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CHAPTER 1

Rockport Harbor, Massachusetts
Spring Break—Monday, April 17, 11:00 a.m.

Jumping into the ocean wasn't like leaping into a pool—except for get-
ting wet. A pool held no nasty surprises. The ocean was full of them.

Even here, standing in full wet suit on the floating dock in the South
Basin of Rockport Harbor, Parker Buckman felt that moment of hesi-
tation from the place deep in his brain where survival instinct is king.
That part that fired messages and questions at him. Diving alone isn't
smart. Is this safe?

Parker knew that cleaning boat bottoms paid a lot better than mow-
ing lawns. And he loved his new little business. Except the part about
going underwater without a dive buddy.

Parker eyed the water around his client’s sailboat. Whenever his
imagination started with creepy images of what might be lurking below
the surface, he herded them into a vault and locked the door tight.
But those images always seemed to escape right at the no-turning-back
moment when he stepped off a pier or a boat and let gravity do its thing.

For three long seconds after he plunged underwater, temporarily blinded
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by the bubbles, all kinds of creepy images flashed in his head. This had
prompted a new routine. Just before dropping into the water, hed slip
his dive knife from its sheath and have it at the ready.

His own boat was tied just three slips away. The twenty-five-foot
Boston Whaler had once belonged to his employer Mr. Steadman.
Ex-employer now, and still a fugitive at large.

Steadman’s boat had been auctioned off ridiculously cheap, and it was
Parker’s now. The boat had never been named—until Parker became the
owner. Wings. Right about now he'd rather fire up the 400-horsepower
Mercury motor on the transom and take flight.

Parker glanced at the dark waterline on the rocks along the shore.
The tide would still be going out for a couple more hours. If he didn’t
get to work soon, the water would be too shallow, and his tank might
hit bottom as he scooted under the keel.

Stop thinking and do this, Parker. He shuffled to the edge of the dock
until the tips of his fins hung over the dark water. He stood there staring,
unable to see the bottom.

“Hey, Parks!” Parker’s friend Harley Lotitto jogged along the granite-
block wall of T-wharf, holding a leash. A chocolate lab trotted alongside
him. The dog was dripping wet, and so was Harley.

Parker raised his mask. “You starting your own side business now?
Walking dogs?”

Harley grinned and took the ramp down to the floating network
of boat slips. The dog led the way to where Parker stood—Ilike it knew
exactly where Harley was headed. The dog jumped up—its paws resting
on Parker’s waist, tail swinging like crazy.

“Hi, pup.” Parker guessed the thing was six or eight months old.
Definitely under a year. “Whose dog?”

“No idea. Found her paddling in a circle just off Tuna Wharf.
Trapped—with the leash stuck between some rocks. Can you imagine
what would've happened when the tide came back in? I had to swim out
to free her. She’s been sticking to me like a tick ever since.”

Had the pup fallen off a fishing boat? The dog shook, spraying
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saltwater in a three-foot radius. A short length of green garden hose
circled the dog’s neck. Both ends were connected with brass couplings
like on a full-length hose. An eye loop had been welded to one of the
fittings, and a metal Harley-Davidson logo dangled below it. Probably a
keychain fob originally, but it made a tough-looking dog tag. A carabiner
was clipped onto the custom collar—with the leash attached. “Crazy
collar,” Parker said.

“Right? Not some foo-foo thing. Pretty creative owner, I guess.”

“The owner’s name on that tag?”

Harley shook his head. “Not the dog’s name either. Just a phone
number—which I already called. Voicemail is full.”

“So, what now?”

“I'll ask the harbormaster’s office if anyone reported a missing dog.”
Harley knelt on the dock next to the dog and tapped the motorcycle-
emblem tag. “Your owner has a motorcycle? I used to have a Harley-
Davidson. Its name was Kemosabe. And I'm saving to get a new one.”
The dog fanned its tail like it understood everything Harley said.

