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      The height of summer was always the Rolling Thunder’s busiest season. Tourists flocked to Miami en masse to get a taste of the sun and surf or to board one of the dozens of cruise ships that departed from the city every day during the hotter months. Regardless of the reason for their visit, many of them stopped by the Rolling Thunder in the process, which led to the bar being perpetually full practically from sunup until sundown.

      So when a familiar bunch of faces came barging through the door one afternoon, I barely cast them a passing smile in greeting before getting back to work.

      “Ethan!” Ty called out as my four most devoted customers scampered up to the bar. He was at least polite enough to wait until I finished tending to my current customer before slapping the bar top with the flat of his palm.

      “Okay,” he declared excitedly. “We’re here to hear about what happened to Robbie.”

      “What?” I frowned at him, so caught off guard by his bizarre opening that for a second I had no idea what he was talking about.

      “Nice,” Mac snorted as she slid onto the only open stool at the bar. “Very smooth.”

      “Hey, I was going to sit there!” Ty protested, pouting as he went to shove her off.

      “Too bad,” Mac grunted as she pushed him away with one hand. “You should have sat down instead of… whatever that was just now.”

      “I was excited, okay?” Ty grumbled, pursing his lips before looking back at me. “Ethan said last time that he’d finally get around to telling us what happened, right?”

      “Uh, yeah, I did,” I replied vaguely as the other two of the group all crowded around the same stool Mac was sitting on. “I said I’d get around to it. I didn’t say when, though, and as I’m sure you four can see, we’re pretty busy right now.”

      Ty and Charlie actually took a look around the bar, as though they really were just realizing for the first time that we were, in fact, swamped at the moment.

      “Why don’t we help out?” Jeff suddenly suggested.

      “What!?” Charlie balked as he turned to look at his friend. “What do you mean ‘help out’?”

      “I mean help out.” Jeff shrugged. “Wait tables, clean up. We can do that. There are four of us. If we all pitch in, then we’ll be able to get things under control, don’t you think?”

      “Ah, that’s nice of you to offer,” I replied, smiling at the kid. “But you really can’t. There are labor laws and stuff, especially in a bar. I can’t just have non-employees running around.”

      “Oh, come on,” Mac insisted. “Who’s gonna know? It’s not like somebody’s gonna call the labor board on you ‘cause you let us wipe down tables. And besides, we’re not just ‘non-employees,’ we’re practically family.”

      “Yeah,” Charlie chimed in, apparently completely on board with the idea all of a sudden. “People run family businesses all the time!”

      “I don’t know…” I replied uncertainly. I was pressed for time and really needed to get back to work, and having the kids pitch in would actually help out. I hadn’t been lying about what I’d said, though. Having non-employees running around was a liability issue, not that any of the kids would sue me if they slipped on a puddle or something. On top of that, though, I wasn’t sure I trusted them to handle it. Jeff and Mac were cool-headed and would probably handle things just fine, but Ty and Charlie were a little more brash and hasty. I could easily see either of them accidentally dropping a tray full of glasses.

      “Come on,” Jeff urged as he clapped the other two boys on the back. “We can handle it. Look, we’ll go check on all the tables, get things cleaned up, and see if anyone needs anything. That’ll help out, right? And you’ll have more downtime.”

      “We could use the help,” Rhoda added as she returned to the bar with a stack of dirty plates. “Actually, we really need to hire some more permanent help. Dolores quit last week, remember?”

      “I remember.” I nodded, frowning slightly. Rhoda and Nadia were my two most loyal employees. They’d both been with me since I first renovated Mike’s old bar into the Rolling Thunder. Plenty of other employees had come and gone since then, of course, but few stayed for long. That wasn’t all that surprising, honestly. Not many people aspired to spend their entire lives bussing tables and carting around drinks. I liked to think that I was a fair boss, and I paid better than most of the places around here, but still, most of our hires were kids just working until they finished school or got settled into other careers. That was fine with me, though it had, on occasion, led to situations like these, where we suddenly found ourselves short-staffed.

      “We did a few interviews this morning, didn’t we?” Nadia asked, her hands moving swiftly as she got a set of drinks prepared. “How’d that go?”

      “It went,” Rhoda replied with a half-hearted shrug. “I mean, it’s not like they’re applying for some fancy corporate job, but some of these kids don’t even try. One of them showed up in basketball shorts and flip-flops!” She shook her head. “I don’t want to hire someone who can’t even put in enough effort to look decent for an interview.”

      “Well, looks like you kids are hired, then.” I turned back to the group. “On a provisional basis. Now get to work. Rhoda’s in charge.”

      “Oh, I know exactly what to do with you,” Rhoda replied, her lips twisting into a sneaky grin as she gestured for the four of them to follow her. I breathed a sigh of relief as she ushered them all away and left me to get back to work.

      The kids actually proved to be really useful. Things really did seem a lot less hectic once they started getting into it. Of course, I didn’t let any of them mix drinks or handle anything behind the bar. For the most part, they just bussed empty glasses, wiped down tables, and mopped up spills, but that freed Rhoda and Nadia to do more of the complicated work. A couple of hours later, we hit the lull between the lunch and evening rushes, and Rhoda released them from work. The four of them all trudged over to one of the booths, and I got a set of drinks mixed up for them as thanks for their help.

      “Jeez,” Charlie groaned. “That was rough. My back is killing me.”

      “What?” I raised an eyebrow at him as I walked up to the booth. “I hope you’re kidding. I can’t imagine what kind of job you’re doing back at the base if a little cleaning tires you out. Isn’t that a normal part of your daily routine, anyway?”

      “Well, yeah,” Charlie replied sheepishly. “But cleaning your own station is different from cleaning up after a bunch of other people! And it’s not that it was really tiring, just… painful.” He grimaced as he reached back to massage his back. “It wouldn’t be so bad if I didn’t have to be bent over the whole time!”

      “And that is why you should always tip your servers well,” Nadia quipped as she stopped by the table. “We’re all going to need back surgery later. Anyway, I came by to see if you guys wanted anything, but I see Ethan already got it taken care of.”

      “He loves us,” Ty replied simply as I started handing them their drinks. I pretended to pull Ty’s away for a second, only relenting when he pouted at me like a kid who’d just had a toy taken away.

      “Oh, I’m sure.” Nadia laughed. “Do you need anything, Ethan?”

      “Nah, I’ve got something already,” I assured her as I sat down and gestured toward the drink I’d already made myself.

      “All right,” Nadia replied. “Anyway, I need to get back. That table over there is having a bachelorette party or something. One of them looks really nervous, and her friends keep buying her drinks. They’ve got me running back and forth.” She smiled before walking off.

      “Uh-oh,” Charlie whispered as he turned, not so surreptitiously, to look over his shoulder. “Someone getting cold feet?”

      Curiosity got the best of me and I glanced up as well. There was indeed a group of young ladies at a table near our booth, and one of them did look like something was upsetting her. She was biting her lip and scratching at the wooden table, picking off flecks of it. I was a little annoyed, seeing that, but the irritation I felt was quickly overshadowed by concern at the situation. The girls weren’t dressed like they were having a bachelorette party. Rather than sparkly dresses, they were all dressed in plain shirts and shorts. The girl looked more than just a little nervous, too. She looked petrified. She had short, wispy hair that was dyed a shocking shade of pink, and I could see strands of it tremble as she shook.

      “It’ll be okay,” one of the other girls tried to assure the nervous one. “We’ll be fine! Look, he said that it’s super easy! Tons of tourists do it without being certified.”

      “Okay, but I feel like there’s probably a reason people get certified to be able to dive, right?” Pink Hair snapped back. “But we’re just supposed to trust this random dude? How do we even know he’s qualified? What if something goes wrong?”

      “Nothing is going to go wrong,” one of the other girls groaned, rolling her eyes before knocking back a shot glass of what looked like tequila or vodka. “Look, my parents did this little scuba excursion thing on that cruise they went on. They just took this little class beforehand, it was fine.”

      “Okay, but what if—” Pink Hair tried to argue, only to be stopped by her friend.

      “Don’t!” the friend huffed as she shoved a full margarita glass toward Pink Hair. “Look, we paid so much money to come to Miami. Don’t you want to go out and experience all these cool things while we can?”

      “I want to not drown to death while I’m on vacation,” Pink Hair grumbled as she gulped down half the margarita in one go. She really was nervous, and it was clear to me now that it wasn’t because of wedding jitters, but because of some scuba diving activity she was nervous about undertaking.

      I frowned with dismay as I watched the girls discuss their plans to go out on a boat later. As an avid diver myself, I would have normally made an attempt to encourage Pink Hair to overcome her nerves. As it was, though, I didn’t think it was a good idea for any of the group to go. Their table was littered with empty glasses, and most of the girls were still drinking. Even if their plans were just to take some little “discover scuba” type of thing, it was dangerous for them to go into the water drunk. Heck, it was dangerous just to swim while drunk. Trying to do it while breathing underwater as well was a recipe for disaster.

      “Uh… is it okay to let them leave?” Charlie whispered, apparently having noticed the girls’ conversation just like I had. “It kind of feels like we just heard them say they’re going to drive after this.”

      “Okay,” Pink Hair muttered a moment later, before I could decide what to do. She stumbled slightly as she got to her feet, then blinked her eyes hard, as though she was dizzy. “Let’s go. I got this.” The other girls cheered excitedly as they all got up. None of them seemed as inebriated as Pink Hair, but those glasses at the table didn’t lie. I was about to get to my feet and suggest that at least Pink Hair sit down and drink some water, but I was beaten to the punch before I could stand.

      “Sorry,” Mac spoke up as she got out of her seat and turned to face the girls. “I didn’t mean to eavesdrop. Did you guys say you were going to go dive?”

      “Yeah!” one of the other girls chirped. “We found this cool place that will take you out on a boat and teach you the ropes. You can’t go super deep but, like, whatever. It still sounds fun.”

      “Yeah,” Mac hummed, folding her arms over her chest. “But you guys are drunk. You can’t dive drunk.”

      “We’re not drunk,” the assertive friend replied hotly. “And it’s not really any of your business.”

      “Your friend can barely walk,” Mac shot back before looking at Pink Hair. “Do you want to drown? Because that’s what might happen if you screw up while you’re underwater because you can barely see straight.”

      “You’re absolutely right,” Pink Hair replied without hesitation before turning to her friends. “You heard her. I’m not going.” She plopped back down onto the chair she’d just vacated.

      “Seriously?” the assertive friend scoffed, her annoyed glare bouncing back and forth between Pink Hair and Mac. “What is your problem? This literally isn’t your business! Why did you have to psyche her out like that?”

      “She’s right.” I finally decided to step in. I appreciated that Mac took the initiative to help Pink Hair, but this was my bar. “I’ve got decades of diving experience. Going out there, even a little tipsy, is not safe. For any of you. Look, why don’t you all sit down? I’ll have one of my employees get you a round of water. You can keep the table as long as you need.” As busy as we were, I’d rather the girls stay there than go out on the boat and get themselves hurt.

      “Maybe they’re right, Lyla,” one of the other girls mumbled. “I mean, we did go a little hard on the drinks.”

      “We already paid!” the assertive friend, Lyla, exclaimed. “What are we supposed to do, just lose our money?”

      “Better than losing your lives,” Mac snorted. Lyla fumed as she looked around at the other girls. The rest of them all looked uncertain now, like they wanted to stay but were afraid to go against her.

      “Fine,” Lyla grumbled, crossing her arms as she dropped heavily back into her chair. “You guys want to just sit around doing nothing the entire time we’re in Miami, whatever.”

      I was worried Lyla might decide to just go without the rest, but it seemed like she had no interest in diving alone. I felt a little bad about being such a killjoy, but what they were planning really was stupid, especially for Pink Hair, who looked ready to fall over. On top of that, they were customers of my bar. I couldn't just let them go do something dangerous after getting them drunk.

      I was broken out of my thoughts a moment later when a chair was roughly shoved up against our table. Pink Hair plopped down into the chair she’d just dragged over, her face red and her eyelids slightly droopy.

      “My friends are getting on my nerves,” she grumbled. “I want to hang out with you guys. Thanks, by the way.” She glanced at Mac, who’d returned to the booth as well. “I really didn’t want to, but they kept shooting down every excuse I gave them. It helped to hear someone else say that I would drown. Are you a diving teacher or something?”

      “No, I’m Navy,” Mac replied. “I do dive, though.”

      “Oh, cool,” Pink Hair replied excitedly. She seemed to be around the same age as the rest of them. “Wait…are you all in the Navy? Oh, did I interrupt some important meeting or something?” She pursed her lips abashedly and looked like she was about to get back up.

      “Nah, not really,” Ty assured her. “We were just about to hear Ethan tell us a story, and he loves it when people listen to him talk, so the more the merrier!” He shot me a grin.

      “Smooth,” I deadpanned before turning to Pink Hair. “He’s not wrong, though. You didn’t interrupt anything, so you’re free to listen to the story if you want.”

      “Oh, what kind of story?” Pink Hair asked excitedly, slurring her words a little as she rushed to speak.

      “You said last time it was about diving, now that I think back on it,” Jeff answered. “You said I’d understand how scary it was because I have dive experience.”

      “Yeah…” I muttered. “But maybe that’s not the best choice, given the circumstances.” I glanced at Pink Hair, who just shook her head.

      “No, don’t worry!” she replied. “If it’s scary, then all the better. It’ll just be more proof that I should never go diving, ever.”

      “Well, that’s not what I want to do.” I laughed. “Diving is actually amazing, just not when you’re too drunk to walk a straight line.” I leaned back against the wall of the booth. “The people in this story just… Well, you’ll understand once I tell you what happened. These four are going to keep me prisoner here until I do, anyway.”

      “Yep,” Charlie replied with a short nod.

      “This all started pretty far away from here, actually,” I started. “In Asia. A huge cargo ship bound for the United States was just about to set off on its journey…”
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      Maddie grinned excitedly as she watched a pair of ship workers pull the bridge door open. The massive freighter she would be calling home for the next few months had just finished up all the loading and unloading it intended to complete at this port, which meant she would now be allowed to board.

      There were only five other people waiting with her, which wasn’t surprising. Legally, freighters were only allowed to transport up to twelve passengers, and for good reason. The truth was that freighter ships were just not equipped for passenger travel. Unlike cruises, there was nothing luxurious about the experience aboard a cargo ship. There were no shows, no music, no gambling halls, no fancy rooms with maid service, no pools or restaurants or gift shops. These were practical, simple vessels meant for transporting cargo and the ship's crew. The YM Assurance was a vessel meant for work, not for vacationing.

      Of course, none of that bothered Maddie in the least. She was a seasoned traveler who’d backpacked across entire continents with nothing but the clothes on her back and a bag full of provisions. She was used to roughing it, and honestly, she enjoyed it.

      She’d been on normal cruises before, and they were fun in their own way, but even the longest ones didn’t typically last for more than a week or two, and they tended to stay in the same area. Freighters, on the other hand, made months-long journeys through international waters. Maddie grinned at the thought. Getting to spend months out at sea, drifting along, visiting different countries all the while sounded like a dream come true.

      She was pulled back to the present as the small group began to board. Adjusting the straps of her backpack, she quickly followed along, trailing along at the back of the single file line they’d formed to climb aboard.

      The inside of the ship was pretty plain, as expected. Maddie had taken a Caribbean cruise once, and the promenade of that ship had been beyond extravagant, with floors made of polished marble and covered in plush carpets, and walls decorated with elaborate lighting fixtures and even a chandelier. On the contrary, the inside of the YM Assurance was all gray walls and gray, dusty floors, with exposed tubing and bolts and mechanical components as far as the eye could see. Maddie wasn’t disappointed, though. Far from it, the entire thing made her feel like the heroine of some cyberpunk novel, going on an adventure to a new world.

      Most of the crew barely even glanced her way as she passed, not that Maddie was surprised. They were there to work, not to provide service or chit-chat. Still, Maddie was sure she’d be able to make a friend or two during her time on board. She was good at that. Back when her parents were still alive, they’d always refer to her as their “social butterfly.” Even as a kid, Maddie had always loved meeting new people and exploring. It was ironic, she supposed, that her parents’ death was what had provided her with the funds to live out her dreams to the fullest.

      She pushed the morose thought from her mind before it could take hold. There wasn’t a day that went by that she didn’t think of her parents, of course, but she tried not to dwell on it for too long. Especially on a day like today, when she was about to start on a new adventure, she wanted to be as positive as possible.

      The crew member leading them onto the ship gave them a spiel about the rules and regulations as he gave them a brief tour. Meals were served at specific times, and if you weren’t in the mess hall, you wouldn’t be fed. People couldn’t just show up whenever they wanted to eat. There was a small gym and a couple of rec rooms on board for the staff that the six of them were allowed to use as well, but a quick glance inside showed Maddie that they mostly consisted of tables with board games, cards, and a few books. There was internet available on board, but it would cost extra. When the crew member told them what the price would be, one of the other travelers groaned.

      Honestly, it was pretty pricey, especially on top of the fifty to a hundred a night they’d all be paying for the duration of the journey. Maddie had actually been shocked when she’d learned that traveling by freighter was actually significantly more expensive than traveling by plane. Surely, a mode of transportation that took so long and was, by most people’s standards, pretty uncomfortable should cost less than a plane, which could get you to the other side of the planet in fourteen hours. On the contrary, freighter travel was possibly one of the most expensive modes of transport a person could take. Knowing that, it was obvious that every one of the six of them had money. Just a few weeks on this ship, which came with no entertainment and no amenities, was going to run each of them several thousand.

      Still, Maddie didn’t mind forking over the extra cash. It was basically a drop in the bucket to her. Ever since the massive insurance payout her parent’s deaths had garnered her, she was pretty much set for life. And as much as she loved the idea of a long, peaceful sail over the ocean, she couldn’t go months without an internet connection.

      The crew member went on to show them where the emergency life rafts were, as well as go over a few other safety measures. He was actually pretty nice and welcoming, and he offered to help any of them if they had any issues. Once that was done, he led them all down to their cabins.

      Unlike the crew, who all shared the tiny cabins on the ship by twos, threes, or even four per room, each of the passengers had a cabin to themselves. Still, the room was small. By Maddie’s estimation, it was about half the size of the room she’d stayed in during the cruise she went on. Six steps were enough for her to cross from the entrance all the way to the opposite wall. Nevertheless, Maddie loved it. It was small and cozy, like sleeping inside a little cave, and there was an adorable round porthole right above her bunk through which she could see the ocean.

      She giggled with delight as she set her bag down on the small desk that was built into the wall. Aside from the desk, a chair, and the bed, there wasn’t anything else in the room. There was also a little alcove carved into the wall that Maddie assumed was supposed to be a closet, because there was a thin rod drilled into the top, holding a single clothes hanger.

      Maddie grinned as she sat down on the edge of the bed, which creaked and bounced beneath her. She knew most people would probably balk at a trip like this. A hundred dollars a night to sleep in a tiny box with no TV and prepackaged food for months at a time? Her parents would have called her crazy.

      “But you’re not here now,” Maddie muttered to herself before smiling fondly. They would have called her crazy, but they supported her in the end. They always had, even though Maddie was their total opposite. They were both about at straightlaced as they came. A lawyer and a doctor, respectively, they probably never dreamed their daughter would grow up to be a nomadic hippie who spent all her time hopping from place to place, trying everything she possibly could. She’d spent the last six months backpacking through Asia before learning about freighter travel. She’d balked at first, too, until it occurred to her that it wasn’t like she was in a hurry to get anywhere. So what if the trip took a month, or two, or three? Technically, she could stay on it forever, if she wanted, so long as she kept paying and kept all her records up to date.

      How many people could say they’d spent part of a year of their lives living out on the sea?

      “Well, I guess people in the Navy,” Maddie muttered to herself as she flopped down onto the bed. “And the Marines, too. They live on ships, right? They’re called Marines.” She frowned as she suddenly realized that she wasn’t sure what the difference was between Navy people and Marine people. Obviously, they were different branches, but did they both have to do with water?

      She sat back up and went to grab her phone to look up the difference when the ship suddenly started moving. She squealed with delight as she jumped to her feet and rushed to leave her cabin. If she went up onto the deck now, she’d be able to watch as they pulled away from Hong Kong.

      She paused to pull her ID, travel documents, and credit card out of her bag. She might as well go and work out the internet stuff while she was out.

      She felt giddy with excitement as she left her cabin, thrilled to be setting off on such a unique journey. As she walked down the passageway where all the passengers had been roomed, she nearly trampled over a little boy. The kid had suddenly come sprinting out of one of the other rooms, and Maddie barely had time to stop as he ran right into her path.

      “Pavel!” a small voice cried out from inside the room as the boy fell backward onto his bottom. He stared up at Maddie with fright as a little girl, slightly older than the boy, came running out of the room after him. “Pavel, you shouldn’t play like that! We’re supposed to stay in the room.” She looked up at Maddie after chastising the boy. “Sorry, ma’am.”

      “Oh, it’s okay,” Maddie replied kindly as she knelt to help the kid up. “It was an accident, right?” The boy didn’t respond, but instead ran to hide behind the girl.

      “Pavel, don’t be rude!” the girl admonished, shaking her head before turning back to Maddie. “I’m sorry. He hasn’t learned his manners yet. I’m Mischa.” The little girl reached her skinny arm out to shake Maddie’s hand, and Maddie couldn’t help but smile. She couldn’t have been more than ten, maybe, and she looked so cute with her polite handshake.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mischa,” Maddie replied, frowning as she realized that she hadn’t seen the kids board with the rest of the group. “Um, how long have you guys been on board the ship?” The boy looked like he was about to say something, but Mischa quickly shoved him back into the room, looking a bit panicked.

      “Um… not very long,” she muttered awkwardly, and Maddie could tell she was lying.

      “Oh, okay,” she replied, unsure of what else to say. The little girl suddenly looked conspicuously up and down the passageway before stepping closer to Maddie, who was still crouched on the floor.

      “It’s a secret,” the girl whispered.

      “Oh, I’m very good at keeping secrets,” Maddie assured her, intrigued and a little concerned now.

      “Well, we’ve been on the ship for a few weeks,” the girl revealed. “See, Daddy works on the ship. And after Mama died, Daddy had to take care of us.” Maddie’s heart dropped at the girl’s words. “But Daddy has to work on the ship for a long, long time, because it sails so slowly. So Daddy talked with his boss, and then his boss said we could stay on the ship with him!”

      “Oh, well, that was very nice of him,” Maddie replied, now understanding why their presence was a secret. She couldn’t be sure, but she had to imagine that there might be some kind of rules or regulations they were breaking by having the kids here. Didn’t they have to go to school, at least? Still, Maddie wasn’t about to blab. The kids and their dad were obviously going through a hard time if their last resort was living together in a tiny room on a cargo freighter.

      “Don’t tell anyone!” the girl warned, casting Maddie a frown.

      “I promise, I won’t,” Maddie replied. “But don’t push your brother, okay? That isn’t very nice.”

      “Sorry,” Mischa muttered sheepishly.

      “Tell you what,” Maddie continued as she got back to her feet. “I’m going up onto the main deck now, but how about when I come back, I let you two watch a movie on my computer? Would that be fun?”

      “You have movies!?” the boy, Pavel, exclaimed excitedly as he peeked out from the side of the doorframe.

      “I have hundreds of them!” Maddie replied. “They’re mostly for grown-ups, but I know I have a few animated ones. We’ll look through them when I get back, okay? You two must be bored with your dad working all day.”

      “Ugh! Yes, we are!” Mischa groaned dramatically.

      “I’ll be back soon, then,” Maddie promised before turning to head toward the stairs again. She was happy to be making friends already, even if it was with two little kids. Though she’d lost her parents when she was much older, she still understood just how lonely a feeling it was.

      As she pushed open the door to the stairwell, the sound of hushed voices caught her attention. She couldn’t see anyone, but she could distinctly hear several voices speaking and could even make out what they were saying. She slowly crept up, listening in as she did. As she walked, she realized that the men speaking thought she couldn’t hear them. They were whispering, but in the confined space of the stairwell, even their low whispers echoed loudly.

      Maddie bit her lip to keep from laughing. The situation seemed pretty funny to her, honestly. She imagined a group of crew members coming together to gossip about the captain or something, thinking they were being so sneaky by whispering in the stairwell. She knew she shouldn’t eavesdrop, but curiosity quickly got the better of her. She tiptoed up the stairs as she listened to them talk. They were arguing, saying something about some cargo they’d hidden? Maddie grinned, more excited than frightened at the thought that she’d uncovered some pseudo-sketchy smuggling plot. She really felt like she was the heroine in a novel now.

      She did, anyway, until she turned a corner and bumped straight into one of the guys speaking. Apparently, the stairwell had not only amplified the men’s voices. The echo had distorted her perception enough that she didn’t even realize how close she’d gotten until she literally ran into them.

      “Ah, sorry!” Maddie hastily apologized, feeling embarrassed now that she’d been caught listening in. “I was just, uh—the deck.”

      One of the men suddenly said something to another in Chinese. Maddie had spent enough time in China to recognize the language, but not enough to understand what he’d just said. There were four of them in total, and they all looked angry.

      “Did you hear what we said?” one of the men suddenly got into her face. He reached out to grab her arm, gripping it tightly. “Did you?”

      “N-no!” Maddie stammered, fear gripping her as the man shook her by the arm. She realized suddenly how silly and naïve she’d been to treat this as a joke. If these guys were doing something illegal, of course, they’d be mad that she overheard them. One of the other men said something to the one shaking her in a different language, and the man snapped something back before turning to Maddie.

      “You forget what you heard,” he snarled, lowering his voice as he got so close that Maddie could smell his breath.

      “I didn’t hear anything, I swear!” Maddie lied. “I was just trying to get back to the main deck!”

      “You forget what you heard!” the man insisted again, squeezing Maddie’s arm until it hurt.

      “Stop!” Maddie yelled as she tried to pull away, but the man was strong, which was unsurprising for someone who worked on a cargo ship.

      “You keep your mouth shut and stay the hell out of our way,” the man hissed. “Or you might end up having a little accident. Nobody really pays attention to the tourists, you know, so they wouldn’t notice right away if one fell overboard.”

      Maddie’s legs felt like jello. She wanted to run, but she couldn’t get her body to move. The second the man released her, though, it came back to life, and before her brain could even catch up, her legs were carrying her back down the stairs.

      She didn’t stop running until she was back in her room with the door slammed shut and locked. She crawled onto her bed, as far from the door as she could get, and stared at it. For a few minutes, she just sat there, unmoving, terrified that one of the men might suddenly come barging in after her.

      “Stupid,” Maddie muttered under her breath. “You’re so freaking stupid!”

      Why had she chosen to come on this voyage? She could have flown somewhere instead. She could have taken a normal cruise like a normal person. Heck, she could have just stayed in China. Instead, she was here, trapped on a ship in the middle of the ocean with a bunch of psychos who’d just threatened to throw her overboard. She trembled as she mentally went over the ship’s scheduled course. They wouldn’t be stopping at port for another two weeks at the earliest. Until then, she was trapped.
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      I stared down at the harpoon sitting on my coffee table. The thing was easily twice as long as the table it was set on, and it was absolutely filthy. It was clearly some kind of antique. The rust and caked-on chunks of dirt and grime could attest to that. It was also heavily stained with blood, and my stomach churned as I realized it was a mixture of mine, Holm’s, Mason’s, and whoever or whatever had been stabbed with it back in the day.

      “Gross,” I grumbled to myself as I stared at the harpoon. Then I laughed. Holm had really gone out on a limb to steal this grubby thing for me. And I appreciated it, really, but the entire thing was just so silly. We had no guarantee that this harpoon was even related to the Rogue. All we had to connect the two was a matching year inscribed on both the hilt of the harpoon and on a tube of leather containing some of the personal effects of Johnny Finch-Hatton. The thought of Holm sneaking around, smuggling the harpoon out of evidence all for it to have nothing to do with my search was admittedly pretty funny.

      I’d felt pretty awkward myself, lugging the thing back to my boathouse. Carrying a harpoon around probably wasn’t that strange in an oceanside city like Miami, but still, the knowledge that it was actually a piece of crime scene evidence prodded at the back of my mind.

      So what, though? I thought to myself. Holm and I were the victims it was used against, so surely it wasn’t that big a deal that we’d made off with it, right?

      I shook my head at my own faulty reasoning before glancing back down at the harpoon. Even if it wasn’t related to the Dragon’s Rogue, there was something special about this harpoon. There had to be, if a billionaire like Mason had kept it on his boat as decoration. That was the conclusion I had reached after a few nights of ruminating over the harpoon. Mason had been all about luxury and being ostentatious. He lived in a fancy penthouse and had a big, expensive yacht that he frequently threw parties on. When I thought back on it, everything else in the yacht cabin had been visibly fancy and expensive. The only thing that stood out among the pristine leather couches and shiny new appliances was the rusted old harpoon.

      Of course, it wasn’t like I could just ask Mason what was so special about the harpoon now that he was dead. Maybe there was somebody else I could consult, though.

      I pulled my phone out of my pocket and looked up Professor Slade’s number. He was the researcher and museum owner that had helped me restore a lot of my underwater discoveries. His lab was equipped to safely store most of the treasures I had that were too delicate to ever expose to open air. In return for helping me, Slade had made me promise that I would always allow him first dibs on any new finds. I’d offered to pay him on numerous occasions, and even forced him to accept some payment on a few particularly big projects, but he was always quick to reject my money, proclaiming that his love for historical restoration was enough.

      I called his number and waited, hopeful that he wouldn’t be too busy. He must not have been very busy at all because he answered right away.

      “Ethan!” Slade greeted me cheerfully. “It’s nice to hear from you! It’s been a while, I was worried something might have happened. I know you’re always off doing dangerous things, going up against scary people.” There was a note of apprehension in his voice, and I didn’t have to guess why. Unfortunately, Professor Slade had gotten a firsthand taste of the kind of people we dealt with on a daily basis when he was viciously attacked by a perp trying to take revenge against me.

      “Sorry,” I murmured. “I know it’s been a while since I was in contact. Things have been really hectic lately.”

      “Well, I’m just glad you’re alright!” Slade replied. “Have you got anything exciting and new for me? Oh, and how is Tessa? Are you two still together?”

      “Yes—uh, no,” I sputtered. “I mean yes, but no to the other thing. Tessa and I have never been together. But yeah, I do have something new for you.”

      “Oh?” Slade asked. “I could have sworn… Well, pardon my nosiness, then. But to get back to my other question, you say you have something new for me?”

      “Yeah,” I replied. “An anchor, dated 1728. I’m not sure it actually had anything to do with the Rogue to be honest, but it’s still an interesting find. And I thought you might be able to tell me more about it.”

      “Of course!” Slade replied happily. “I’d love to! Of course, I’d need to see it. When can you come up?”

      “Um,” I muttered, deflating into the couch. “Probably not too soon. Like I’ve said, we’ve been swamped, and I probably won’t be free to head up there for a while.”

      “Oh,” Slade replied, sounding disappointed. “I understand that. Well, perhaps you could mail it? Like you mailed that door to me? That one was a joy to restore!”

      “Yeah, I’ll probably do that,” I replied, a little dismayed myself. “You can get back to me once you’ve had a chance to look it over.”

      “Or I could have a peek right now!” Slade suggested eagerly. “Phones can do that nowadays! My neice taught me about it. Hang on just a second.” I could hear him grunting and muttering to himself as he pressed things on the phone. “There’s a way to do it, I just need to push–”

      Then he was gone, the call ended. I smiled down at the phone in amusement. Slade probably hadn’t meant to hang up, and I wasn’t sure if I should call him back.

      He was the one who called again, though, just a few seconds later. This time, the phone prompted me to turn on my camera as I answered. Once I did, I could see Slade.

      He wasn’t in his lab, as I’d expected. Instead, he seemed to be standing under some kind of covered canopy.

      “Oh, it worked!” Slade declared gleefully. “I was worried I’d gone and bungled it. Here, let me just go stand somewhere I won’t be in the way. There’s this lovely little farmer’s market right by my apartment I recently discovered. Do you know how many fossil fuels are burned in transporting produce across this country? You can vastly reduce your carbon footprint by buying local. And it tastes better, too!” He finished his spiel as he found a small bench to sit on.

      “Uh, I didn’t know that,” I replied.

      “I wonder what things you’d find in a local market in Miami?” Slade went on. “Citrus fruits, I’d imagine. I wonder if there are any crops that are particularly receptive to swamplands? There must be at least one, but biosciences were never my forte. Oh, but listen to me going on and on, let’s have a look at that harpoon!”

      “Right,” I replied as I got to my feet, grateful that he’d stopped himself and saved me the awkwardness of interrupting. I switched the phone camera so he could see the harpoon on the coffee table.

      “Oh, I see,” Slade murmured. “Move me in a bit closer. My, this is something. Quite old, definitely. And I can see what looks like water damage, but not too much, actually. You didn’t fish this out of the water, did you?”

      “No,” I replied, impressed that he could tell so much just over a video. “It was in the possession of someone who’s now deceased. I don’t know anything about its history. I was hoping you could tell me.”

      “Well, I can tell you it’s an antique,” Slade replied. “The year it’s marked with is probably the year it was made, though that in itself is a bit strange. Usually, there’d be something else there along with it, a company brand, or even an artisan’s seal. Just the year by itself is unusual.”

      “Oh?” I prompted, intrigued by that piece of information. “Unusual in a good way? Or bad?”

      “Not necessarily either,” Slade replied. “Could be any number of explanations. Maybe it was homemade by a fisherman. That would explain why there’s no company information and only a year to mark when it was made. It looks quite nice, though, which makes me think that, if not by a professional business, it was likely made by a master craftsman. And if that was the case, I imagine they would want to carve their name or trademark onto it, at least.” He sighed, shaking his head sadly. “Sorry, Ethan. I’d be able to tell more if I had it in front of me. Some things you can only notice by feel, or by examining up close with a microscope.”

      “It’s all right,” I assured him. “I’m amazed you could tell as much as you did just by looking at it over video for a few seconds!”

      “Well, don’t give me too much praise.” Slade chuckled. “Like I said, I’d be able to make a more accurate assessment if I had the harpoon in person. As it is, I can only make my best educated guesses.”

      “It’s still been helpful,” I insisted. “And I’ll still have it shipped out to you so you can have a better look.”

      “That sounds wonderful!” Slade replied, his face lighting up with excitement. “I’m curious to see just how accurate my guesses were! But do try to come up in person, too! You and Tessa both! Nobody else appreciates talking about old relics with me like you two.”

      “As soon as I get a chance,” I promised.

      “Great,” Slade replied, the wrinkles at the corners of his eyes crinkling as he beamed at me. “Well, I need to be going now. I have to get back to my shopping, before all the good stuff gets snatched up! I look forward to receiving that harpoon!”

      “I’ll get it out to you right away.” I laughed in response before ending the call. Slade was always so positive. Speaking with him was nice. Even if the harpoon turned out not to be related to the Rogue at all, it would still be fun to learn more about its origins. And who knew? Maybe there would be a miracle, and the dingy old thing would turn out to be the exact clue we were missing.

      Now I just needed to figure out some way to get the big, cumbersome thing over to Slade.

      I pursed my lips as I looked down at it. It was thin, but unusually long. I wasn’t going to find any boxes that it fit into properly, and I didn’t want to just hastily wrap it in bubble wrap or something. I looked around the interior of my boathouse. I had a few special protective boxes that I kept on hand just in case I happened upon a fragile, underwater treasure that needed careful transporting, but none of them were long enough to fit the harpoon.

      Then I remembered what Slade had said about the door. My old friend Jake Header had stumbled upon what I believed to be the Rogue’s door while out on an unrelated dive. After he’d shipped it to the office, much to Diane’s chagrin, I’d shipped it off to Slade, where it could be safely preserved in a special tank. Both times, the giant thing had traveled via heavy wooden crate, and I didn’t have any of those here in my boathouse, but I did have some old crates back at my grandfather’s house.

      An avid collector of nautical memorabilia in his own right, my grandfather had amassed quite a collection of treasures during his life. I could still remember several occasions where he’d either brought something home or had something shipped to the house. Some things were delicate enough to be shipped in similar, heavily reinforced boxes that I was pretty certain were still squirreled away somewhere in the attic or garage. I might be able to find a box to fit the harpoon there.

      That thought in mind, I grabbed my keys, carefully wrapped the harpoon back in the blanket I’d stolen from Holm, and left my boathouse to head to my car.
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      Getting the harpoon into my car was another struggle. It was just long enough that it didn’t fit in the trunk, and though I could finagle it into the rear seat of the car, I didn’t want to just throw it back there haphazardly. After adjusting the seats slightly, I was able to get it lying mostly flat and was able to then get on my way.

      It struck me as a little funny, as I made the drive over to my house, just how often I was stopping by lately. Though my grandfather had left me the house after his passing, I was seldom ever there. I preferred to live on my houseboat, near the water, and routinely went for months at a time without stopping by the old house. Lately, though, I’d been going there more frequently. Bonnie had asked me to loan it to Agent Rivers as a favor after he was directly threatened by Hariska and needed somewhere to hide on short notice. After a few weeks of radio silence from Hariska and her minions, he’d gone back home again. I hadn’t been back to the house since.

      I was, therefore, surprised to see the state of it when I rolled up the driveway a little while later. The last time I’d seen the house, it had been in a pretty severe state of disrepair. It had been overgrown with grass and weeds that I hadn’t been by to cut, and the front door had been bashed in from the attack against Rivers. Though I’d paid to have the door replaced, the frame had still been cracked and splintered the last time I’d seen it. It looked perfectly fine now, though, and it even looked like it had been freshly painted.

      Actually, the entire house looked strangely well-maintained. The grass had been mowed, and there was even a row of flowers along the front porch that I definitely hadn’t planted.

      I frowned with suspicion as I got out of my car, my hand twitching toward the holster at my hip. I vaguely recalled Bonnie mentioning something to me about squatters who targeted empty houses to live in while the owners were away. They were called frogs, or something like that, and, apparently, they were sometimes bold enough to stay in houses that were still occupied, hiding in attics or basements right under the residents’ noses. She’d been half-joking at the time, but seeing how fixed up the house looked, I wondered if maybe someone had assumed my house was up for grabs.

      They probably thought it was abandoned, I thought to myself as I crept toward the door. My stomach twisted itself into guilty knots. I hadn’t meant to neglect my grandfather’s old house, but work kept me so busy that I really never had time to come up here and clean. Even the rare free time I was allotted had a tendency to get eaten up by unexpected cases.

      After I kicked out whoever was in there, I’d have to make it a point to come around more often.

      I slowly turned the doorknob and was unsurprised to find that it twisted easily. It was unlocked, which meant someone almost certainly was inside. The tips of my fingers grazed the handle of my sidearm. I didn’t necessarily want to shoot some homeless person who’d decided to take up residence, but I also couldn’t let my guard down. We still hadn’t caught Hariska, and we had plenty of enemies aside from her to boot.

      I took a deep breath and quickly threw the door open. It slammed as it hit the wall, and I rushed inside. A voice suddenly screamed from just down the hallway, and I quickly pulled my gun from its holster as I raced toward it.

      “Freeze!” I called out, lifting my gun up as I ground to a stop at the entrance to the hallway.

      “Don’t shoot!” a man crouched on the floor yelped back. “It’s just me! Agent Rivers!” Rivers nearly toppled backward as he threw his hands in the air. I deflated as I realized it was just him, my shoulders sagging as I slotted my gun back into its holster.

      “What are you doing?” I asked, my heart still thudding from the sudden jolt of adrenaline. Rivers was kneeling in front of one of the bedroom doors, covered in something white and surrounded by tools.

      “Oh, sorry, yeah, sorry, I didn’t mean to break in,” he rambled as he got to his feet and dusted himself off. “I still have your spare key, so, technically, I didn’t break in. But you probably thought I was an intruder. Dumb, now that I think about it, considering everything that’s going on right now.”

      “It’s fine.” I waved him off. “I’m just glad I didn’t shoot you.”

      “Yeah, me too,” Rivers murmured sheepishly. “Oh, and I just came by to fix the door and the hole in the wall. I hope you don’t mind. There were a lot of bullets flying that day when those thugs attacked me here, and I felt bad that they left holes all over your nice house.”

      “Oh,” I replied in surprise. I understood then what the tools were for, and I could see now that the white stuff he was covered in was some kind of caulk, presumably to fill in the holes, as he’d said. “Were you the one that planted those flowers outside?”

      “Oh, yeah,” Rivers murmured awkwardly. “Yeah, I hope that was okay. Originally, I was just going to fix the hole in the door, but then I thought I could give the yard a little mow, too, as a thank you for letting me crash here for a while. And my sister-in-law gave me those plants, but I live in an apartment, so I thought they’d be happier here where there’s actually a yard. And then I got kind of… carried away, I guess.” He shot me an embarrassed, almost apologetic look.

      “No, it’s fine,” I assured him. “Better than fine, actually. You did me a pretty big favor, actually.” Honestly, I was touched by how much he had done. I wouldn’t have even held the damage to the door against him since it wasn’t like it was his fault that crazy Hariska was after him.

      “Oh, great.” Rivers smiled with relief. “And I didn’t snoop through your stuff or anything, promise. Though it probably sounds suspicious that I brought that up unprovoked, huh? I really didn’t, though.”

      “I believe you.” I laughed. Even though Agent Hariska had betrayed us, I trusted Rivers. He hadn’t been around quite as long as some of the rest of us, but he’d pulled his weight on plenty of cases, and Bonnie obviously trusted him, so that was good enough for me.

      “Good,” Rivers replied with a stilted nod. “Oh, uh, I was wondering, though—is there a secret room in this house?”

      “What?” I frowned at him, thrown off by the random question. “Why would there be?”

      “Oh, well… the walls don’t line up,” Rivers murmured. “I know that sounds weird, but I did some measurements earlier. I was thinking of replacing the whole door, and I wanted to see what size it was and calculate how best to get it into the house, and I realized that your house is bigger on the outside than it is on the inside.”

      “What!?” I repeated again, even more confused now. “What do you mean?”

      “The outside walls are about two feet longer than the inside walls,” Rivers explained as he motioned toward the bedroom. “I mean, I accounted for insulation and everything, but that still only accounts for a few inches, and unless someone seriously screwed up, there’s no reason there should be two feet of insulation in the wall.”

      “That’s weird,” I grumbled as I pushed past him to step into the bedroom. It was the one that Rivers had holed himself into during the attack, my grandfather’s old bedroom. Though I’d packed away most of his things for safekeeping, I hadn’t touched any of the furniture. “I grew up in this house. There are no secret rooms that I’m aware of.” I turned to look at Rivers as he stepped into the room behind me. “Are you sure you didn’t miscount or something?”

      “I might have.” Rivers shrugged. “Human error is unavoidable, but like I said, even assuming that the walls themselves are, say six inches between the wood and drywall, there’s a good chunk of space that are just missing from this bedroom.”

      “That’s impossible,” I muttered as I looked around the room, though, internally, I was intrigued. My grandfather had never mentioned anything like that at all, and though it had been years since I spent any significant amount of time here, I knew the house like the back of my hand.

      “Behind those bookshelves,” Rivers indicated as he pointed at the full wall of shelves that lined the furthest wall of the bedroom. At one time, the shelves had been covered floor to ceiling with not only books, but trinkets and treasures that my grandfather had accumulated throughout his life. I’d packed all the delicate stuff away by then, but the books still remained.

      “I didn’t want to move anything,” Rivers informed me. “The curiosity was killing me, but it seemed rude to start moving your furniture around.”

      “Let’s move it now,” I prompted eagerly, my curiosity mounting.

      “Really?” Rivers asked, sounding just as excited as I felt.

      He didn’t hesitate in coming to join me at the bookshelf furthest to the left. Now that I thought about it, it had never occurred to me that there might be something behind them. For as long as I could remember, the shelves had always been there, and I had always just assumed they were up against the back wall of the room.

      “Should we move the books first?” Rivers asked, eyes going wide as he glanced at the rows of spines lined neatly along each shelf.

      “That’ll take too long,” I insisted, impatient now that the thought that there might be something mysterious about the house I’d spent most of my life in. I shot him a grin. “Come on, we can move one little bookshelf.”

      “It’s not so little,” Rivers grumbled as he bent down slightly to place his hands under mine.

      Together, the two of us carefully pulled the side of the bookshelf away from the wall. I had expected to bear the brunt of the load, but to my surprise, Rivers actually helped quite a bit. Even with the two of us, though, it was slow going as we shimmied the bookshelf away from the wall bit by bit. Once it was far enough out that I could partially squeeze my way behind it, I grabbed my phone and used it to illuminate the small space we’d created.

      “It’s a wall,” I deadpanned as the light from my phone shone onto a normal, if dusty, plain white wall.

      “Well that’s anticlimactic,” Rivers bemoaned as he crouched to peek behind the shelf as well. “Maybe there really is a foot of insulation back there. I wonder if there was some kind of renovation issue or something.” He reached out to touch the wall, pausing as he did. “Uh…”

      “What?” I asked as I reached a hand out to probe the wall as well. I didn’t have to wait for him to answer because I could feel for myself what the issue was.

      The wall was soft.
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      I stood, stunned, for a moment as I stared at the strange little soft wall I’d just discovered behind the bookshelves in my grandfather’s old bedroom.

      Not pillow soft, obviously, but not sturdy and solid like the walls of a house should feel. It was hard to the touch but also pliable and sort of bendy when I pressed on it, like it was made of cardboard.

      “What the heck,” I murmured as I pulled back and roughly yanked the bookshelf further back. Rivers yelped with surprise as it rumbled against the floor, a few books clattering down from the sudden movement. Once the bookshelf was further out of the way, I was able to get fully behind it and to the wall. I pressed on it experimentally with both hands, marveling somewhat at how weird it felt.

      “This isn’t a wall,” I murmured as Rivers got to his feet and poked at it as well. “It’s made of thin plywood or something, with a layer of drywall on top.”

      “Yeah,” Rivers agreed as he turned to look at me. “Marston, I think there is a secret compartment in your house. Right here. There’s a space behind this false wall.”

      “We have to see what’s back there,” I muttered, as much to myself as to him. I was burning with curiosity now, my skin aflame with it as I wondered what could be back there.

      “Wait!” Rivers cautioned as I rolled my sleeves up. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

      “Why not?” I frowned at him. “You’re telling me you don’t want to know what’s behind the secret fake wall we just found?”

      “Well, I do,” Rivers muttered. “But what if it’s something bad? Like a body or something? What if this opens up some crazy can of worms about your grandfather? Or what if there’s nothing back there, and you just bust a big hole in the wall?”

      “It’s my house,” I argued dismissively. “I can bust a hole in it if I want. And are you suggesting that my grandpa murdered someone and hid them in his bedroom wall?”

      “I’m not suggesting that per se,” Rivers replied. “It could have been someone else, whoever lived in this house before you. And if that’s the case, then you’ll discover that you grew up in a house with a dead person in the walls. You sure that won’t traumatize you?”

      “Rivers, after everything I’ve been through, an old skeleton is not going to traumatize me,” I assured him. “Heck, I found my own ancestor’s skeleton in that rocky cave not far from here, remember?”

      “You what?” Rivers gaped at me, his mouth hanging open.

      “Bonnie didn’t tell you?” I shot him a surprised look. “Huh, I would have thought she’d have given you all the details over my search for the Dragon’s Rogue by now.”

      “She did, mostly,” Rivers replied. “I remember her mentioning that you were looking for your ancestor’s ship, but I don’t remember her telling me anything about a skeleton.”

      “Well, if there is a skeleton back here,” I grunted as I pressed my hands against the wall, “it wouldn’t be the first time I’ve unexpectedly stumbled across one. Or the second. Or the third, actually, now that I think about it.”

      “Do I want to know why you keep finding dead people?” Rivers shot me a perturbed look. “I mean, were these all connected to cases, or…?”

      “One of them was,” I replied as I pushed experimentally against different parts of the false wall, searching for a weak spot. “Sort of. Do you remember that graverobber case? One of the bodies they dug up in Jamaica happened to be really, really old, to the point where it was just a skeleton. And that skeleton happened to have a ring that belonged to a pirate related to Grendel.” I paused thoughtfully. “We think so, anyway. I need to ask Professor Slade about that, now that I think about it.”

      “Slade?” Rivers looked at me in confusion. “You sure do have a lot of friends, huh? That’s not surprising, I guess. You do travel a lot.” He smiled wistfully. “Sometimes, I wish I was a field agent. Getting to run around catching bad guys sounds fun. But, uh, I guess it wouldn’t really make sense to send some computer nerd out, right? I mean, I got myself shot without ever leaving the office.”

      “Well, you were at a disadvantage,” I consoled him as I pressed against a particularly soft part of the fake wall. “We all were. All the extra security measures Diane put in place after the last attack would have worked if there hadn’t been someone on the inside helping the gangbangers.”

      “I still can’t believe she betrayed us,” Rivers sighed sadly. “I thought we were friends. I mean, not good friends or anything, but all of us office agents get together sometimes. You probably don’t know since you and Holm are always out, but we have fun at the office, too.”

      “Oh, really?” I asked, a little intrigued. I actually hadn’t known that at all. I supposed it made sense, of course. Unlike us field agents that only saw each other for short bursts before being sent out on missions, the office agents spent all day, every day cooped up in the office building together. I’d never thought about what they did in there all day, but it made sense that they’d become friends.

      “Hariska was always standoffish, now that I think about it,” Rivers mused. “I guess I always just chalked it up to shyness. All the rookies were like that, at first, except for Agent Baker.”

      “Baker?” I blinked at Rivers in surprise. Of all the rookies, he’d always struck me as the most awkward and clueless out of the bunch.

      “Yeah?” Rivers replied, shooting me a confused look. “He was always the first one to get conversations started. I mean, they were sometimes weird conversations, but he knew how to break the ice. And he was pretty good at lifting the mood when everyone was feeling stressed, too.”

      “Baker?” I asked again. “Really? He’s always seemed so… stiff to me.”

      “Oh,” Rivers murmured. “That might be because he’s afraid of you.”

      “Afraid!?” I stopped pressing against the wall and turned to look at Rivers in shock. “Why? What did I do to him?” It was getting a little exhausting hearing about all these people who had bizarre, unexplained grudges against me. I still had no idea what I’d done to tick Hariska off, and now Baker was scared of me too?

      “Well, maybe ‘afraid of you’ isn’t the best way to put it,” Rivers murmured. “More like afraid of disappointing you? Especially after that day when he shadowed you and Agent Holm. He came back looking like he’d been neutered. He said he almost got the three of you killed and wanted to quit.”

      “Seriously?” I asked, surprised by what I was hearing.

      It had never occurred to me just how much happened at the office that I was totally unaware of. Baker and Hariska were both field agents, but they’d barely made it out of training when Hariska went crazy and betrayed us, so it made sense that they’d spent a lot of time around the office.

      “Yeah.” Rivers laughed. “It was sad at the time, but looking back, it’s funny how dramatic he was being.” He frowned suddenly. “Actually… now that I think back on it, it was Hariska that encouraged him to stay.”

      “Wait, really?” I frowned at him. “Why would she do that?”

      “I don’t know.” Rivers shrugged. “Maybe it was all just part of the act? Like I was saying before, we were all kind of friends. Maybe she just wanted to earn our trust. It worked.”

      “Yeah,” I grumbled as I went back to pressing against the fake wall. The second I did, it suddenly cracked beneath my hand, splintering as my hand went crashing straight through it.

      “Ah!” I hissed as my wrist and forearm were scratched up by the raw, jagged edges of the wood.

      “Are you okay?” Rivers asked, leaning in with concern.

      “Fine,” I gritted out as I pulled my hand free. “It’s thin plywood, like I thought. This spot is kind of rotted away. That must be why it broke so easily.”

      “Probably from humidity.” Rivers nodded. “Unlike the actual walls, this fake one doesn’t really have anything on it to keep the wood from rotting under all the humidity.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed as I reached back in to chip away at the edges of the hole. Rivers joined in eagerly, and together, we tore down the large panels of thin plywood that had been set up behind the bookshelves. Bits of drywall peeled and flaked off of it as we worked, coating the floor beneath our feet in piles of powdery white fluff.

      “See anything back there?” Rivers asked as he reached his hand into his pocket and grabbed his phone. He turned on the flashlight and shone it down into the larger hole we’d created. The false wall only came up to about our waists now, so we could easily see inside.

      “No—wait,” I replied as something caught my eye. For the most part, the space behind the false wall was empty, just a few inches of dusty floor between the false wall and the real one. Tucked against the far right corner of the space, though, was a crate full of papers. Lying beside that was another stack of papers and documents that I assumed hadn’t fit inside the crate.

      “It’s a bunch of papers,” I informed Rivers, trying not to sound too disappointed. Maybe his jokes about finding a body back there had raised my expectations too high, and now I couldn’t help but feel a little let down that the only thing hidden behind the false wall was a bunch of dusty old documents.

      “What kind of papers?” Rivers asked curiously. “It’s gotta be something crazy if your grandpa built a whole wall to hide them, right? Unless it wasn’t him, that is. You said these bookshelves have been here as long as you can remember, right?”

      “Yeah,” I replied as I inched my way into the small space. There was just enough room for me to step inside sideways.

      “Careful,” Rivers cautioned as I shimmied my way over to the papers. “But yeah, like I was saying, maybe your grandfather didn’t even know this was back here. How long has this house been in your family?”

      “I’m not actually sure,” I replied honestly as I awkwardly bent down to get to the crate. When I tried to lift it, I realized that it was a lot heavier than it looked.

      “Here, I can move the bookshelf more,” Rivers offered before disappearing from my line of sight. “We can bring more of the wall down to get it out easier.”

      “Good idea,” I agreed. I could hear rumbling as Rivers moved the bookshelf further away, and I hoped internally that he didn’t accidentally crush himself anything. He reappeared a moment later, though, and quickly got to work tearing down more of the false wall. I pushed from the inside as well, and a minute later, the rest of the flimsy plywood wall had fallen apart.

      “What a mess,” I muttered as I crouched to grab the crate again. Now that I had more space to move, it was easier for me to get a good grip on it.

      “Here, I’ll help,” Rivers offered as he stepped over chunks of broken plywood to help me lift the crate out into a more open part of the bedroom. “What is all this?”

      “I’m not sure,” I replied as I went back to get the rest of the papers. As I picked them up, I realized that some of them were a lot older than others. I could tell by how yellowed and stiff some of the papers were as opposed to others.

      “There’s a photo album here,” Rivers called out as I hauled an armful of folders, ledgers, and loose documents back with me. He was on the floor, cross-legged as he rummaged through the crate. “Oh, these are old.”

      “Let me see,” I murmured as I went to take the album from him. He wasn’t wrong. Though the photos were in color, it was easy to tell by the style of dress of the people in the photos that they’d been taken in the forties or fifties. “Huh… I don’t know any of these people.”

      “Must be your great grandparents or something, though, right?” Rivers shrugged as he continued to root through the crate. “Unless this all belongs to the people who lived here before. Oh, no, this is definitely your family.”

      “What makes you say that?” I raised an eyebrow at him as I shut the photo album.

      “Says so right here,” Rivers explained as he held one of the documents up to me. It was encased in a thick plastic sleeve that had long since gone yellow, as though someone had wanted to preserve it, which was a little strange since the document was a wanted poster.

      “What the hell?” I muttered as I took the poster from him.

      “Kind of looks like you,” Rivers teased.

      I made a face at him, but I had to admit that he wasn’t wrong. The poster was in black and white and looked like it had been drawn rather than photographed, but there was a definite resemblance.

      “Amos Marston,” I read the name written under the drawing. “Reward: one thousand dollars.”

      “Wow,” Rivers hummed. “A thousand dollars back then would be like a hundred thousand today, right?”

      “Something like that,” I replied as I tried to find a date somewhere on the poster. There wasn’t one, but judging by the fact that they’d used a drawing and not a photograph, I could guess that it was decently old.

      “So your great, great, great grandpa was a criminal, huh?” Rivers laughed. “How ironic. What did he do?”

      “Murder,” I deadpanned. “Embezzlement. Kidnapping. Intimidation. Train robbery?” I blinked down in shock at the paper in my hands.

      “Oh, wow,” Rivers uttered as he lifted his face from the crate to look up at me. “I was kidding earlier but dang, he really was a criminal. Maybe that’s why your grandfather hid it.”

      “Yeah, I guess so,” I muttered, my eyebrows knitting together in concern as my eyes veered over to the rest of the papers in the crate. “I hope that isn’t all a bunch of old criminal records.”

      “Nah, it looks like it’s mostly boring family record stuff,” Rivers replied, his hands going still on the pile. “Which I probably shouldn’t be snooping through, huh?” He smiled sheepishly up at me.

      “It’s fine.” I waved my hand dismissively. Honestly, I didn’t actually know any of these people, so his snooping didn’t feel invasive. It felt like we were digging through some random historical records on some other family. “I still think it’s weird, though. I mean, it’s not great that this Amos guy was a train robbing murderer, but this wanted poster looks like it’s from the eighteen hundreds. Was it really such a big deal that he needed to hide it inside the walls?”

      “Maybe there are other criminal records in here,” Rivers suggested as he gestured toward the pile. “Or something worse. Every family has that one member, but what if yours has a lot or something? I mean… there are a lot of papers here.”

      “That’s a very comforting thought,” I shot back sarcastically. He had a point, though. Somehow, I couldn’t believe that my grandfather had gone through the trouble of building a fake wall just to hide an old wanted poster of some distant ancestor.

      “You think there’s any information about the Dragon’s Rogue in here?” Rivers asked. “Bonnie told me that before you took over, your grandpa was the one who spent his life looking for it.”

      “Yeah,” I confirmed with a nod, a kernel of excitement striking me at the notion. “It makes sense that he’d have found a lot of historical info about our family in the process. Then again… my grandfather never knew that the Rogue belonged to one of our ancestors. I didn’t find out myself until Bonnie had one of the bone fragments tested.” I frowned, unsure what to make of this all.

      “Good point,” Rivers agreed as he drummed his fingers along the edge of the crate. “Well, maybe he suspected, and that’s why he’s got all this stuff? Because he was trying to find something that proved your family’s connection to the ship?”

      “Yeah, that makes sense, actually,” I replied with a nod. “I’m just sad he never found it. He would have told me about it if he had.”

      “Well, he found out something about your family,” Rivers remarked as he looked away from the pile and over to what remained of the fake wall. “And judging by the way he interred it all into the walls of your house, I’m guessing it wasn’t something good.”
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      Robbie winced as slid his work bag off of his shoulder and settled down at his desk chair. Lately, it seemed that there was never a day when something didn’t ache. It wasn’t surprising considering he’d been shot, stabbed, and suffered broken bones several times within the last few months. Work had become increasingly hectic, and it felt like the rate at which Holm got injured increased right along with it. Today, it was his shoulder that hurt, a sharp ache shooting down his arm right as he slipped off the bag’s strap.

      He brushed it off as he flipped on his work computer. They’d recently finished up a minor drug case that he still needed to finish off some reports for. Somehow, between their sting op and getting everything sorted with the police, some of the drugs had gone missing. It was a bit of a mess, with the police pointing their fingers at him and Marston and trying to claim one of them must have taken them. Diane had assured them she would handle it, but Robbie still needed to write up a statement.

      “Hey,” Marston greeted him with a smile as he slid into the desk adjacent from Robbie’s.

      “Morning,” Robbie replied. “Can you believe the cops are trying to say that we took that cocaine?”

      “Yes,” Marston snorted, a short, sarcastic laugh erupting from him. “Of course I believe it. They’re not going to want to finger one of their own. Way easier for them to blame us.” He raised an eyebrow at Robbie. “How many crooked cops have we dealt with? I’m sure whoever snatched those drugs had plenty of friends willing to cover for him.”

      “Yeah,” Robbie grumbled, slumping back in his chair as his motivation to write the report fled him. “Definitely puts a damper on having solved the case. What’s the good of taking down a drug ring if some dirty cop is going to go and do the same thing?”

      “We can’t fix every problem in the world,” Marston remarked with a shrug. “Not all at once, anyway. Who knows? Once Diane gets finished clearing our names, maybe we’ll do a little investigating to find the real culprit.”

      “Not a bad idea,” Holm murmured, the skin on his forehead creasing as he frowned with frustration. Keeping Miami safe was quite literally a full-time job. Normally, their cases took them a little further south, to the Caribbean or Mexico. Lately, though, it seemed like more and more disasters had been striking close to home. They had enough on their plates as it was without adding some corrupt cops into the mix.

      “Oh, I found a secret room in my house,” Marston suddenly spoke up again.

      Robbie looked up at him questioningly.

      “Um, what?” Robbie blinked at him. “What do you mean, a secret room? And when you say ‘house,’ do you mean your houseboat or your actual house?”

      “The actual house,” Marston clarified. “My houseboat is big, but it’s not big enough to have secret, hidden rooms. I don’t think so, anyway.” He stared thoughtfully at his desk for a moment before shaking his head quickly. “But yeah, Rivers was over there yesterday fixing that door that got blown to pieces a while back when those two goons came to the house.”

      “I remember.” Robbie nodded. They’d attacked because of the former agent Hariska. She’d been silent as of late, which made Robbie very nervous. He wasn’t afraid of her. He knew they could handle whatever she threw at them. She was unpredictable, though, and Robbie didn’t like having to constantly look over his shoulder for her next psychotic move.

      “Well, long story short, he realized that the room dimensions were off while he was fixing it,” I explained. “So then we both poked around a little and found the secret room. Though I guess ‘room’ is a generous term since it was only about a foot or so wide.”

      “Oh?” Robbie repled, his interest piqued. “What was in there?”

      “Old family records, mostly,” Marston replied, and Robbie scowled with disappointment before he could catch himself. When Marston had mentioned a “secret, hidden room,” Robbie had imagined there must be something crazy or valuable squirreled away inside.

      “I know.” Marston laughed, probably reading the look on Holm’s face. “Trust me, I know. I was just as disappointed at first.”

      “At first?” Robbie followed up hopefully.

      “Well, I haven’t gone through all of it yet,” Marston continued, “but I did find an old wanted poster for one of my ancestors.”

      “Really?” Robbie grinned. “What for?”

      “Murder,” Marston replied tersely. “And a bunch of other stuff. So it looks like it’s not all dry old family records. The only thing is that I really don’t know why my grandfather would hide it.”

      “Maybe because you have a murderer in the family?” Robbie joked. “I can see why most people would want to keep that information private.”

      “Private enough to hide it in the walls?” Marson raised an eyebrow at him. “Why not just destroy it in that case? And is it really that big a deal that one of our family members committed a bunch of crimes over a hundred years ago? It seems like such a bizarre overreaction.”

      “Yeah, I see what you mean,” Robbie hummed in assent. “It was bad enough to want to hide forever but not enough to want to destroy?”

      “Exactly,” Marston replied. “In any case, there are tons of these old documents. I’m sure it’ll take me days to sort through it all. I was planning on looking through it last night but didn’t have time to after shipping off that harpoon.”

      “Oh, the one I borrowed from the evidence room, you mean?” Robbie smiled impishly.

      “Yes,” Marston replied. “Don’t let the Miami PD hear you say that, though. Then they really will pin those missing drugs on you.”

      “Hey!” Robbie protested. “There’s a big difference between nicking some rusty old hunk of metal and making off with two thousand grams of cocaine. I bet nobody’s even noticed that the harpoon is gone.”

      “They’re going to find out if you keep talking about it in the middle of the bullpen,” I pointed out.

      “Ethan! Robbie!” Diane called at precisely that moment. She peeked her head out through the door of her office for just a second before retreating.

      “Oh, crap,” Robbie muttered as he turned to look at his partner. “Is the jig up?” He was mostly joking, but a small part of him really did tense up at the thought that Diane might have found out about how he’d absconded with the harpoon. Marston had said it in jest, but that really wouldn’t help their case against the police.

      “Nah, she’d be way more mad,” Marston snickered as he got to his feet. “Come on, let’s go see what’s up.”

      Robbie got up and followed after Marston, shutting the door behind him as the two stepped into the director’s office.

      “Got a new case for us?” Robbie asked eagerly as he settled into one of the chairs facing her desk. Aside from the whole ‘missing drugs’ bit, their last case had been pretty cut and dry, with dry being the operative word. Drug busts in Miami were a dime a dozen, and Robbie was hopeful that Diane had something different and exciting for them this time around.

      “I do,” she replied as flipped through a stack of papers on her desk. Robbie wondered vaguely if they were notes on the case or something else. It seemed like Diane was always rummaging through folders or looking through things on her computer during these meetings, but she always seemed to have all the info on the case already memorized, anyway.

      “I need you two to track down the manufacturers of some counterfeit cosmetic products that have recently started circulating along the east coast,” she explained, and just like that, Robbie’s hopes of an exciting case were dashed.

      “You need us to go bust some knockoff makeup ring?” he asked, his tone flat. “Really? Isn’t that a little…”

      “Beneath us?” Marston finished. “I mean, I know it’s illegal, so somebody has to look into it, but are things really that slow right now?”

      “Normally, I would agree with you,” Diane muttered. “The thing is, this isn’t just ‘knockoff makeup’ as Robbie put it.”

      She pursed her lips as she set the papers down and moved over to her computer. When she turned it around, Robbie gasped. On the screen were multiple photos of women, all sporting pretty gnarly looking burns and lacerations to their faces.

      “What the heck happened!?” Marston uttered as he leaned forward in his chair to peer at the screen.

      “Those fake cosmetics did this,” Diane informed them. “You’re both right. Normally, MBLIS wouldn’t bother getting involved with some scheme to try to pass off cheap lotion as a designer brand face cream, but as you can see, we’re dealing with something much graver than that.”

      “You’re saying someone did this on purpose?” Marston asked, his eyes wide with disbelief.

      “Well, that we don’t know,” Diane replied. “We’re really not sure what’s going on here, only that all of these women purchased what they thought was expensive beauty products, all at bargain prices.”

      “That should have tipped them off that something was fishy,” Robbie scolded, wincing as he looked back at the laptop screen. It was hard to believe that a cream could do that. “What did they stick in the cream, acid?”

      “Bonnie and Clyde are looking into it now,” Diane replied. “As is the FBI lab up north.”

      “Are we working with the FBI again?” Marston asked, and Robbie wondered if he was excited about the idea of getting to see Nina again so soon.

      “No.” Diane shook her head. “They’ve foisted this one off onto us. Seems like, even given the circumstances, they think this case is below their paygrade too.” She shrugged. “That’s fine by me. It just means the two of you will have more freedom.”

      “I agree,” Robbie added. “It’s always a pain having to play nice with some other group.”

      “In any case,” Diane segued back to the topic at hand, “we don’t know what exactly caused this to happen. And it wasn’t just face cream, either. There were some knockoff makeup products that were affected as well, including an eyeshadow that corroded one woman’s eyelids entirely off.”

      “You’re kidding,” Marston muttered, his face awash with horror.

      “I’m afraid not,” Diane replied sadly. “Fortunately, there haven’t been any casualties. Yet. But some of the injuries have been extremely severe.”

      “Yeah, especially considering that they’re all women,” Robbie noted. “I mean, it’s bad enough for anyone to get hurt, but that severely? And on their faces? They’ll probably have scars.” He frowned, feeling sympathy for all the victims. It wasn’t that Robbie thought looks were everything, but he did have a sister and a girlfriend who both spent a confounding amount of time and money on makeup and skin products. He couldn’t imagine how devastated either of them would be if something like this happened to them.

      “Well, then I’m sure you both understand now why we’re taking this so seriously,” Diane replied. “Whoever manufactured those products didn’t just break the law in producing counterfeits. They caused serial physical and mental harm to a lot of people.”

      “And there’ll only be more victims if we don’t stop them,” Marston finished. “All right, so what do we know?”

      “We know it all came from the same source,” Diane replied. “The products were all from the same brand, Karlee Beauty.”

      “Never heard of it,” Robbie noted, feeling dumb the moment the words left his mouth. Of course he hadn't heard of it, he wasn’t exactly the target demographic.

      “Well, neither have I, to be honest,” Diane replied. “I did some research, and it looks like it’s the hottest thing among teenagers and young women, though. Apparently, the owner is some online makeup artist who started her own brand rather recently. With the explosion in popularity, it’s not surprising that the counterfeiters chose it as their target, especially since the real stuff is constantly sold out.”

      “That would explain why they weren’t more dubious of the low price,” Robbie noted. “They probably all thought they’d hit the jackpot when they found them at all.”

      “Right.” Diane nodded. “The FBI managed to get a small lead before handing the case over to us. Several of the products were traced back to a flea market a few miles north of here. A man was selling them out of a stall, and when confronted, he claimed that he’d gotten them off the internet and then gone to pick them up at a port here in Miami.”

      “That’s not sketchy at all,” Marston snorted. “The distributor asked him to meet at some random dock, and the guy didn’t suspect anything was up?”

      “Oh, I’m sure he knew the stuff was fake,” Diane replied. “Though he probably didn’t think that they would hurt anyone.” She frowned and fiddled with a ring she was wearing on her right hand. “That’s another angle to this case we have to consider. Technically, all the people selling these products are committing a federal crime. Selling cheap, knockoff handbags might not seem like a big deal, and I suppose in the grand scheme of things it really isn’t, but counterfeiting is classified as a federal crime.”

      She looked troubled, and Robbie understood why. Diane was a stern, stubborn leader, but she wasn’t heartless. Far from it, Robbie knew that she cared deeply not just about her agents but about all the people that their job tasked them with protecting. Yes, the man selling cheap makeup at the flea market stall was technically committing a federal crime, but did that mean he deserved the heavy punishment that federal crimes typically carried? Ultimately, their job was just to investigate and leave the legal stuff up to the lawyers and judges, but it wasn’t like they could just be robots about their work.

      “Of course,” she continued, “this isn’t just a matter of someone selling a fake purse. These women are going to be scarred for life, literally, and someone has to answer for that.”

      Robbie realized he’d been wrong earlier to assume that this case would be a dud just because it involved something so seemingly mundane. Sure, there weren’t any murderers or kidnappers involved, but Diane was right. People were getting hurt, and they’d keep getting hurt until he and Marston found out where these products were coming from and put a stop to it.

      “So, where do you want us to start?” Marston asked her. “Did this guy say anything else about who his supplier was?”

      “Unfortunately, no,” Diane replied with a frown. “When he was asked how he got the products, he said that he got them off some dropshipping website based out of China.” Diane rolled her eyes. “The FBI contacted the website but didn’t receive any answer. I doubt they will, either. From what I understand, the website is just a sort of middle man where individual sellers can set up online stores. I’m sure if they do ever get back to us, they’ll just feed us some canned response about how they’re not responsible for what people sell on their platform.”

      “Which means we’re stuck,” Robbie murmured sourly. “What do we do? If the seller is based out of China, then is this even our jurisdiction?”

      “We don’t know that they’re based out of China,” Diane corrected him. “The website definitely is, but realistically, anyone can access it from anywhere. Since the only thing we know is that the products are coming in through a port here in Florida, the case has now landed in our laps.” She paused as she leaned back in her chair, twirling a pen she lifted off her desk. “For now, I want the two of you to go and speak to the man that was selling the stuff at that flea market. He’s the closest thing we have to a witness since he went down to pick up the merchandise that one time. The FBI already spoke to him, but who knows? Maybe he’ll remember something else if you go and speak with him again.”

      “We’re on it,” Marston replied as he got up from his chair.

      “What about the victims?” Robbie asked as he followed suit and got up as well. “They’re the ones who bought the stuff. If they tell us where, we can go and hit up some other stores, too.”

      “We’re working on getting statements,” Diane replied. “Once I have a list compiled of locations near Miami, I’ll let you know.”

      “We’ll go and speak to this guy in the meantime,” Marston offered. “Um, did you say what his name was?”

      “Eugenio Jimenez,” Diane replied. “He’s being held at the Hialeah police department.”
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      Hialeah was about a twenty-five minute drive from Miami. I supposed our geographical proximity to the only known source of the products might have been the main reason this case had been lobbed off onto MBLIS. Despite what Diane had said, this really did seem like a case that would be more suited to the FBI, especially if it involved multiple states along the east coast and, potentially, China. Then again, I wasn’t about to complain about getting a case, even if it was just because of our proximity to the only suspect.

      Well, the closest thing we have to a suspect, I thought to myself as Holm and I made our way down to the interrogation room where Jimenez was waiting. Diane must have called ahead because the officer who received us knew exactly who we were there for as soon as we arrived. After checking our badges, he waved us through and offered to walk us down to the interrogation room.

      “So this guy tampered with some skincare lotion or something?” the officer asked curiously as he led us over to where Jimenez was waiting. “That’s messed up. My daughters both use that stuff religiously, even though they don’t need it. They’re both young and still have perfectly smooth skin, but you know how girls are, always worrying about how they look.” He smiled for a moment before frowning bitterly. “It’s a nasty thing to do. What would possess a person to do something like that?”

      “That’s what we’re here to find out,” I replied vaguely. He didn’t really have his facts straight since Jimenez wasn’t the one who had actually made the stuff, but I didn’t particularly feel like getting into the fine details with this random cop.

      “Well, have at him,” the officer declared as he came to a stop outside a door at the end of the hallway. There was no window in it, and since we were stopping out here, I assumed there wasn’t a two-way mirror, either. “And whatever you need to talk to him about, do it now. He’s due to be transferred over to the county jail this afternoon.”

      “How long has he been here?” I asked. Diane had told us that he’d initially been arrested a week ago.

      “A few days now,” the officer replied. “Normally, we wouldn’t keep someone for that long, but the jail’s got a pretty bad overcrowding issue. Too bad for him. Our little holding area is a lot nicer than the cell they’ll stick him in over there.” He smiled smugly, as though the thought of Jimenez suffering pleased him. I supposed I couldn’t blame him, especially since he seemed to be under the mistaken impression that Jimenez had been the one who caused those women to get injured.

      “We’ll make sure we ask him everything we need to know,” I replied. “Thanks for the heads up.”

      The officer nodded and pushed open the door to the interrogation room. It was actually a lot nicer than most of the ones I was used to seeing. A round table surrounded by multiple chairs sat in the center of the room. Set against one wall was a small table covered in magazines and a few books, and mounted on the opposite wall was a TV set and a small security camera. It was more like a small meeting room than an interrogation room, and I wondered if it had been converted just for that purpose.

      Sitting at the table was chubby, slight older looking man. His head was bowed, but he looked up at us as we stepped inside. I could tell he’d been crying because his eyes were bloodshot and his nose and cheeks were ruddy. His gray-flecked hair was sticking up in several directions, like he hadn’t had the opportunity to comb it during the entire time he’d been here.

      “Eugenio Jimenez?” I asked as Holm and I sat opposite him at the table.

      He nodded stiffly, pursing his lips before dropping his gaze again.

      “My name is Ethan Marston,” I introduced myself. “I’m an agent with MBLIS.”

      “M-what?” Jimenez’s eyebrows crinkled together in confusion as he looked up at me. His entire face folded up into wrinkes as he frowned, showing his age.

      “MBLIS,” Holm replied. “It stands for Military Border Liaison Investigative Services. Basically, we–”

      “Military?” Jimenez’s interrupted, his eyes going wide as his face drained of color. “W-why is the military getting involved in this? I never meant for anyone to get hurt, I swear! I’m sorry. I never should have bought those things. I’m so, so sorry.”

      He looked like he was about to start crying, and I honestly felt bad for him. We’d only interacted for a few moments, but Jimenez didn’t seem like a bad person. He was older, probably in his sixties, if I had to guess, and he looked completely petrified.

      “We’re not with the military, technically,” I explained. “Our name is kind of complicated to explain. But we are here to investigate the source of those products you were selling since they came into Florida from somewhere overseas.”

      Jimenez trembled, his entire body vibrating as he looked back at me.

      “I already told those other agents that I don’t know where they came from,” Jimenez muttered weakly. “I bought them online. I buy everything online. One of my kids showed me the website. You can buy a lot of things for super cheap. Once they get here, I sell them for more. That was all I was doing! That’s not illegal. I didn’t know that those women would get hurt!”

      “Okay,” Holm hurried to reassure him before the man could combust with nerves. “We believe you.”

      That alone was enough for the man to relax a little. He stopped shaking and slowly lifted his head.

      “Really?” he asked dubiously, and Holm nodded.

      “Yeah,” I added as I leaned my elbows onto the table. “We just need some more information. We know that you didn’t mean for anyone to get hurt, but we need to know as much as you can tell us so we can find whoever it is that made this stuff.”

      “I don’t know.” Jimenez shrugged helplessly. “I told you, there’s a website where you can go and buy things.”

      “And you said your kids told you about it?” Holm asked, and Jimenez nodded.

      “My son, José,” Jimeneze murmured with a fond smile. “There are these little collectible toys he likes, from his video games? They’re like little statues. Anyway, the real ones are expensive since they’re collector's items, but he showed me where he would buy them online on this website. They look just like the real thing, but for one tenth of the price! He got the whole collection for the price of one, and you can barely tell the difference!”

      “I see,” I hummed in response. “And so you thought you could do the same and then resell them to other people?”

      “Well, yeah.” Jimenez shrugged. “I don’t trick them or anything. I don’t pretend they’re real, but nobody cares!” He crossed his arms and frowned, the skin between his brows crinkling up again. “Not everyone can afford to buy nice, fancy things, you know? Heh, you think the type of people who shop at a flea market have the kind of money it takes to buy a bunch of expensive imported toys or a Chanel wallet? The fake thing works just as good, and nobody can even tell the difference, so what’s the harm?”

      “Well, a lot of women got harmed this time,” I pointed out, and Jimenez’s face fell with shame again. “I get what you’re saying, but there’s a big difference between a knockoff wallet and something you rub on your face. Whatever was in those products you sold seriously hurt some of the women you sold them to.”

      “I know,” Jimenez grumbled, his jaw clenched. “I know. It kills me every day thinking about it. But I swear, I never meant for it to happen. I’ve got daughters! And granddaughters, too! If anything like that ever happened to any of them–” He bit his lip and hung his head. For a few moments, he didn’t say anything, just sat there silently, his shoulders rising and falling as he breathed.

      “That makeup is popular with the kids,” he muttered so softly that I strained to hear him. “I’ve heard one of my grandkids talk about it. So when I saw them on the website, I… I knew they’d sell well.” He smiled sadly up at us. “I knew they were knockoffs, but stuff like that is important to young people. They all follow the new, latest fads, but some of them don’t have the money for all these expensive things.” He unfolded his arms and clenched his fists on his lap as he looked back and forth between me and Holm. “That makeup I sold, you know how much the real one costs? Eighty dollars. Eighty dollars for a little tube of pink blush! And those little figurines my son likes? Sixty! For a little plastic toy!” He shook his head, looking almost dazed by his own words. “Normal people can’t afford those things! So they buy the fake version instead. And why not? It makes them feel good to have something nice, even if it isn’t the real thing.”

      “That’s how you knew the fake makeup would sell well,” I concluded, and Jimenez nodded.

      “I won’t lie and say I did it out of the kindness of my heart or anything like that,” he muttered. “I have to make a living, after all. And that’s all it was ever about. My kids are successful now, but I won’t take a penny from them. I can get by just fine on my own.” He chuckled sadly. “I thought I could, anyway, but look at where I’ve landed.” He grimaced as he looked up and around at the interrogation room. “I know I sound like a broken record, but I really didn’t mean for anyone to get hurt. I was just trying to make a living. And I thought, since everyone knew they were buying fakes, what’s the big deal? Some people break their backs working day in and day out with barely anything to show for it. They’ll never be able to afford the real thing, so who cares if they buy a fake?” He shook his head. “That was stupid of me. I see that now.”

      I frowned sympathetically at him. Now I was convinced that Jimenez was not a bad man. He’d been hit with a monstrously bad stroke of luck in ordering those products. If he hadn’t, he likely would have kept living his life peacefully, completely outside of our notice until the day he died.

      “We understand,” I replied. “I believe that you never meant for anyone to get hurt. What you did was illegal, though. Even before you bought those products, buying and selling counterfeit products is a crime.”

      “I know,” Jimenez murmured sadly. “I know I shouldn’t have. I just… I guess I thought it was okay. I wasn’t hurting anyone, except maybe some crazy rich corporate executives. I wasn’t tricking anyone. But that was naïve of me. Of course these people making these fake things for pennies wouldn’t care about making sure it’s safe.” Jimenez groaned and dragged a hand through his wispy salt-and-pepper hair. “The more I think about it, the dumber I feel. I never should have bought that makeup. I would never give any of my kids food or drugs from some random seller on the internet. Before all this, I never really thought of makeup the same way, but it is the same, isn’t it?” He shook his head. “I can’t believe how careless I was.”

      “I can tell you really feel guilty about what happened,” I assured him. “And I’m sure there are a lot of people out there just like you who bought this stuff without knowing that it was dangerous. And there will be more if we don’t figure out who’s manufacturing this stuff, which is why we really need some more information.”

      “But I–” Jimenez was about to protest again.

      “You don’t know anything about who made it,” Holm interjected. “You just bought it online. We get that. But you did mention that you went down to the docks once to pick up the products when they arrived, right?”

      “Yeah,” Jimenez replied. “Just the one time, actually. Usually, when I buy stuff, it comes straight to my door, in the regular mail. This time, though, the seller sent me a message and asked me to meet him at the dock instead. It weirded me out, to be honest.”

      “I can imagine,” I replied.

      “So the seller came to deliver the goods personally?” Holm asked, raising an eyebrow skeptically. “That seems… bizarre. And impractical.”

      “He didn’t bring them himself,” Jimenez corrected. “When he messaged me, he definitely said that he would meet me at the docks, but it was someone else who met me. I know it wasn’t the seller himself because the guy didn’t seem to know anything about what me and the seller had messaged about before that. He just asked me my name and then handed the stuff over. I just assumed he must be an employee or something.” Jimenez shook his head again and laughed. “It sounds crazy now that I say it out loud. I’m not sure what I was thinking.”

      “You’re lucky to be alive,” Holm pointed out. “Agreeing to meet some random guy at a random seaport like that.”

      “You’re right,” Jimenez agreed readily. “It’s funny, I taught all my kids about not talking to strangers, not trusting people, not getting into strange cars, all that. Guess being grown makes you think you’re more invincible than you really are. I’d have lost it if any of my kids or grandkids did what I did.”

      “We all make mistakes,” I reassured him kindly. “Getting back to the matter at hand, though, can you tell us more about this man you met? What he looked like? Sounded like?”

      “Did he speak with an accent?” Holm added. “Did he have any unique scars or anything else that stood out?”

      “He was just a normal-looking man,” Jimenez replied, which was wildly unhelpful, but I didn’t say that out loud. “About my height. It was a bit dark when I met him, but I think his eyes were brown? Oh, and he did speak with an accent, now that you mention that.”

      “He did?” I asked, my interest piqued. “What kind of accent?”

      “I’m not sure,” Jimenez muttered, his eyebrows scrunching together. “Not Spanish, I can tell you that. Not English either, like how they talk in Harry Potter? It wasn’t like that. I’m not sure… some kind of European?”

      “Well, that narrows it down a little,” Holm grumbled.

      I could tell by the tone of my partner’s voice that he was frustrated by the answer. I would have been lying if I’d said I wasn’t. “Some kind of European” hardly gave us much to work with. We already knew this stuff was coming in by boat, so it was a given that someone foreign was involved.

      “Sorry,” Jimenez muttered sheepishly, likely guessing that we weren’t particularly impressed with his answer. “Honestly, we didn’t speak much. And like I said, I asked him about a few other things I wanted to discuss, but he seemed like he had no idea what I was talking about.”

      “Well, sending a lackey makes more sense than coming himself,” I replied. “That still leaves a lot of questions, though. Usually, people wouldn’t be this hands on with a shipment, not when the postal service works just fine and comes with a much smaller chance of getting caught.”

      “Yeah,” Holm hummed. “Usually, we’d only see people deliver stuff personally when it’s something like drugs or guns that you can’t just casually send via USPS.”

      “So why is somebody lacing cosmetics with deadly substances and then hand-delivering them by boat?” I mused aloud. This was such a strange case. I couldn’t guess at the perp’s motive at all.

      “Anything else you remember?” Holm asked Jimenez.

      “Not really.” Jimenez shrugged apologetically. “The man brought all the stuff to me in this little suitcase. He met me in the parking lot. Once I got there, I sent the seller a message and–” He gasped suddenly and lifted a hand to smack himself on the forehead.

      “Whoa,” Holm cautioned him, raising his hands up instinctively. “Don’t do that.”

      “I’m so stupid!” Jimenez exclaimed as he swatted himself on the forehead again.

      “What?” I asked as I shot to my feet, my hands hovering awkwardly in front of me. If Jimenez tried to hit himself again, I was going to have to stop him. “What’s wrong?”

      “I told her about the website!” Jimenez cried out, looking panicked now.

      “Who!?” Holm cried back, confusion and anxiety etched over his features.

      “The woman who runs the corner store,” Jimenez explained. “Right down the street from the flea market. I stop there sometimes to grab a drink when I’m heading to work. I told her about the website. She said she was going to put an order in too. I remember we joked about it, I told her not to steal all my customers. If she bought some of that stuff, too–”

      A cold sensation hit the pit of my stomach as I realized why he was so panicked.

      “We’re going to have another victim on our hands if she sells any of that stuff to somebody.” I turned to look at Holm.

      “You have to go and warn her!” Jimenez insisted. “Maybe she hasn’t bought any yet. And if she did, then you need to stop her from selling it!”

      “Where’s this store?” I asked urgently. “Give us the address.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            7

          

          
            ETHAN

          

        

      

    

    
      Holm and I cut the interrogation short then and rushed over to the store Jimenez had told us about. I didn’t think we were going to get much else from him, anyway. As Holm and I hopped back into our cars, though, I made a mental note to talk to Diane about him later. I wasn’t sure what kind of charges Jimenez was facing, but I felt compelled to do something to help him. He wasn’t some evil criminal who had set out to hurt innocent people. He was just a father and grandfather trying to make a humble living. He’d gone about it the wrong way and wound up tangled in a huge mess in the process, but I didn’t think he deserved to rot to prison for the rest of his days over something like this.

      All of that would have to wait for the moment, though. Right now, our priority was getting to this little store that we’d been told about. I laughed ruefully as I settled behind the wheel and turned the key in the ignition. Even when we were dealing with something as mundane as counterfeit goods, we somehow still found ourselves racing against the clock.

      Jimenez hadn’t known the exact address, only that it was around the corner from the flea market where he worked. He had known the address of that, so it was just a matter of looking around for a minute before I spotted the place.

      The store didn’t have a name, just a giant sign mounted up over the doors that read “FOOD AND GIFTS”. As I drove closer to park, I realized that the sign was actually made up of large, neon letters, some of which were broken. I got out of my car and waited for Holm to do the same before walking up to the door of the store.

      Stepping inside, I realized that the store was actually a bodega, stuffed to the brim with piles of stuff. It was almost overwhelming just how full the store was, jam-packed with shelves that were all overflowing with literally everything. Boxes of cereal shared shelf space with fluffy pink and red teddy bears clutching hearts that read “Happy Valentine’s Day.” A rack of sweaters obscured most of a row of potato chips. The little bodega was like a convenience store, a grocery store, and a clothing store all rolled into one chaotic lump.

      “Wecome,” a woman sitting on a chair behind the cash register called out unenthusiastically.

      I turned to look at her and found her staring down at her phone, clicking away at it with a bored, absent expression on her face. I turned to Holm and silently motioned for him to continue further into the bodega. Since she wasn’t paying attention, this was a good chance for us to find the fake goods, if there were any here. That way, she wouldn’t be able to deny that she’d bought them or try to hide them.

      Walking through the store was both dizzying and fascinating. There was a bit of everything, but no organizational system that I could make out. Food and clothes were mixed in at random with things like school notebooks and plungers. I had no idea how the owner kept any kind of inventory or how any customers ever found anything. At the same time, it was kind of interesting to just look around.

      “Jackpot,” Holm whispered as he nudged me in the side. He nodded toward a back corner of the store. When I turned to follow his gaze, the first thing my eyes landed on was a hot dog steamer plugged into the back wall, complete with slowly rotating sausages and buns. The second was shelf crammed with several different types of Karlee Beauty products.

      “Looks like she did order some after all,” Holm murmured as he walked over to the shelf. “We’ll have to ask her if anyone bought any.”

      “I doubt it,” I quipped. “I don’t think anyone could find anything in this store, especially not these, shoved all the way back here in the corner.”

      “Well, let’s hope that’s the case,” Holm whispered back as he quickly picked up all the products on the shelf. As he did, I glanced down at the price stickers stuck on the top of each one.

      “Ten bucks,” I murmured. “Didn’t Jimenez say something about them costing eighty?”

      “One of these, yeah,” Holm replied as he looked down at the armful of cosmetics in his arms. There were boxes, bottles, tubes, and little flat compacts, and though I wasn’t sure which one was the aforementioned eighty dollar one, it was pretty obvious they were all knockoffs.

      “That’s all of it,” Holm grunted as he rebalanced everything in his hands. “If nothing else, we’ve got to get rid of all this before someone buys it. You think that lady back there was the owner?”

      “Probably,” I replied with a shrug. “These tiny little corner stores are usually owned and operated by a single person.”

      “Well, then I’m sure she’s going to be thrilled when I tell her we’re seizing her merchandise,” Holm joked as the two of us made our way back to the front of the store.

      The woman sitting behind the cash register glanced up at us as we did, her face lighting up with interest as we walked over to her. She looked eager at first and opened her mouth to speak to us, but her expression quickly fell as she looked down at the massive pile of stuff Holm was holding. Her face shifted from confusion to fear in a split second as her eyes snapped from the products up to Holm’s face.

      “Hi,” Holm greeted her as he dumped everything down onto the counter in front of her.

      “What?” the woman uttered as she stared down at the cosmetics. She looked up at Holm and me again before swallowing nervously.

      “My name is Agent Marston,” I introduced myself as I reached into my pocket for my badge. “With MBLIS. This is my partner, Agent Holm.”

      Holm smiled and produced his own badge, and the woman went stiff behind the counter.

      “Sorry.” She laughed awkwardly. “No hablo ingles. No English. Sorry.”

      “What?” Holm deadpanned, his face falling. “No, don’t do that.”

      “Sorry,” the woman repeated again, and I could tell she was lying about not understanding us. She’d gone pale as a ghost the second she’d spotted those products, which meant that, at the very least, she knew that they were fakes.

      “Look,” I sighed. “We’re not here to bust you for–”

      “Hey!” a loud voice suddenly boomed from further inside the bodega.

      I was so shocked that I turned to look instinctively. Holm and I had just come from back there, and there hadn’t been another soul in the store. Then again, the bodega was so crammed full of things that I supposed it was possible we might have just missed them among all the stuff.

      The second I looked away, the woman dashed out from behind the counter and ran.

      “No!” I called out as I hurried after her. “Stop, we just want to ask you==”

      “Hey, you got a problem!?” the loud voice from before called again. When I turned back around, a scruffy-looking man was standing in one of the narrow aisles, the hood of a jacket pulled down over his eyes.

      “I got her!” Holm called out as he took of sprinting after the woman.

      “Hey!” the man screamed after him. “Leave her alone!”

      He tried to lunge past me toward Holm, but I stepped in front of him before he could take more than a few steps.

      “Get out of my way!” the man grunted, throwing a punch at me.

      I dodged out of the way, and he threw another one, then another. The man was fast, and it was obvious from the way he moved that he knew how to throw a punch. I ducked away from him and then jumped up to punch him in the jaw. He stumbled backward but at the last second reached out to grab the front of my shirt.

      He nearly dragged me down with him, but I managed to stay on my feet. Unfortunately, so did he. He growled at me and lobbed another punch my way. I went to block it, only to have him feign at the last second and hit me with his other fist instead.

      I coughed as his fist collided with my stomach, knocking the wind out of me. He grabbed me by the arm and shoved me hard into one of the shelves. A cascade of packaged food and toys rained down on me as the man ran for the exit.

      I rushed after him and managed to grab him by the back of his shirt collar just before he could reach the door. I yanked him sharply backward, causing him to choke as the fabric of his collar pressed into his throat. Then I grabbed his arm and spun him around before shoving him backward against the counter that the cash register was on. He crashed down onto it, wincing as his back struck the edge. Before he could stand up straight again, I shoved him back and then punched him in the face. The force of it caused his hood to fall off, so I was finally able to see his face.

      I was about to hit him again when I realized that I recognized him.

      “Wait…” I huffed, breathing heavily as I let him go and took a step back. He looked different than I remembered, but we’d worked with him enough times that I’d never forget his face. “Dollar Store?”
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      Holm’s shoes pounded against the cracked pavement as he rushed after the woman. She’d gotten a few seconds’ head start, but Holm was catching up to her quickly.

      “Help!” the woman screamed as she tore past the other businesses in the strip mall. “Somebody help me! Please!”

      She screeched even louder as Holm finally caught up, locking his hand around her arm in an iron grip. He noticed then that her yelling had managed to attract the attention of a few passersby. A pair of people exiting a nearby clothing store slowed to a stop to watch the altercation, as did a man just getting out of his car.

      “Stop!” Holm grunted as he tried to grab the woman’s other arm.

      She thrashed violently, though, slapping Holm away with frightfully long acrylic nails. Holm glowered at her as he tried to remain calm. He could finish this squabble quickly if he just shoved her to the ground and forced her arms behind her back. He didn’t actually want to hurt her, though. Her greatest crime, as far as they knew, was hawking knockoff lotion. She wasn’t exactly a ruthless killer that deserved to be roughed up.

      “We just need to talk about your store’s merchandise,” Holm tried to reason with her as he got a hold of her other wrist. “Look, we’re not interested in arresting shop owners, we just want to know where that stuff is coming from–”

      “Rape!” the woman screamed at the top of her lungs. “Help! He’s a molester! He wants to kill me!”

      “Hey!” the man who’d gotten out of his car a moment earlier called out. He was wearing a t-shirt with a lewd phrase splashed over the front of it, and now that Holm got a better look at him, he saw that the man was pretty burly. “I think you need to step away from her!”

      Great, Holm groaned internally. Mr. Lewd Shirt thought he was going to come and be this crazy lady’s knight in shining armor. Holm could understand why the guy would side with her, to be fair. Holm wasn’t wearing a police uniform or anything else that would indicate he was law enforcement. All these people saw was a hysterical woman being chased by a man bigger than her.

      “You need to stay back,” Holm warned as the man marched over to him. “She’s lying. I’m a–” Holm didn’t have time to finish before the man was suddenly bearing down on him, lifting his fist as he lurched toward Holm.

      “Crap!” Holm hissed as he pushed the woman away instinctively to put his arms up. He barely managed to block Lewd Shirt’s punch before the man’s behemoth fist collided with his face. Holm twisted down and out of the way to deliver a punch of his own directly to the man’s gut. The man grunted with pain as he bent over in half, coughing as he wheezed for the breath that Holm had just knocked out of him.

      Now that the big oaf was distracted, Holm looked up in search of the woman. She’d run off again and was three stores away already. Holm gritted his teeth and took off after her again, but he only made it two steps before something grabbed hold of his ankle. Holm gasped with surprise as he plummeted face-first toward the ground, only catching himself with his hands at the last second. He turned to find Lewd Shirt tightly gripping his leg.

      “You leave her alone, you freak!” Lewd Shirt snarled.

      “Hey, what’s going on?” a different man called out as he cautiously approached.

      “This guy’s a creep!” Lewd Shirt pointed an accusatory finger at Holm. “He was trying to kidnap a girl!”

      “What!?” the second guy gasped as Holm kicked himself free of Lewd Shirt’s grasp.

      “It’s true, I saw him!” a woman with bleach-blond hair shouted, hands on her hips as she glared at Holm, who was just getting back up on his feet. “He tried dragging her away!”

      Because she was under arrest! Holm thought frantically to himself. He had several sets of eyes on him now, and Lewd Shirt and the other guy were both approaching him aggressively. This was so bad. Holm had been outnumbered by goons before, but somehow, this felt worse. He had no qualms about shooting down a bunch of gangbangers, but he didn’t want to hurt civvies. Even the two idiots who were closing in on him now were only attacking him because they thought they were helping a damsel in distress.

      “Look, she was lying,” Holm tried to convince them as Lewd Shirt suddenly lunged again. Holm scurried backward, out of his reach. “She’s a suspect. I’m a federal agent! And I need to go and catch her before–” Holm stopped short, dodging out of the way as Lewd Shirt suddenly threw another punch his way. The big guy was pretty slow, and Holm probably could have kept ducking him forever if the second good samaritan hadn’t decided to run up and shove him.

      “Stop!” Holm grunted, his hand twitching toward his gun for a second. He stopped himself before he could grab it. These guys were way out of line, but they weren’t armed. Holm wasn’t going to draw his gun unless he intended to kill, and he really didn’t want to go as far as killing these guys.

      Unfortunately, the shove pushed him right back into Lewd Shirt’s path, and Holm hissed with pain as the jerk’s fist finally collided with his cheek. Holm stumbled to the side, a little dazed by the blow. Lewd Shirt went in for another hit, and Holm veered sharply to the side before hitting him in the stomach again. Like before, Lewd Shirt grunted with pain, but this time, Holm didn’t stop at just that. He pulled his fist back and then delivered a brutish punch to Lewd Shirt’s nose.

      Holm was about to hit him again when something slammed into him from behind. When he turned around, Holm realized it was actually someone, the other guy who’d come to ask what was going on. He had jumped on Holm’s back and grabbed his arm or tried to, anyway. Holm was a pretty sturdy guy, and he wasn’t about to be bowled over by some wimp in a pair of grubby sweatpants.

      Holm shoved his elbow back and easily pushed Sweatpants off his back. The scrawny guy gasped with shock as he tumbled back, ripping the sleeve of Holm’s shirt as he attempted to grab hold. Holm shoved him roughly backward, knocking him down onto his rear end. Before he could get up again, Holm quickly reached into his pocket for his badge.

      “I’m a federal agent!” Holm yelled as he shoved the badge in the man’s face, just seconds before something else barreled into him from behind again.

      This time, it was Holm’s turn to gasp with surprise as he was knocked down. Holm winced as he crashed down onto the hard sidewalk, landing directly on his elbow. Lewd Shirt grabbed the collar of Holm’s shirt and yanked him back before punching him in the face again.

      “Wait, stop!” Sweatpants called out in a panic. “Hey, man, I think he’s a cop!”

      Lewd Shirt paused at that, which gave Holm the perfect opportunity to reach back and grab Lewd Shirt’s collar. Gripping it tightly, Holm dragged Lewd Shirt down sharply and delivered a harsh headbutt to the man’s face.

      “Agh!” Lewd Shirt yelled as Holm’s forehead smashed directly into his nose.

      Holm’s forehead stung, but based on how wet Lewd Shirt’s cries sounded, he had a feeling that the big oaf was in more pain. When Holm pushed him away, his suspicions were confirmed. Lewd Shirt’s nose was twisted at an ugly angle, and blood was gushing freely from it.

      Holm jumped to his feet and looked around at the crowd. More people had gathered to watch the spectacle now, but none of them were attempting to jump Holm anymore.

      “Did he say he’s a federal agent?” someone whispered nearby, loudly enough for Holm to overhear.

      Sweatpants looked about ready to wet himself now that he knew he’d jumped a law enforcement officer. He locked gazes with Holm for just a second before turning on his heel and running off. That was the impetus that pushed everyone else to leave as well, and the crowd quickly dispersed as everyone turned their heads and walked away.

      Holm scoffed. Now they all decided to screw off? After Holm had gotten jumped by two randoms? The woman had gotten away, of course, so all Holm had to show for after the chase was a bruised up cheek and a torn shirt.

      Lewd Shirt whimpered as he got to his feet, his hair disheveled and his nose still spurting blood all over the sidewalk. Holm glowered at him as he considered whether he wanted to arrest the guy. He was well within his rights to since the man had assaulted a federal agent, after all. Holm couldn’t help but feel a bit bad, though. The man had only stepped in because that woman had baselessly accused Holm of being a kidnapper. Lewd Shirt thought he was playing hero in defending her, and Holm decided that his banged up nose and bruised ego were probably punishment enough.

      He sighed with frustration as he glanced back in the direction that the woman had run off toward. She was long gone, and everyone else was returning to their daily activities.

      “Great,” Holm muttered as he stalked off, back toward the bodega. Holm was never going to hear the end of it from Marston once he found out Holm had lost her and gotten beat up by two civvies.
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      “What the heck is going on?” I demanded to know as I shoved Dollar Store down into the chair that the woman had vacated before running out of the bodega. “What are you doing here? Why are you helping that woman? Where the heck have you been these past few months?”

      “Man, would you stop yelling?” Dollar Store groaned as he lifted a hand up to massage the side of his head. “I got a nasty hangover. Quit hollering at me like that.”

      “Okay,” I grunted with frustration, folding my arms and leaning back against the side of the checkout counter.

      Working with Dollar Store had never been easy. We could almost always count on him to give us the information we wanted, eventually, but actually getting him to cooperate was like pulling teeth. And that had been before we’d lost contact with him. The man slumped before me now looked like a completely different person. He’d lost weight, his face was gaunt and sunken, and he looked like he hadn’t had a proper shower in days.

      “Let’s start slow,” I muttered with as much patience as I could manage. “Where have you been? Nobody’s been able to contact you for a while now, and then we suddenly hear that you were involved in one of our recent cases?”

      “What?” Dollar Store’s eyebrows crinkled together as he lifted his head to look up at me. His eyes were bloodshot, and he squinted against the bright fluorescent lights of the small shop. “Nah, you got the wrong guy. I haven’t been involved in anything crazy like that.”

      “I haven’t even told you what case it was,” I shot back flatly.

      “Yeah, but I know the kinds of things MBLIS gets involved with,” Dollar Store muttered. “I’ve helped you, remember? Nah, I’ve been keeping my head down. Whatever you think I did, it wasn’t me.”

      “So you weren’t the one with the information that Frederick Mason was looking to hire a hitman?” I asked him plainly.

      Dollar Store’s eyes shot wide with realization.

      “Wait a minute,” he murmured. “Look, I– Okay, maybe that was me. But I wasn’t involved in it, you know? I heard about it and passed the information along.”

      “For a price,” I added. “Right? Because you don’t do anything for free. You never have.” I sighed and shook my head. “So, that’s where you’ve been these past few months? You decided to start selling information to the crooks instead of the cops, huh?”

      “Look man, business is business,” Dollar Store argued irritably. “And business has been rough lately. The economy’s falling apart and all. A damned jug of milk costs almost five bucks now, and I gotta eat! I’m supposed to say no to business?”

      “Lizbeth Mason is an innocent woman,” I retorted sharply. “Her husband took out a hit on her and her baby just because he didn’t want to pay child support in a divorce. You were never a saint, but I at least thought you had some standards.”

      Dollar Store hung his head and reached a hand up to scratch at the back of his head. I couldn’t see his face, but I suspected by his body language that he felt a little ashamed at what I’d just revealed.

      “Well, I didn’t know all that,” he muttered quietly.

      “I would hope not,” I spat. “But that just goes to show how stupid it is for you to work with them instead of us. I mean, seriously, what did you think was going to happen with that information? A hit is a hit. Someone innocent was going to wind up dying either way.”

      “Look, man, I already told you–” Dollar Store argued defensively.

      “Yeah, yeah,” I cut him off with a sneer. “It’s just business. Well, if you ask me, it sure as heck doesn’t look like business is going all that well for you. Just look at yourself. You look half dead, and you’re hungover in the backroom of some dingy little bodega? What are you even doing here?”

      “Lola lets me crash here sometimes.” He shrugged, still facing the floor.

      “Is she your girlfriend or something?” I asked.

      “What? No!” Dollar store grumbled. “Nah, she’s got a boyfriend. Scary dude, actually. He’d probably beat the crap out of me if he knew I was sleeping here in the store.”

      “So why is Lola letting some bum crash at her store, then?” I asked. “If the two of you aren’t romantically involved, then what benefit does she get out of this?”

      “You’ve never done a nice thing for a friend?” Dollar Store asked sarcastically as he lifted his head to look at me.

      “Don’t give me that,” I snorted. “You expect me to believe she’s letting you sleep here out of the goodness of her heart?”

      “Why not?” Dollar Store grumbled. “She’s a nice woman. Just ‘cause she’s selling some knockoff perfumes or whatever doesn’t mean she’s some crook. Who can afford all that fancy froufrou stuff, anyway? You think the folks that live around here have the money to buy Chanel? Man, who cares if somebody buys a fake? Not like it’s hurting nobody.”

      “Well, that’s where you’re wrong,” I informed him. “You think MBLIS would bother getting involved if this was just about some phony cosmetics? Women are getting hurt. Seriously hurt. Dozens of them have already landed in the hospital with severe facial burns after using creams and makeups made with who-even-knows-what! These poor women are going to have hideous scars on their faces for life because someone decided to stick dangerous chemicals in a jar and sell it as the real thing. You really think that’s no big deal?”

      Once again, Dollar Store bowed his head with shame.

      “I… I didn’t know that,” he admitted quietly before lifting his head again. “But Lola doesn’t know anything about that. There’s no way she does. Like I said, all she does is sell the stuff, she’s not the one making it! And there’s no way she would if she knew it was melting chicks’ skin off or whatever!”

      “That’s understandable,” I conceded. “Which was why we wanted to talk to her. All we’re interested in is finding out who’s manufacturing this stuff, so we can stop them. But then she ran off before we could get any information.”

      “Well, you freaked her out,” Dollar Store argued petulantly. “She probably thought you were here to bust her. The feds do that all the time, you know! I’ve seen it on the news, up in New York. They’ll go through and raid all those people that try to sell fake purses on the street.” Dollar Store shook his head. “The world’s full of murderers and rapists, and they’re out there going after folks just trying to make a living. Here in Miami, the feds mostly just look for drugs, but that don’t mean they won’t start coming after people here, too.”

      “It is a crime to sell that stuff,” I argued, though I could see his point. It did seem kind of wasteful to focus manpower on something so inconsequential. On the other hand, being too lax led to situations like the one we were dealing with now. At least in this case, people had been severely harmed when the counterfeiters had made the products using dangerous substances.

      “Aw, come on,” Dollar Store scoffed. “Who’s the one without standards now? You’ve always been a pain, Marston, but I never pegged you as someone that would screw over people just trying to get by.”

      “That’s not what this is,” I insisted. “And I already told you that we’re not interested in arresting Lola. We will have to take and destroy all that fake merch, though. Look, we only want to talk to her. If she tells us who she’s getting that stuff from–” I paused as the sound of footsteps reached my ear. I turned toward the door and was stunned to see Holm, and only Holm, trudging up to the clear glass door.

      “What happened?” I asked, shocked by his appearance as he stepped inside, causing the little bell above the door to jingle merrily.

      “I got jumped by two civvies who decided to play hero,” Holm grumbled angrily. He pouted as he trudged into the shop, reaching a hand up to touch the darkening bruise on his face.

      “What?” I asked, confused and a little amused by his response. “Where’s the woman?”

      “Is Lola okay?” Dollar Store asked, sounding genuinely concerned.

      “Oh, I’m sure she’s just fine,” Holm shot back sarcastically. “She’s probably got a whole gaggle of guys fawning over her by now.” He shook his head bitterly. “I had just caught up to her when she started screaming bloody murder. She told a bunch of random bystanders that I was a pervert that was trying to kidnap her!”

      Dollar Store busted out a laugh at that, quickly biting his lip at the glare Holm sent his way.

      “So she got away,” I guessed, and Holm nodded.

      “It was just one guy at first,” Holm grumbled. “And I managed to shake him off, but before I could go after the woman, another guy jumped in. I managed to get both of them off of me, but she was long gone by then.”

      “Yeah, that sounds like her.” Dollar Store snickered. “She’s smart, that one.”

      “I’m glad this is so funny to you,” Holm snapped at him.

      “What about the guys who jumped you?” I asked. “Did you call the cops?”

      “Nah.” Holm shrugged. “I felt kind of bad for them. I mean, in their eyes, I was some creep who was chasing a helpless woman down the street. I figured getting knocked on their backsides was enough punishment. I’m pretty sure I left the one guy with a broken nose at the end of it.” He turned his attention back to Dollar Store. “So this is where you’ve been this whole time? Holed up in some little convenience store?”

      “Hey, don’t talk about Lola’s store like that,” Dollar Store grumbled.

      “She your girlfriend or something?” Holm asked, mirroring almost the exact conversation I’d had with Dollar Store just a moment ago.

      “No!” Dollar store scoffed with exasperation. “Dang, can’t a guy just be friends with somebody?”

      “A guy, sure,” Holm snorted. “You? Not a chance.”

      “Yeah, you never did explain why she’s letting you stay here.” I rounded on him. “And don’t try to tell me it was just a friendly favor. I doubt the kind of woman who would sic two well-meaning guys on a fed is any kind of saint.”

      “I… that’s–” Dollar store stammered for a moment as he struggled to come up with another excuse. “Fine. I’m her plug, okay?”

      “You mean her drug dealer?” I raised an eyebrow at him.

      “Yeah, whatever you want to call it,” Dollar Store muttered. “She sells weed out of the store, too. Not a lot or nothing. And it’s legal in a lot of places now, you know!”

      “Yeah, but not in Florida,” I pointed out. “But not the point. Like I said, we’re not here to go after some small time store owner.”

      “Speak for yourself!” Holm huffed. “I got punched in the face twice because of her. And my shirt got ripped.” He frowned sadly at the shorn pieces of cloth and thread near his shoulder.

      “So you’re her drug dealer.” I veered us back onto the matter at hand before Holm and Dollar Store could get into it over Lola. “And she lets you stay here in exchange or something?”

      “Yeah.” Dollar Store shrugged. “Every once in a while. It’s not like I live here or anything. But I give her a discount, and she lets me crash here when I’m too wasted to get home, or when I’ve got another job nearby.”

      “And these other jobs all involve selling information to criminals?” I asked, shooting him an unimpressed glare. I shook my head. “That’s a shame.” Dollar Store had never been our friend, or even someone I liked very much, but it seemed he had fallen to a new low in the time since we’d last met with him.

      “A guy’s gotta eat,” he repeated his earlier sentiment.

      “Okay,” I relented. “So where can we find Lola?”

      “I’m not telling you!” Dollar Store scoffed indignantly. “I may be a rat, but I ain’t ratting out the one person that’s been half decent to me in the past year!”

      “I thought it was just business,” I deadpanned. “Look, if it’s money you want, then don’t worry. You’ll be compensated as an informant, so tell us where she is.”

      “You’re a hypocrite, you know that?” Dollar Store cackled mirthlessly. “You’re really gonna get on my case about selling out that chick whose husband took a hit out on her, but now you want to pay me to sell my own friend out? And you think it’s different because why? ‘Cause you’re the ‘good guys’ and we’re the ‘bad guys’?” Dollar Store shook his head. “You really think the world is that black and white?”

      I stared back at him, groaning internally. To be perfectly honest, it wasn’t like I completely disagreed with him, but now was hardly the time to have some deep, philosophical conversation about the line between good and bad. And I certainly wasn’t about to have that discussion with a hungover, half-dead looking former druggie turned informant.

      “Look, I promise we’re not after Lola. We’re not.” I turned to glare at Holm before he could insist otherwise. He pouted again and folded his arms across his chest. “We just need to ask her where she got those products. She’s our best lead right now. Without her, we won’t be able to figure out where this crap is coming from, and more innocent women might get hurt.”

      Dollar Store pursed his lips and looked away from me. His leg bounced as his gaze darted anxiously all around the shop, as though he was trying to decide what to do.

      “She lives over in Little Haiti,” Dollar Store finally broke down and admitted. “And I can give you the address, but you gotta promise you really won’t do anything to her. I know she didn’t mean to sell that dangerous stuff.”

      “As long as she doesn’t try anything stupid,” I warned, “then we really only want to speak to her.” Dollar Store looked back and forth between me and Holm for a minute, his eyes lingering on Holm in particular for a little longer.

      “I’m not going to do anything, okay?” Holm groaned. “We’ve got bigger things to deal with, anyway.”

      “Okay,” Dollar Store relented, apparently pleased enough by that answer. He gave us the exact address where Lola lived, and I quickly jotted it down on my phone.

      “Great,” I replied as I slipped my phone back into my pocket. “Now turn around. I gotta cuff you.”

      “Wait, what!?” Dollar Store exclaimed, his eyes blowing wide. “What do you mean? You’re arresting me?”

      “You assaulted me,” I shot back flatly. “And you admitted that you’ve been dealing. And you were involved in the Mason case. I still need to ask you a few questions about that, and about what else you’ve been up to these past few months.”

      “Aw, come on, are you serious right now!?” Dollar Store gaped at us. “But you said–”

      “We said we wouldn’t arrest Lola,” Holm cut him off. “We never said anything about letting you off the hook. Come on, we’re taking you back to the office.”

      “Man, you’ve gotta be kidding me!” Dollar Store grumbled as he begrudgingly turned around so I could cuff him.

      I did feel a little bit bad about it, but we really did need to have some more words with him. If he was involved in the Mason case, then it was possible he was involved in other cases as well. We couldn’t just let him walk off, not until we got a few more answers.

      Once he was secured, I marched him out of the store and toward the cars. Holm flipped the sign on the door to closed and shut it before following after us.
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      Though we were actually pretty close to where Lola lived, we had to make a quick detour back to the office first to drop off Dollar Store.

      “Come on,” he whined from the backseat of my car. He’d flopped onto his side to lie flat along the length of the seat, his face twisted into a displeased grimace. “You don’t have to do this. Just tell them I ran away or something. I’ve done it before.”

      “Tell who?” I glanced back at him through the rearview mirror. “I’m the one that wants to talk to you. You want me to lie to myself that you ran away?”

      “Man, what do you even want to know, anyway?” he grumbled angrily. “I already told you I didn’t know that hit was for some girl and her kid.”

      “Would you have still sold the information if you had known?” I asked him, genuinely curious to hear his answer.

      “No!” he replied quickly. “Of course not.” His answer sounded pretty serious, but somehow, I could sense a hint of hesitation in the way he’d spoken.

      “Are you sure?” I raised an eyebrow at him in the rearview mirror. “You said it was just business. Be honest. Would you really have cared? Or would you have taken the money, anyway?”

      “I wouldn’t–” Dollar Store started to shout back before stopping short. “I… you know what, whatever. Why do you even care, anyway?”

      He stopped talking to me then, which was fine by me. There’d be time for more questioning later, but for now, I just wanted to drop him off as quickly as I could so we could get back to finding Lola.

      “Come on,” I prompted him as I pulled up to the office and got out of the car. I was worried he might put up some resistance, but to my relief, he calmly got out of the car as I opened the door for him.

      “Can you at least take these off?” Dollar Store grumbled as he held his handcuffed fists out to me.

      “So you can throw another punch at me?” I raised an eyebrow at him. “You hit me pretty hard back there.”

      “I didn’t know it was you!” Dollar Store insisted defensively.

      “Oh, so you wouldn’t have attacked me if you’d known it was me and not some other agent?” I asked as I pushed him toward the door.

      “No,” Dollar Store replied before shaking his head. “I mean, yeah. I mean– l don’t know, okay?”

      “I’ll take them off once you’re back in holding,” I replied as I guided him over to the elevator. Holm trailed after us, fiddling with the sleeve of his shirt.

      “I have a spare change of clothes in my car,” he informed me, stopping just short of stepping into the elevator. “I’m going to go change. You got him?”

      “Yeah,” I assured him as the elevator doors closed.

      Dollar Store wasn’t resisting at all. Actually, he didn’t look particularly nervous or agitated, just a little bored. I supposed that wasn’t surprising. Dollar Store wasn’t really a bad person, and we had a history of working together. It was a shame that I was hauling him back to the office in cuffs this time, but I really did need to speak with him a bit more.

      “This way,” I prompted him as I nudged him back out of the elevator. I guided him through the bullpen, past Diane’s office, and over to the small holding area at the back of the office. Our office wasn’t a jail, so we only had a small area with a few cells where we could hold suspects for questioning before eventually turning them over to the cops to be booked into a proper jail.

      “You’re really gonna lock me up?” Dollar Store huffed at me in disbelief as I grabbed the cell keys from a desk by the entrance of the holding area.

      “Just until we get a chance to talk about those hitmen,” I replied as I unlocked the cell and motioned for him to step inside. “I’ll be back as soon as we’re done with Lola.”

      “You’re not going to arrest her, are you?” Dollar Store asked as he stepped into the cell. “She didn’t do anything. You guys just scared her coming into the shop like that. And she didn’t even attack Holm, those other guys did.”

      “Yeah, because she accused him of being a kidnapper,” I snorted as I unlocked the cuffs around his wrists. I shot him a rueful smile as I pocketed the handcuffs, and he went to sit on the edge of the small cot in the cell. “You sure there’s nothing going on between you two? You seem awfully concerned about her for just being her dealer.”

      “Nah, there’s nothing,” Dollar Store muttered, sounding a little disappointed. “I mean… she’s got a boyfriend.” He shrugged and fidgeted awkwardly, and it was clear to me that Dollar Store did care about Lola. He never denied that he liked her when I asked him, and he just reiterated that she already had a boyfriend.

      “Like we said,” I exhaled, “our goal here is to find out who’s making this stuff. We know the people selling it didn’t know it was dangerous, so, as long as she doesn’t fight us, she’ll probably get off with a slap on the wrist.”

      “You sure your partner won’t go after her for what happened?” Dollar Store mumbled as he tapped his foot nervously. “He seemed pretty mad about his shirt.”

      “Holm’s not the type to hold grudges,” I replied. “Now just stay in here for a while.”

      “Like I have a choice?” Dollar Store grumbled as he leaned back to lie on the cot.

      He rolled over and turned his face away from me, and I took that as my cue to leave. I dropped the key back into the desk as I was heading back into the bullpen. On my way out, I was confronted by Diane.

      “Did you just bring a suspect in?” she asked as she peered past me into the holding room. “Already? I’m surprised. The two of you just left a couple of hours ago.”

      “It’s not a suspect in the knockoff makeup case,” I explained. “It’s just Dollar Store.”

      “Dollar–” Diane muttered, her eyebrows crinkling together in confusion before realization hit her. “Dollar Store? What? Why did you arrest him?”

      “He’s connected to the Mason case,” I replied as I glanced back into the holding area. “I’m not sure about the details. I want to ask him more about it, but we need to go and track down this woman, Lola, first.”

      “And who is Lola?” Diane asked as the two of us walked through the bullpen and toward the entrance of the office.

      “A store owner who was selling some of the phony products,” I replied. “She might know something about where they came from, but she got spooked when she saw our badges and ran off before we could ask her anything.”

      “That’s a little suspicious.” Diane raised an eyebrow at me.

      “Yeah, no kidding,” I agreed. “Taking off at the sight of law enforcement isn’t a good sign. Dollar Store is her dealer, though, and according to him, she sells weed out of that shop of hers, so it could be that she just assumed that’s why we were there and panicked.”

      “You don’t think she has anything to do with the case?” Diane asked. “Beyond selling the stuff, I mean.”

      “No.” I shook my head. “I’m pretty sure it was just more merchandise to her. That store was full of all kinds of junk, so I don’t think there was anything nefarious about it. Our talk with the flea market seller didn’t yield much, though, so she’s our next best chance.”

      “All right,” Diane replied. “Go and speak with her, then. Um–” She frowned as she looked conspicuously around the bullpen. “Where’s Robbie?”

      “He’s changing clothes,” I replied. “In his car, I guess, if he didn’t come back up here.”

      “What happened to his clothes?” Diane shot me a befuddled look, and I snickered under my breath.

      “It’s a long story,” I replied. “I probably shouldn’t laugh about it. He’s okay, though.”

      “All right,” Diane replied a bit apprehensively. “Well, if that’s the case, then the two of you should get going. This isn’t exactly the most urgent case we’ve ever worked, but we shouldn’t dawdle around, either.”

      “Got it,” I replied, flashing her a smile as I left the office. Now that Dollar Store was taken care of, we could focus on finding Lola.

      Holm was waiting by his car when I got back to the parking lot. He was wearing a clean shirt, but the bruises on his face were still clear as day.

      “Looks like one of those guys gave you a black eye.” I grimaced as I walked over to him. It looked a little swollen already.

      “Yeah,” Holm grumbled with annoyance. “Big dumb musclehead jumped me. Punch first and ask questions later.” He rolled his eyes as he walked over to the driver’s side door. “He looked a lot worse by the end of it, though.”

      “I bet.” I laughed as I walked over to my own car. “Come on, we’re wasting daylight.”

      “Let’s go,” Holm agreed, and the two of us ducked into our cars again.

      The woman’s house was about half the distance between Miami and Hialeah, so, fortunately, the drive wasn’t quite as long as it had been to the flea market.

      Lola’s house was located in a neighborhood that wasn’t exactly a slum, but it was definitely on the rougher side. Dilapidated looking buildings were set along cracked sidewalks covered with overgrown weeds. Lola’s house in particular looked all right. It didn’t have any shattered windows, and the lawn actually looked like it had been mowed recently. As I pulled up the driveway, I thought I spotted movement in one of the windows. I tensed as I focused on the curtain, but I couldn’t see anything. As I put my car in park, I wondered if I had just imagined it.

      “This it?” I heard Holm call as I got out of my car.

      “Yeah,” I called back, still watching the window. “Be careful, I think I saw–”

      “Hey!” a deep voice called out angrily as the door burst open.

      The man who’d just stepped out of the house wasn’t armed as far as I could see. He was dressed in only a pair of sweatpants, and he puffed his chest out at us as he stomped across the driveway.

      “Is there a problem?” he asked.

      “No problem,” I replied cautiously, reaching for my badge as I slowly stepped toward him. “We just need to speak to Lola. We’re with–”

      “There’s nobody named Lola here,” the man sharply cut me off. He crossed his arms over his chest and stared us down in what I assumed was supposed to be an intimidating manner. “Why don’t you just stop right there, and keep your hands where I can see them.”

      “This is her address, though,” Holm argued simply. “Who are you?”

      “That’s none of your business,” the man snapped, his hand balling into a fist at his side. “Lola’s not here. I mean… I don’t even know anybody named Lola.” His jaw tightened at the slip, and I knew he was kicking himself.

      “She’s not in trouble,” I assured him.

      “She’s not?” Holm scoffed at me indignantly. I shot him a look, and he scowled before turning back to the man. “Yeah, she’s not in trouble. Look, my name is–”

      “I already told you there’s no Lola here!” the man yelled before Holm could finish, his voice getting louder as he stepped closer to us.

      “You need to stay right there,” I cautioned him.

      “Or what?” the man asked, squaring his shoulders at us. He was like an animal, trying to make himself look bigger and scarier. “You gonna shoot me? Huh? You gonna try to kill me like you tried to kill Lola?” He suddenly reached behind his back.

      “Stop!” I yelled, my hand flying to my firearm. I gritted my teeth as I pulled it from my holster. The middle of a residential neighborhood was possibly the worst place to have a shootout. That was precisely the reason why Holm and I had both approached the house without drawing a weapon. If this man was set on attacking us, though, we’d have no choice but to react.

      He pulled a pistol from the waistband of his sweatpants just as I did. He lifted his gun up at the same time I did, but I hesitated for just a second. We already suspected that Lola was inside, but we couldn’t be sure that there weren’t more civilians in there. The man, on the other hand, didn’t seem to have a single qualm about shooting me because his finger went straight for the trigger, and a half second later, a bang tore out across the small street.

      It hadn’t been the man who fired, though. I turned around and found Holm standing with his own gun held aloft. The bullet from Holm’s gun missed the man by just inches, crashing instead through a window of the house.

      “Crap,” I heard him hiss behind me. I gritted my teeth as I trained my gun on the man. Holm’s stray bullet had completely shattered the window, sending glass raining down over the lawn and possibly hitting whatever, or whoever, was inside. We had to be careful, lest we accidentally hit someone other than the guy with the gun.

      “Just put that down,” I pleaded, hopeful that we might be able to end this without any more shooting.

      “Stay away from Lola!” he yelled as he shot at us, pulling the trigger several times in quick succession.

      I jumped to the side, nearly tripping as I scrambled to get out of the way. Behind me, I heard Holm cry out, but I couldn’t turn to check on him. I lifted my own sidearm and shot at the man. He grunted with pain as the bullet struck him near the hip, causing him to crumple to his knees.

      He dropped the gun, and I seized the opportunity to turn and check on Holm. He had blood on his arm, but he was still on his feet and otherwise looked okay, so he must have only been grazed. When I turned back around, the man was reaching for the gun again.

      “Stop!” I yelled at the same moment that another figure appeared in the doorway of the house.

      “Get them!” Lola screamed from the doorway, her eyes crazed. “Kill them, Steve!”

      The man turned to look at her for just a second before glancing back at the gun lying in the middle of the driveway.

      “Don’t,” I warned. “Listen to me, there’s no reason anyone needs to die here.” I could see the gears turning in Steve’s head as he tried to decide what to do.

      “You’re in enough trouble as it is for shooting a federal agent,” Holm spat as he slowly walked closer to us. “Don’t make this worse for yourself.”

      “What!?” the man, Steve, suddenly uttered, his face going slack as he looked up at Holm in shock. “What did you say? Did you say you were feds!?” He snapped his head around so fast to look at Lola that it must have hurt. “They’re feds?”

      “I… uh, I–” Lola stammered, her face flushing red.

      “We tried explaining that earlier,” Holm spat, voice dripping with annoyance. “Right before you pulled a gun on us.”

      “Oh, no, no, no, are you serious?” Steve screamed at her. He turned to face us again and slowly put his hands up. “I’m not grabbing the gun, okay? I’m not resisting.” He slowly hobbled backward, away from the gun, wincing with every labored step as blood gushed from the wound on his hip. “Look, I’m sorry. I didn’t know y’all were feds. Lola told me you were a couple of thugs who were trying to shake her down at the store.”

      “Seriously?” Holm demanded flatly, glaring at Lola. “You’ve got a habit of lying, don’t you?”

      Lola just pursed her lips and stared down at the porch in embarrassment.

      “I’m sorry,” Steve muttered again, looking absolutely terrified. His shoulders were hunched up to his ears, and his hands shook. “I was just defending my woman, all right? I thought you two wanted to hurt her.”

      “We told you we only wanted to ask a few questions,” I sneered as I quickly went to grab the gun he’d dropped on the ground. Steve didn’t have anything to say to that. “Both of you put your hands up and come sit down here.” I pointed down at the porch steps. Steve and Lola both did as I instructed. Once they were both sitting, I quickly got to work getting their hands cuffed behind their backs.

      “You okay?” I called out to Holm, whose sleeve was now soaked with dark red blood.

      “Yeah,” he grumbled as he reached into his pocket with his uninjured hand. “Hurts like hell, but I’ll live. I’ll call us an ambulance.”

      I nodded as he went to use his phone. He obviously wasn’t in immediate peril, so I refocused my attention on Lola and Steve.

      Lola’s face was twisted up into an ugly scowl, as though she’d just bitten into a lemon. Steve, on the other hand, was as stiff as a board. The gunshot wound on his hip was still bleeding, and I imagined that it must hurt quite a bit, but he didn’t complain. He didn’t make any noise at all, actually, and he didn’t move a single muscle, either.

      A part of me felt bad for the guy. He was definitely a moron for running out here guns blazing like that, but just like the dopes who’d attacked Holm, he had only come at us because he thought he was protecting his girlfriend. It was admirable, in a way, that he was so ready and willing to jump to her defense. Of course, the way he’d gone about it had been extremely stupid, and he couldn’t really claim self defense considering he’d been the one to pull a gun first.

      “Ready to talk to us now?” I raised an eyebrow at Lola, who shot me a glare before looking away from me.

      “Hey,” Steve hissed at her. “Just tell him what he wants to know.”

      “What!?” Lola gaped at her boyfriend. “Are you serious? You want me to go to jail!?”

      “You told me they were a couple of creeps!” Steve snarled, getting in her face. “I shot at them! I could have killed a fed! Are you kidding me right now?”

      Lola shrank away from him, her scowl deepening.

      “So what’s the point in talking now?” she muttered angrily. “We’re already in trouble, anyway.”

      Steve’s face fell as he looked back and forth between me and Lola. A disparaged look came over him as he realized that she was right.

      “Let’s talk this over,” I suggested as I put my hands on my hips and stared down at them. I didn’t really feel like trying to force statements out of them, and I did feel a little bad for Steve, who’d been manipulated by Lola. “Look, we’ve been trying to tell you since we were back at the store that we don’t care about the weed. We’re not even all that concerned about those knockoffs now that we got them all off the shelf. What we’re really interested in is where they came from.”

      I stared at Lola expectantly, but she kept her mouth sealed shut. Maybe she thought I was lying, or maybe she was just too prideful to talk. Either way, she wasn’t giving anything up.

      “Tell him!” Steve growled impatiently, but Lola kept her mouth sealed.

      “How about this?” I suggested. “You cooperate with us, and we’ll bring you in on lesser charges. You’re not getting off completely scot-free, not after you sicced those guys on my partner and shot at us, but we can work something out. We’ll arrest Steve for simple assault. That’s a misdemeanor charge, which will be a lot better than the attempted murder charge he’ll be slapped with if you don’t cooperate.”

      “What about me?” Lola asked sullenly.

      “What!?” Steve gasped, looking genuinely hurt. “He just said he’ll lower it to a misdemeanor if you just talk to him! Are you seriously not willing to do that for me? I shot at them for you!”

      “Will I be arrested on a misdemeanor too?” Lola asked, ignoring her boyfriend.

      It was obvious to me that the woman’s number one priority was herself. Steve looked heartbroken, but that really wasn’t my business.

      “Simple assault,” I replied. “And false report of a crime, for lying to those bystanders and Steve and causing them to attack Agent Holm and then the two of us. Both are misdemeanors as well.”

      “But that’s two!” Lola protested indignantly. “That’s not fair! Steve was the one who shot you!”

      “Well, you can refuse the deal.” I shrugged. “But then you’ll be charged with inciting violence, which is a felony.” I paused to let that sink in. “Is that what you’d prefer?”

      Lola glared up at me, her mouth twisted into a discontented line.

      “Are you serious right now?” Steve hissed at her. “Quit playing!” He rolled his eyes and looked away from her and up at me. “What do you want to ask her?”

      “I didn’t say yes!” Lola screeched furiously.

      “Enough,” Holm suddenly groaned as he came stalking back over to us. “I’m tired, my arm hurts like hell, and the ambulance will be here in less than five minutes. You two have that long to answer our questions, or you’re both going to prison for shooting me.” He gestured at his injured arm with his free hand. Honestly, the wound didn’t look that bad. It had already stopped bleeding, and Holm clearly wasn’t about to faint or anything. Still, the penalties for assaulting a law enforcement officer were severe, and Holm could easily have them both locked behind bars within the hour if he wanted to.

      “Lola, come on!” Steve roared, and Lola flinched away from him.

      “Fine!” she grumbled, her shoulders rising up to her ears as she pouted. “Fine, what do you want to know?”

      “Those cosmetics we brought up to the counter earlier.” I jumped straight in. “Where did you get them?”

      “What?” Lola raised an eyebrow at me, her long, dangly earrings swaying as she cocked her head to the side. “This is seriously about the makeup? This isn’t about the weed.”

      “Shockingly, no,” Holm grunted. “But thanks for reminding us that we have yet another thing to charge you with if you don’t answer our questions already.”

      Lola shot him a sour look before continuing.

      “I get the makeup online,” she replied with a lazy shrug. “You two really don’t have anything better to do? No killers or baby snatchers or something to catch?”

      “Those cosmetics were laced with a highly caustic chemical,” I replied deadpan. “Over a dozen women have been hospitalized with severe burns all over their faces.”

      “What!?” Lola gasped, her eyes widening. “No way… But that’s not on me! I haven’t even sold any of those! I just barely put them out the other day. You were the first one that’s even touched them.”

      “Thank goodness for that,” I replied flatly.

      “Hey, man, she didn’t know none of that!” Steve jumped to her defense. “She was just trying to sell makeup or whatever. How was she supposed to know that it was dangerous?”

      “Well, she shouldn’t be selling knockoff crap in her store,” Holm muttered dryly.

      “That’s beside the point,” I interjected, sensing that Lola was about to get belligerent again. “Although Agent Holm is right, our primary concern right now is just figuring out where this stuff is coming from so we can put a stop to it.”

      “The last person we spoke to said that he met the seller out by the docks,” Holm added. “Is that how you got it as well?”

      “No.” The woman shook her head. “No, I got them in the mail.”

      “You did?” I asked, a little surprised to hear that her account was different from the guy at the flea market.

      “Yeah, they came in a regular mailing box,” Lola explained. “It was beat to crap and covered in tape, though.”

      “The other did ordered earlier, so maybe they hadn’t worked out their shipping kinks yet,” Holm suggested.

      “That makes sense,” I agreed before refocusing my attention back onto Lola. “So they came in the mail? Any chance you still have the box so we can see a return address?”

      “Yeah!” she replied excitedly, shooting to her feet.

      “Whoa!” I yelled, my hand tightening instinctively around my gun. “Stop right there.”

      “I was just going to go get the box!” Lola scoffed, rolling her eyes with annoyance.

      “Just do what they say!” Steve hissed angrily at her.

      “Let’s wait for backup to arrive,” I suggested. “Then you can show me exactly where that box is.”

      We did just that. A few minutes later, an ambulance and a police cruiser both pulled up at almost the same time. Steve was taken into custody, but before handing her over to the police, I instructed Lola to show me where the box was. She begrudgingly led me through the house and into a bedroom, at which point she motioned for me to check under the desk. Down there, I found several old shipping boxes and mailers.

      “This one?” I asked as I pulled on some gloves and lifted up the most haggard looking one. She’d mentioned that the box had arrived covered in tape, and this one looked like it had fallen apart and been stuck back together a couple of times.

      “Yeah,” she replied with a short nod. “They came in just last week.”

      “All right,” I replied as I carefully carried the box out of the house to get a bigger evidence bag. After traveling through the mail system and being touched by who knew how many hands, there was no telling if we’d be able to get any prints or DNA off of it. Still, it couldn’t hurt to try.

      I handed Lola over to the police and then met up with Holm, who was sitting on the curb by the street as one of the EMTs patched him up.

      “I really think you should head to the hospital,” the man urged Holm, who just shook his head in response.

      “Nah,” he replied. “You said yourself it’s just a small graze, right?”

      “Well, yes,” the man replied with a bit of reluctance. “But any injury, no matter how small, can become infected if not properly treated.”

      “I’ve had worse.” Holm laughed. “Honestly. Just patch me up as best you can. I promise, if I start feeling worse, I’ll go to the hospital.”

      “All right,” the man hummed, disapproval evident in his tone. “If you insist, I’ll trust your judgment, but don’t blame me if this gets infected, okay?”

      “I’ll take all the responsibility,” Holm replied, wincing as the EMT cleaned the wound out. It was raw and red, but it didn’t look too deep. “So what did you find?” Holm turned away from the EMT to look at me.

      “She had it, just like she said,” I replied as I waved the empty box at him. “I’m going to go put this in an evidence bag and then look up the address.” He nodded, and I walked to my car to grab an evidence bag out of the back. Once the box was safely stored away, I looked up the return address.

      My heart fell when I realized we’d run straight into another dead end. The return address was the address for one of the nearby marinas.

      I groaned with frustration. Odds were high that the seller had just used the marina as a phony return address, which meant we hadn’t actually made any progress. I shoved my phone back into my pocket and marched over to the police car that Lola was being placed into.

      “The return address isn’t real,” I informed her.

      She blinked blankly up at me.

      “Oh,” she uttered meekly. “Well… what do you want me to do about that?”

      “How did you contact the seller?” I asked. “Text? Phone calls?” We needed something useful.

      “On WhatsApp,” the woman replied. “You can chat with sellers on the website, but a lot of them like to use that app so they don’t get flagged for selling knockoffs. And they’ll sometimes give you discounts since they don’t have to pay fees to the website.”

      “So they use it to break the law and cheat the site?” I snorted. “That tracks. So if this is like a texting app, can you contact them in real time?” I perked up at the thought.

      “Yes?” Lola replied, sounding uncertain.

      “Contact him,” I instructed before looking up at the officer holding her arm. “Sorry, we need her to do this before you take her in.”

      “We’re not in a hurry,” the officer replied before looking over at his partner for confirmation. Neither seemed annoyed by the hold up, and I nodded with appreciation.

      “Send him a message now.” I looked back at Lola. “Tell him… that all the stuff you got from him sold out super fast and you need more. How long does he usually take to reply?”

      “I don’t know,” Lola muttered as one of the officers went to retrieve her phone. One officer each flanked her on either side as she was uncuffed so she could message the seller. “Sometimes he replies right away, sometimes the next day.”

      “Well, let’s hope he doesn’t take too long,” one of the officers remarked as he glanced down at the watch on his wrist. “We don’t really have anywhere else to be, but we can’t stay here all night, either.”

      “Well, I can’t control when he messages back!” Lola snapped, shooting the officer a glare as she clicked away at her phone.

      I watched over her shoulder as she opened up an app on her phone before pulling up a page listing her recent orders on the site. She clicked the seller’s name and then tapped on a little envelope icon displayed on the storefront page.

      “Okay…” she mumbled as she typed out a message. “Sold out, need more, bla bla bla. There. I did what you wanted.”

      “Thanks,” I replied blankly. “Hopefully, it doesn’t take too–”

      “He’s writing back already,” Lola interrupted. When I looked back at the screen, three little dots were displayed on the bottom, left-hand corner. “‘Next shipment will arrive in two weeks. I will send it then.’”

      “Two weeks?” I exclaimed as I read the message with my own eyes.

      “What’s going on?” Holm asked as he came to stand beside me.

      “We got in contact with the seller,” I explained. “We should have asked Jimenez to do this. Except he didn’t have his phone, so I guess it doesn’t matter that we didn’t think to ask. The point, though, is that he says the next shipment won’t be arriving for two weeks.”

      “Arriving?” Holm repeated with a frown. “Arriving where? Here? Jimenez mentioned that he met that guy in a port here in Florida. Does that mean he’s en route right now?”

      “Let’s ask him,” I suggested as I turned back to Lola. “Ask him what he means. Why can’t he just mail it to you from wherever he is?”

      “Fine,” Lola grumbled as she tapped away. This time, it took longer for a reply to come in. The three dots lingered for a long time before a response finally appeared.

      “‘I’m on a boat,’” Lola read out loud. “‘I have the products. I will contact you when I am able to send them.’ Looks like the little guy was right.” She looked straight at Holm, who physically recoiled at her words.

      “Little guy!?” he uttered at her in disbelief, and I couldn’t contain the snicker that escaped from my throat. Holm was maybe an inch or two shorter than I was, but he was by no means “little.” In fact, he was probably the stockier out of the two of us, though that bulkiness did make him seem a little more square by comparison. Lola was probably just trying to get a rise out of him.

      “Ignore her,” I urged him. “Point is, we have something now. We know that the product is on its way here, along with this seller, whoever he is. If it’s going to be another two weeks before he arrives, then he must be on a freighter. Nothing else moves slow enough to take that long.”

      “A cargo boat would make sense, too,” Holm added. “A lot of them come from other countries, and it would be easy to sneak a few packages of fake goods among all the other legit stuff.”

      “Right,” I agreed. “All we have to do is figure out which freighters are scheduled to arrive in Florida two weeks from now, and we’ll be able to narrow this down.”
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      Robbie had felt pretty confident about their odds. Like Marston had said, all they had to do now was figure out which ships were due to arrive to Florida within the next two weeks. As it turned out, however, that criteria hardly narrowed the results down at all. Between Jacksonville and Miami, with Jacksonville having the larger quantity, over a dozen ships were scheduled to arrive approximately two weeks from then, and even those arrival dates were only an estimation. From what Marston had read, backups were common, so they couldn’t even know exactly which day the ship with the goods might arrive.

      After handing Lola and her boyfriend over to the police, Marston and Robbie had returned to the office. There, they’d headed straight over to see Agents Price and Rivers in the Cyber Crimes department. That’s where they’d been for the past couple of hours as Rivers and Price tried to narrow the search down.

      “You sure you don’t have any other details we could narrow the search down with?” Price asked, twirling a pencil between her fingers. “The country it’s registered under?”

      “How would they know that?” Rivers raised an eyebrow at her.

      “Just trying to come up with something that might help us,” Price quipped back sharply.

      I blinked at them in surprise. I didn’t think I’d ever seen the usually laid-back Price look annoyed, and Rivers didn’t look all that happy either. Were they fighting?

      “No,” I spoke up before the weird tension could grow more pronounced. “The seller really didn’t say much when we contacted him. Just mentioned that he was on a boat and would be here with the counterfeit merch in two weeks.”

      “I wonder if there’s a way we could trick him into mentioning it,” Price murmured as she looked over at the end of her desk. An evidence bag containing Lola’s phone was set there. “We could message him again.”

      “We could,” Rivers replied. “But it’s not like we can just come out and ask him for information about the ship. That’s bound to make him suspicious.”

      “Yeah,” Price grumbled, her eyes narrowing in thought. “Maybe there’s a different way we can find out which boat it is. Not with messages but via a call.”

      “You think we should call him?” Robbie balked at her. “That’ll seem even more suspicious than asking him stuff about the ship!”

      “Not if he doesn’t realize that we’re calling him,” Price shot back.

      “What?” I asked, my eyebrows furrowing together in confusion. “How would he not know?”

      “We could hack into his phone,” Price replied, speaking faster as she grew more excited by whatever idea she had brewing in her head. “Okay, hear me out. This guy is obviously using internet calling as opposed to normal cell phone service to send these messages.”

      “How do you know that?” Robbie asked.

      “A few reasons,” Price explained as she pushed her long hair back out of her face. “First was the fact that he’s using an app. Most apps utilize the internet for making calls and sending messages, unlike normal calls and texts which require cell service. But on top of that, he said he was out on a boat in the middle of the ocean, which means he can’t have any cell service, anyway.”

      “So he’s using the internet to send messages,” I surmised. “How does that help us find him?”

      “Oh, Ethan,” she crooned, shaking her head with a grin. “How naïve. I think you’d be surprised, no, horrified, if you knew just how easy it is to find people on the internet these days. People leave more of a digital footprint than they realize, and all it takes is a little bit of info for the right person to track anyone down.”

      “And you can track down the perp?” Robbie asked, a little perturbed by what she’d just said.

      “Maybe,” Price replied shortly. “If I can figure out what IP address he’s messaging from, I could potentially use that to track him down.”

      “Great!” Robbie exclaimed. “So how do we figure out what his IP thing is?”

      “That’s the tricky part,” Rivers cut in. “But if I’m thinking what Price is thinking, it’s possible. Maybe.”

      “It’s totally possible!” Price insisted. “All we need to do is keep the call going while we run a program to trace the IP. Kind of like a regular call trace, just different technology.”

      “Okay,” Marston replied uneasily. “That sounds fine in theory, but it still leaves us with the issue of actually getting him one the phone, and for long enough for you to do the trace at that.”

      “I might have a solution to that,” Price replied, her eyes shining with excitement. “Remember how I said it could work as long as he doesn’t know that he’s being called? Well, if I can hack into his phone, I can control it remotely and answer the call from here. So we would call his phone, I would answer automatically, before the perp even noticed it was ringing, and then we would just leave the call going for as long as we needed to.”

      “That sounds like a plan,” Robbie murmured, his interest piqued by the idea. He’d never been all that interested in the internet, but he had to admit that it was fascinating, and a bit scary, just how much someone could do with the right programs. “And you can hack into his phone?”

      “That’s the trickier part,” Price grumbled. “I can make a virus easily enough.”

      “You can what!?” Rivers turned to look at her in shock. “You can’t do that! That’s… literally illegal.”

      “Well…” Price hummed, averting her gaze from Rivers and looking off in the other direction. “I mean sure, technically, it is, but it’s still a gray area!”

      “It’s not,” Rivers deadpanned back.

      “Look, do you want to find this guy or not?” Price huffed as she looked back and forth between Marston, Rivers, and Robbie. “It’s not like we’re going to use it to steal people’s information or drain their bank accounts or something. Just a little program that will automatically download itself onto the perp’s phone and grant me remote access.”

      “That’s like the most illegal kind of virus you can make!” Rivers griped.

      “Okay, well, cover your ears or something if you don’t want to hear it,” Price groused at him. “I’m just trying to do something to help us with this case! Trying is better than just sitting around and doing nothing!” Once again, a strange feeling of discord sparked between them.

      “How will you get the virus into his phone?” Marston cut in, forcefully pulling everyone’s attention back to the matter at hand. It seemed obvious to Robbie that something was off between the two of them, and it was clear that Marston had noticed it as well.

      “I’ll just message it to him,” Price replied, biting her lip. “I’ll have to think of a message that’ll entice him enough that he actually opens it, though. If he ignores it or something, then the whole plan falls apart.” She pursed her lips and tapped on her chin with her finger. “I don’t know. I’ll think about it tonight as I’m writing the virus.” She smiled apologetically at Marston and Robbie. “Sorry, but it’s going to take me a day or so to actually write up the virus and get everything ready for a trace.”

      “Well, one more day is a lot better than having to wait an entire two weeks,” Robbie remarked with a shrug.

      “I agree,” Marston replied. “It’s late, anyway, so we should call it a night. We can regroup tomorrow morning and hash things out then.”

      “Sounds good to me,” Price replied.

      “Yeah, me too,” Rivers grumbled. I half expected one of them to get up and stalk away considering how annoyed they both looked with the other. Neither of them did, though, so Robbie and I ended up leaving the both of them alone in their office.

      “Hey,” Robbie muttered a minute later as the two of them were heading out into the parking lot. “Did it seem to you like the two of them were–?”

      “Weirdly passive aggressive?” Marston finished. “Yeah.”

      “Huh… wonder what’s up with that,” Robbie murmured, an uncomfortable feeling swirling in the pit of his stomach.

      “Probably nothing,” Marston replied, looking a little caught of guard. “They spend all day working together. They probably just had an argument.”

      “Yeah,” Robbie grumbled, still sounding a little apprehensive. “You don’t think Rivers would ever… two-time Bonnie or anything, right?”

      “What?” Marston blinked at him in surprise.

      He looked confounded, like the thought had never even occurred to him, which somewhat surprised Robbie. The tension between the two of them had been palpable, so there was obviously something going on. And Bonnie was his friend.

      “I don’t think so,” Marston replied after taking a moment to think about it. “Rivers doesn’t seem like a bad guy. He’s almost too dorky to do something messed up like that. And Price is a… free spirit, I guess you could say, but I don’t see her ever doing that to Bonnie.”

      “Yeah.” Robbie nodded firmly in agreement, feeling relieved by his partner’s rational words. “Yeah, you’re right. They were probably fighting over work or something.”

      “That much I’ll agree with,” Marston replied with a nod. “There was some weird atmosphere in there. Anyway, you want to hit up Mike’s before going home?”

      “Sure,” Robbie agreed. “I could use a drink after today.” He raised his bandaged arm up, wincing a little as he went to climb into his car. The EMT had patched him up, but the pain was still there. A couple of after work beers would help to take the edge off.

      “I bet.” Marston laughed as he climbed into his own.

      Robbie frowned as he went to put the key into the ignition. There was something nagging at the back of his mind, like there was something he’d forgotten to do. They’d left a little early since they were pretty much stuck until Price made that virus. It felt weird to even think that, especially with how aghast Rivers had sounded at the idea. Spreading viruses was the kind of thing the bad guys did, and MBLIS wasn’t the bad guys.

      Then again, Robbie wasn’t naïve. He knew the world wasn’t black and white, and that sometimes doing something bad could lead to something good. Was it really so awful if they bent the law with this virus if it meant they’d be able to keep any more innocent women from getting hurt?

      Robbie shook his head. Getting into moral quandaries was above his paygrade. He was probably just feeling a little uneasy because of the sketchy measures they were taking.

      He couldn’t wait to get that drink.
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      Mike’s bar was noisier than usual. As Holm and I stepped inside a little while after leaving the office, my eyes were immediately drawn to a large group situated near the back of the bar. They’d shoved four tables together and were all talking and laughing loudly. Their good cheer was infectious, and I found myself smiling without meaning to as Holm and I headed over to the bar.

      “What’s going on over there?” I asked as I slid onto one of the stools.

      “Oh, hey, you two,” Mike greeted us with a grin as he finished prepping someone else’s order. “I was just wondering when you’d be stopping by again.”

      “You missed us that much?” Holm joked, smiling up at him.

      “Don’t flatter yourself,” Mike joked back. “It’s just that you two seem to bring trouble along with you whenever you visit. Dang near got myself shot last time, remember?”

      “Yeah, but I saved you,” Holm replied smugly. “That was pretty quick thinking with that stool, right?” He nodded over at the stool in question, which was now looking much worse for wear.

      “Isn’t this the second time that stool’s been shot?” I raised an eyebrow at Mike. “Don’t you think you ought to replace it? Too hard up for money to be able to afford decent furniture, huh, Mike?”

      “Don’t get smart with me.” Mike laughed. “If I wanted for money, which I’m not, thank you very much, it’d be because of you two. I’m going to start charging the two of you full price one of these days.”

      “Then we’d have to find some other grubby dive to drink at,” Holm warned, earning himself a flick to the forehead. “Ow!”

      “That’s what you get for being smart.” Mike laughed again. “And you two know you’d never find another bartender willing to put up with the two of you.”

      “Why not?” I frowned at him in mock offense. “It’s not like we’re bad customers. We don’t get wasted beyond all reason.” The group taking up half the bar suddenly roared with laughter at something. “And we’re not loud. Not that loud, anyway.”

      “Yeah, what’s happening there?” Holm asked, eyeing the group curiously.

      “Eh, graduation party, I think,” Mike replied. “They’re loud, but they’re tipping my girls well and haven’t made a mess, so they’re fine by me.”

      “That explains why there’s so many of them,” I murmured as I glanced over at the group. Mike’s reminder of what had happened the last time Holm and I were here had set me on edge. Hopefully, nobody threw any punches or drew any weapons tonight.

      “So you two are off early, huh?” Mike asked, setting his hands down flat on the bar top. “What’ll you have on this slow work day?”

      “Scotch,” Holm replied flatly. “Straight. No, on the rocks.”

      “Heineken for me,” I muttered as I threw Holm a slightly puzzled look. “Wow, you really did need a drink.”

      “I got shot today,” Holm retorted as Mike got to work getting our drinks.

      “Again?” Mike asked. “Well, I guess it’s not surprising given the line of work you two are in. But wow, seems like you’re getting yourself scraped up a lot more than usual lately, or is that just my imagination?”

      “I was actually thinking the same thing not that long ago,” Holm grumbled. “Feels like someone put a bad luck curse on me or something.”

      “Maybe it was that voodoo doll,” I mentioned offhandedly, and Holm froze with his glass halfway up to his lips to look at me.

      “The what?” he uttered.

      “You know, that weird little voodoo doll that Madame what-was-her-name gave us,” I replied. “In New Orleans, back when we were still investigating the Hollands.”

      “Oh, right,” Holm murmured, his face twisting into a perturbed grimace. “You kept that thing?”

      “Yeah,” I replied with a shrug. “I just tossed it in my travel bag and forgot about it for a while, to be honest. Now that I think about it, I can’t remember the last time I saw it.” I stared down at my own glass as I tried to recall the last time I’d seen the creepy little thing. “It must have gotten destroyed with everything else back when Viper wrecked my boat.”

      “Oh, awesome,” Holm scoffed. “So it’s missing? The evil, cursed doll we got from a witch in New Orleans just mysteriously disappeared?”

      “I don’t think she was a witch,” I grumbled. “I’m pretty sure she was just a fortune teller. And I’m pretty sure that was all just a bunch of crap anyway, so…” I shrugged before taking a drink from my beer.

      “Semantics,” Holm shot back. “And I don’t know about you, but I thought she was spooky. It was like she knew stuff whenever we talked to her.”

      “Yeah, ‘cause she was working with the perp,” I shot back. “Holm, voodoo curses aren’t real. I was just joking.”

      “Well, something is causing me to have all these near-death experiences!” