




  “A little over a year,” Kiana answered as she turned back toward him and stepped close to the bed.




  “That’s what I thought.” He took her hand. “This kind of stuff is terrible—the way it tears families apart. I think I can throw my weight around and make some good things happen.”




  Kiana’s eyes lit up. “I would do anything to help my brother. He’s the only family I have.”




  Pike still had her hand. He looked into her glossy eyes. “I adore you, Kiana. I’m wondering if you can practice what you preach. Can you?”




  “Can I what?” She answered.




  “Be discreet, like you were telling me a short time ago.” His eyes bored into her.




  Kiana pulled from his grasp and walked to the half open door. She poked her head out and surveyed the empty hallway, then closed it. She turned back toward Jonathan and unbuttoned her blouse; by the time she reached his bedside she was naked from the waist up.




  “I can be very professional.”




  She clicked off the light. A flash of lightening illuminated the room through the un-shaded window. It was followed by a long rumble of thunder. Sheets of rain began to fall. The storm raged through the remainder of the night and into the morning.




  * * * *




  Jonathan and his wife Betty were conversing affectionately. They were buoyed by news that he would be released in a few hours. As Agent Alvarez entered the room, the two were laughing. Betty was standing at Jonathan’s side. She had her hand on his forearm. He removed it, cradled it gently, and kissed her palm. At that moment they noticed Alvarez standing in the doorway.




  “I’m sorry; did I interrupt a tender moment?”




  “Come in, Michael.” Betty smiled broadly as she spoke. “It’s good to see you. You’re all wet.”




  “No kidding, it’s raining. I don’t carry an umbrella, too big a pain in the ass.” He gave her a light hug and shook Jonathan’s left hand. “I hear you got yourself some time off, dude. Do I sense a second honeymoon in your future?”




  “No,” Betty interjected. I don’t think so. Travis is starting school so we’ll be sticking around.”




  “Gonna be hard passing the football around with a bum arm, isn’t it, Johnny?”




  “I’ll manage. I’ll just have to learn to throw southpaw. You should see him sling it. He has real power and puts it right on the money. We’re signing him up for Pop Warner as soon as he’s eligible.”




  “Sounds good. I’ll be there cheering him on.” Alvarez’s demeanor abruptly changed. “Betty, sweet heart, I really need to talk some shop with your man. Can I get you to possibly go to the cafeteria for some coffee, or somthin’?”




  “It’s okay, I’ve got to run along. Travis is at the neighbors and I should get him before he drives them crazy. I’ll be back this afternoon, dear. I love you.”




  “I love you back.” They kissed and Betty left the room. Agent Alvarez couldn’t help but notice that her backside was still quite broad. She never got her figure back after Travis was born. She was cute, with her bobbed brown hair and lively eyes, but she definitely wasn’t the knockout she used to be.




  “Mike,” Pike spoke up. “I need you to keep this visit short and if you see a good looking Haitian nurse out there, you don’t know me.”




  “You sly shit,” Alvarez said with a half grin. “What’s going on?”




  “I scored with her last night. Told her I’d see about getting her brother’s sentence reduced. He’s in for dealing narcotics. We put him there, but she seems only to remember you. Kid’s name is Solomon, Solomon Devroux.”




  Alvarez searched his recollections.




  “He was pushing shit for Santiago. Remember? He tried to give him up, but we had to shut him down because Santiago was too close to Baptiste.”




  The light of recognition flickered in Mike’s eyes. “Yes, I remember him now. Fucking punk. He initially ran, then kicked like a hysterical woman when we caught him. You really gonna go out on a limb for him?”




  “Fuck no, I just said it to get laid. Just remember that you don’t know me. Okay?




  “Okay, for Christ’s sake. Can we talk some shop now?”




  “What’s up?”




  “They seemed overly concerned with why the bitch was topless. They brought it up a dozen different ways.”




  “Did you stick to the script?” Pike asked.




  “Of course. We approached them and she was topless. How the fuck do I know why. Maybe she’s a nudist or something. Who knows? Who cares? Period.”




  “Perfect. It’s the same story I’m giving them. Don’t know, don’t care. Have they found out who they were?”




  “Going back through the original informant we learned that they were Cubans. Balseros. Made their way to the Bahamas on tractor tires, then got hooked up with Santiago’s people. That’s all we know.”




  Alvarez sat down in a chair next to the bed. He continued in a more subdued tone. “What are we gonna do about the kid?”




  “I think about her all the time,” Pike replied. “I hear she hasn’t spoken yet?”




  “That’s right. They say she’s traumatized. I heard they’re trying to find her a home far from here. Like, on the other side of the country. They think that a total change of scenery might get her mind off of what happened. She’ll be so busy processing her new environment that she’ll detach completely from her memories and live a more normal life.”




  Pike was silent as he contemplated the information. He rubbed the stubble growing along his jaw line. “I don’t think we’ll have to do anything. If they relocate her, like you say, that should take care of our problem. She won’t mention the incident to strangers in a strange place; she’ll block it out and it’ll be gone. Hell, Mike, I’m sure she couldn’t even understand us.”




  Alvarez glared at him, his eyes narrowed. He spoke calmly yet with profound gravity. “I disagree; it’s too big of a risk. I think she should meet with an unfortunate accident. I’ve still got a field career. You’re gonna be riding a desk, or be put out to pasture all together; I think that’s clouding your judgment. If she talks, I’m the one with everything to loose. I’m doing this, are you with me—or do I do it alone?”




  Jonathan reached for a tissue and blew his nose. The weather was affecting his sinuses. That, and he was buying time to think.




  “Well, Johnny. What’s it gonna be?”




  Pike pulled himself up and sat on the edge of the bed. The realization of what they were contemplating sent a chill through him—a tightening pressure seized his chest to where it labored his breathing. When he spoke, his voice was dire.




  “We can’t do it, Mike. We’d never get away with it. It would mean the gas chamber. There’s no way to get at the kid. Like I said, I think about the situation constantly. Sitting tight is the only way to go. I’m telling you. So, no, I’m not with you on this. Leave it alone. You’ll fuck everything up. If we sit tight we’ll be okay.”




  Alvarez stared out at the rain and sighed. “You’re not backing me on this? That’s fucked up.” He wouldn’t make eye contact. The shadows of the room obscured the throbbing veins cutting across his temples. “I’m disappointed, Johnny.” A hint of self-pity tinged his voice. “I gotta go.”




  As Alvarez left the room, Pike twisted toward the door and raised his voice. “Let it go, Mike. Let it go. They were Cuban. She couldn’t have understood English at that age.”




  The door slammed.




  Chapter 4




  Summer, 2008




  Travis handed Sarah a baited rod, gave her an affectionate pat on her backside and took his rod to the other side of the boat. He was a big man, six foot three and over two hundred pounds. The boat listed his way as he tossed the first cast of the day.




  “I appreciate you helping me catch bait,” he said.




  “That’s all I’m doing. When you go outside, I’m not doing anything but read my book and sunbathe.”




  The morning sun torched the peaks of the heavy chop. As they collided with the boat, they fractured into multiple neon snakes. The temperature was rising. Soon, the heat of the day would be fully upon them, making such things as walking barefoot on the deck uncomfortable. They were fishing in the Lake Worth Lagoon. Travis was anchored over a sand bar where he hoped to catch medium sized Snapper, Jacks, or anything else that could be used for shark bait. Before long they had half a dozen fish in the live well. Then he hooked something that felt all together different. It was heavy, but not active. For a moment he thought he hooked a tire or some other piece of garbage, then it fought and took line. Travis played it properly and worked it to the boat.




  “Get the landing net, it’s almost along side.”




  Sarah stood close, ready to scoop up whatever it was.




  “I see it,” she said. “It’s a Stingray, a big one. Pull it this way. A little more, there, got it.”




  “Dump it on the deck; be careful of the stinger!”




  Sarah pulled the heavy ray into the boat and, as instructed, dumped it onto the deck. It flapped violently and whipped its tail every which way. When it paused, Travis dropped over it and pinned down its three-foot wingspan with his knees. He located the stinger, at the base of the tail, pulled it out with a pair of pliers and tossed it over the side.




  “Okay,” he said as he stood. “It’s harmless now.”




  “What are you going to do with it?”




  “Are you kidding? Rays are the best shark bait.”




  Sarah rolled her eyes as Travis picked it up and stuffed it into the live well. They now had all the bait they needed. Travis started the motor, weighed anchor and headed through the inlet and out to sea.




  He had inquired over the VHS radio and was told that, in the past couple of days, sharks were sighted about a mile off the Juno pier. He figured he’d give it a shot. The ocean was rough. Waves were running three to five feet, higher at times. Sarah was skeptical but Travis insisted on forging ahead. After reaching the destination, he cut the motor and drifted.




  “Take the cover off the bucket and ladle out the blood while I rig my rod.”




  “Fuck that, Travis. I told you I’m not messin’ with pig guts. From here on you’re on your own.”




  With her book and towel in hand, she went to the bow.




  Travis ladled the blood and guts into the sea. He put out half the contents then stopped to rig his bait. He took the flopping stingray from the bait well, laid it on the deck and, again, pinned it down with his knees. He used a fillet knife to cut off a third of its right wing; blood oozed onto the deck as it twisted with agony. Travis rigged it and threw it over the side. The missing wingtip caused the ray to swim erratically. Clouds of blood rose like puffs of smoke. In its crippled state, it was especially attractive prey for predators.




  With the bait out, he picked up the bucket and dumped the rest of the entrails over the side. He hosed off the deck, folded down the transom seat, and sat quietly in the sun, waiting for something to happen.




  “Honey.”




  “What?”




  “Would you come here for a minute?”




  “I’m reading my book. What do you want?”




  “Just come here. Would you please?”




  Sarah put the book down and went to the back of the boat to find Travis slowly stroking himself.




  “I need assistance with my rod, baby. Can you help me out?”




  “You pervert. It’s too rough out here.”




  Sarah was topless. Her taught body so turned him on. While her breasts were small, her nipples reminded him of tootsie roll segments. They made him crazy.




  “Come on, baby. You know how horny you make me. Take care of me. Please?”




  Sarah rolled her eyes and smiled. Her blond hair was blowing wildly. She took a scrunchie off her wrist and pulled it back in a pony tail, then kneeled and pulled off his shorts. As the boat pitched, she held his hips for balance and took him in her mouth. She worked slowly at first, then picked up the pace as she adapted to the rhythm of the waves.




  Before long, her knees ached from grinding against the diamond patterned decking; she was uncomfortably hot and the pounding of the boat was hurting her back. She further accelerated her motions to hurry the outcome. Seconds later, Travis threw his head back and let out a roar. Sarah lurched slightly, from a minor gag reflex, then raised her head and wiped her lips with the back of her hand.




  “Jesus Christ! There was a lot in there. How is that possible after last night?”




  “What can I say, honey? I’m a virile dude.”




  “Put your damn shorts on. I’m getting a drink of water and going back to my book.”




  As she stood, she caught a glimpse of a fin passing within a few feet of the port side. Then another. She looked out and saw several more.




  “Holy shit!”




  “What?” Travis asked.




  “Sharks!”




  Travis shot to his feet. The number and size of the fish startled him. His voice cracked when he shouted.




  “Get me the fighting belt, quick.”




  Sarah lifted it off a rocket launcher and handed it to him. He barely got it around his waist and secured when the reel screamed. He pulled the rod from the holder and rammed the butt into the plastic cup hanging from the front of the belt.




  “It’s a big one, Sarah. It feels like a ton.”




  “Don’t loose it,” she warned. “It would be a waste of a good stingray.”




  Initially, the shark sounded, taking line at will. Then it turned and swam toward the boat. Travis could barely crank the line in fast enough.




  “It’s coming at us! Holy shit! It’s coming fast. Look! Look! There!”




  Travis pointed at the six foot bull shark as it passed inches from his side of the boat. It continued on and again the reel howled. Travis carefully regulated the drag, keeping the line taught enough to make it work for every foot. When it paused, he brought it toward the boat. When it regained strength, it took back the line he worked so hard to retrieve.




  An hour passed; sweat was pouring out of Travis and pooling on the deck. His limbs were weak and shaking, his body ached. Sarah periodically poured water into his mouth and over his head. He would have loved to have her spell him but sport fishing didn’t work that way. If you hooked it, you brought it in yourself; nothing counted if you were helped. Your bragging rights were gone. He didn’t know how long he could keep up the fight. The fish was too strong and the weather too hot. He was wishing that the line would snap. In the next moment, the battle ended.




  The shark was still hooked, but it was dead weight. Travis pulled the rod tip high over his head, then dropped it almost to the water while vigorously cranking in line. He repeated that until the shark was alongside the boat. Part of the stingray was still hanging out of its mouth. Sarah had the camera and was rapidly snapping pictures.




  “Go to the bow,” Travis instructed. “Lean over. I’ll lift him so you can get a picture straight into his open jaws.”




  Sarah did as told. The boat listed significantly as she and Travis leaned over the same side, exposing the bottom to oncoming waves. As she lined up the shot, a wave violently slapped the hull. She lost her balance and tumbled over the side. The shark, startled by the commotion, jackknifed and rolled two full revolutions, causing the hook to dislodge from its jaw. It lunged forward, sank its teeth into Sarah’s forearm and shook her violently, like a dog shaking a rag. Then, as quickly as it took her, it let her go and disappeared into the deep.




  Travis ran to the bow. Sarah was just out of reach. She was crying—holding her arm and gulping for air. He could see that her right hand was gone. What was left was shredded almost to the elbow. Thick blood was pumping from the wound and hanging like a slick of oil in the churning sea. He had to get her out before there was another attack.




  In a state of breathless panic, he reached out with the dock hook and snagged her swimming suit bottom. He pulled her to the back of the boat, lifted her over the transom and laid her on the deck.




  “My God...Sarah, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean for this to happen. I should have never brought you out here to do this.” Travis stared at the mangled arm. His face was ashen—his wide eyes were filled with horror.




  The two forearm bones were stripped clean of flesh midway down. The ends that should have been tied to her wrist dangled freely. Blood flowed like water from a garden hose. It pooled in the aft port corner of the boat and trickled out the scupper into the sea. The remaining sharks were in a frenzy, searching for anything to attack.
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