The dog turned her attention to Parker. She nuzzled Parker’s gloved
hand, then dropped onto her belly. She hung her head over the edge of
the dock, sniffing the air above the water. Her ears went straight back;
she whined like she intended to jump in.

“Don’t even think about it.” Harley coiled up the slack in the leash.
“I'm not going in for you again, pup.”

A man wearing an expensive-looking suit stood on T-wharf, looking
their way. He had shoulder-length hair and was shielding his eyes from
the sun with a manila envelope. “Harley Lotitto?”

The moment Harley turned, the man headed for the ramp leading
down to the docks.

“How does that guy know my name? And how did he know where
to find me?” Harley rolled his shoulders like he was psyching himself
up to play football. “You don’t think he’s from social services, do you?
What if there’s a problem?”

“Not a chance,” Parker said. Victoria Lopez, the owner of BayView
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Brew Coffee and Donut Shop, had legally become Harley’s foster mom.
It seemed to be going well. Pez was more cheerful than ever these days,
and Parker had never seen Harley happier than after he'd moved in.

“What if he’s been assigned to my case?” Harley stood. Brushed off
the knees of his jeans. Coiled the leash tighter. “They can't take me away
from Miss Lopez, right?”

By the look on his face, Harley was already imagining worst-case
scenarios. Parker set his mask on the dock and tugged off his hood so
he could hear better. Something about the guy in the fancy suit walking
toward them didn’t sit right.

The man’s hard-soled shoes thudded noisily on the dock boards. The
dog tugged at the leash like she intended to find out if the man were
friend or foe. Harley held her tight, and the man stopped just beyond
the dog’s reach. “Harley, 'm Sebastian Kilbro, your uncle’s lawyer. He
gave me something to give you.” He tapped the manila envelope.

Harley took a step back, like he didn't want to get near anything that
had been in his uncle’s hands.

“Maybe he’s sending you a birthday card,” Parker said. “A week early.”

“He doesn’t even know when my birthday is.”

Kilbro pointed to the envelope. “Your uncle needs you to do some-
thing for him.”

Harley stared at the guy. “Is he delirious?”

“He’s completely lucid. And, I might add, trying to do something
good. But he needs your help—and your friend’s here. I presume this is
Parker Buckman?”

Now Parker was pretty sure his face must have looked as stunned as
Harley’s.

“Your uncle says he has hard evidence—enough to put a very bad
man in jail.”

“Quinn Lochran.” Harley spit the name out. “That loan shark who
wanted me dead.”

Kilbro nodded. “The district attorney is eager to work out a deal, but
only if we can actually produce the evidence.”
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A deal? The DA could get Harleys Uncle Ray released from prison? That
didn’t sound like good news to Parker.

“I don’t know anything about any proof,” Harley said. “So there’s
nothing I can do to help even if I wanted to—which I don't.”

Kilbro smiled like he'd expected that. “He /id the evidence and seems
to think only you and your friend can find it.” He waved the envelope.
“It’s all here in a letter from him, and it includes a special incentive for
you. I'll be back tomorrow for your answer. When you accept, I'll give
you the clue sheet from Ray.” The man held out the envelope and shook
it as if he expected Harley to take it.

But Harley stuffed his hands in his back pockets, still holding the
leash. The lawyer stared at him for a long moment, then handed the
envelope to Parker instead.

“I got no time for Uncle Ray’s little treasure hunt,” Harley said. “I'm
trying to help my foster mom out. She owns a coffee shop, and there've
been all these burglaries around town.”

Every store owner in town was on edge. Harley was too—though
he'd never actually said it. Parker knew that Harley kept a baseball bat
beside his bed at night. That said it all, right?

“I suggest”—Kilbro smiled the way some do when they think they’re
a lot smarter than those they’re talking to—"you boys find time. This
is important.”

“I'm not playing my uncle’s game, Mr. Kilbro. Take that message
back to him. I'm doing what I can to be sure the coffee shop isn't hit—
and that’s important,” Harley said. “And Parker is going to help me.”

Thart last part was news to Parker.

“You're not seeing the full picture here, Harley. This may well be a
matter of life and death.”

“Uncle Ray can rot in prison for all I care. This doesnt involve me—
or Parker.”

Kilbro chuckled. “That’s where you're wrong, son. Every bit of corre-
spondence that leaves the prison is read. Mr. Lochran seems to have eyes

everywhere. I fully expect he has your name—and Parker’s, too—even

5



TIM SHOEMAKER

now, as we speak. He’s now going to believe you know about some evi-
dence that can put him in prison. You think he’s going to sit back and
do nothing?” He locked eyes with Harley, then Parker. “Here’s a little
free advice from a lawyer: Don't be stupid, boys. Just read the letter.
Carefully. I'll see you tomorrow for your answer. But no pressure.”

“Right,” Harley said. “No pressure at all.”

Parker stared at the envelope in his hand. Whatever this was about,
he was pretty sure there wasn't much of a decision to be made. If what
the lawyer said was true about Lochran, Harley had already been sucked
up in this—and Parker, too. Right up to their necks.

The lawyer strode back to the ramp and up onto T-wharf.

“Do you believe that guy?” Harley took the envelope. “I say we look
at this later. Much later.” He folded it in thirds and stuffed it in the back
pocket of his still-wet jeans. “You got work to do, anyway.”

But they had to talk about it before tomorrow, right? This thing
wasn’t going to just disappear.

“So”—Harley pointed at Parker’s tank—"“you going to actually go in
the water, or have you found a way to clean the barnacles and crud off
the bottom of the boat from the dock?”

Parker stuffed a hull scraper and scrub pads into the mesh bag. Pulled
the hood back over his head and tucked the ends inside his wet suit col-
lar. Slipped his knife from the sheath. “I'm going, I'm going.”

“I can see that.” Harley inspected the twenty-eight-foot sailboat in
the slip. “You keep telling me how great this hull-cleaning business of
yours is, but it sure looks like there’s a lot of stalling involved.”

Shake it off; Parker. His friend was right. He'd never convince Harley
to work alongside him this way. “I'm savoring the moment.”

Harley read the name on the transom. “Flight Risk. Interesting name.
How long will this one take?”

He'd done Flight Risk before. “Forty-five, fifty minutes.” As long as
there were no glitches and his arm injury didn’t flare up. “Less if you
suit up and join me. Think about it. A hundred and fifty bucks. Wed
split it fifty-fifty.”
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“I gota job.”

Working for Pez at BayView Brew was more than just a job. Parker’s
friend was totally invested in it, especially since the burglaries had
started. “Think how much faster you'll get that motorcycle if you do
hull cleaning too. Not to mention the fun—no . . . the total b/iss this
job brings.”

Harley laughed like he saw right through Parker. “Maybe I'll stick
around for a bit. I'd like to see what total bliss looks like. I'll time you—
starting now.”

Going in alone wouldn’t be quite as bad knowing Harley was on the
dock. Instead of jumping in, Parker sat on the edge and eased himself
off the floating dock into the narrow space between the pier and the
sailboat.

Immediately the water found his wet suit seams—and stole its way
in. If going in alone was the number one downside to this job, the cold
harbor was the second. Even with the seven-millimeter-thick neoprene
wet suit, he sucked in his breath against the water—as frigid as the fin-
gers of a corpse chilling in the morgue.

Harley knelt low and grinned. “Water a bit icy, Parks?”

“Just hold on to that leash.” The pup looked way too eager to go
swimming. “I don’t want a dog jumping on my head.” Parker reseated
his mask and dipped his head below the surface to get a quick look at
the job ahead of him. The growth on the hull didn’t look bad. The keel
dropped down a good three feet from the center of the boat, adding
stability when the boat was under sail. Even with the tide dropping
like it was, there was still room between the keel tip and the bottom for
Parker to pass under it without his tank scraping. That’s when he saw the
wallet—just lying there on the bottom, almost directly under the keel.

Parker slid his knife back in the sheath at his calf. He let the air
out of his BCD and eased below the surface feetfirst. He held his fins
still as he descended to the ocean floor to keep from stirring up silt.
He snatched the wallet. Brown leather with some kind of rubber band
double wrapped around it, like the wallet was too stuffed to stay folded
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without it. Not a bit of silt or growth on the wallet either—Tlike it had
been dropped recently. He ascended slowly and spit out his regulator the
moment he broke the surface. The dog’s tail wagged like crazy.

“That was quick,” Harley said. “Maybe I should join your crew.”

Parker raised his mask. “Check this out. More perks of the job.” He
tossed him the wallet.

Harley stretched off the rubber band, holding the wallet low to the
dock so Parker could see. “Holy moly!” he exclaimed.

The thing was filled with cash. Harley lifted out a soggy stack of
bills and picked at the corners. “They’re all hundreds. There’s gotta be
nearly thirty of them!”

Whod carry that kind of money around on them? “Somebody’s probably
frantic right now, wondering where they lost this thing.”

The dog sniffed the wallet, her tail slowing to a stop.

Harley tucked the cash back inside and slid out the driver’s license.
“Mike Ironwing.” He angled it to show Parker the guy’s picture.

The guy in the ID photo looked as tough as his name. “So what do
we do?” Not that Parker didn’t already know. But it was a little game
they played sometimes. Ever since Harley had accepted Jesus back in
November, he'd been as serious as Parker about doing what was right.

“I say we split the money down the middle and drop the wallet
back in the harbor.” The teasing in Harley’s voice was obvious. “Finders
keepers, right?”

Parker laughed.

“Or,” Harley said, “I'll call the police while you're cleaning. I'll knock
on the hull when they pull up.”

Parker reseated his mask and flashed Harley the okay sign. “I'll get
busy.” The water in his wet suit had warmed somewhat now. He ducked
back below the surface and pulled the scraper from the bag. A glint of
light caught his eye. He spotted a couple of coins seesawing their way to
the bottom from the other side of the keel. They kicked up a tiny plume
of silt within inches of where the wallet had been. Whar?

Nobody was on the boat. So it had to be Harley, messing with him.
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He'd climbed aboard Flight Risk and was dropping coins over the edge.
Maybe Parker should surface on that side of the boat and douse him
with water.

Parker dove deeper and grabbed the bottom of the huge, finlike keel.
He pulled himself around it—keeping his belly tight to the keel so his
tank wouldn’t scrape the bottom. He looked up—and screamed into
the regulator.

Mike Ironwing hovered above him, his back against the bottom of
the boat by the base of the keel. Arms outstretched like he was waiting to
embrace Parker. Eyes open—but as dead looking as a great white shark’s.
Black hoodie framing his face like Ironwing was the grim reaper himself.
Except the reaper’s face wasn't blue.

Parker gripped the keel, fighting to control his breathing. Ironwing’s
mouth hung open like he had been just as terrified as Parker. But no
bubbles escaped. A few more coins trickled out of Ironwing’s pocket and
writhed to the bottom.

Maybe it was the moving tide. A wave Parker couldn’t see. Or maybe
there was a current Parker hadn’t noticed. But slowly one of Ironwing’s
arms moved . . . like he was motioning Parker closer.

Parker totally locked up. Arms. Legs. Every part of him seemed
welded in place. Only his brain was capable of movement at this
moment—and it was racing at Mach 5.

His instincts—or whatever had warned him against going into the
water before Harley had arrived—had been absolutely right. It was
wrong to squelch that internal warning system.

Parker also knew he'd been wrong about what the worst part of his
job was. It definitely wasn’t diving underwater alone. It was what might

be waiting for him when he did.
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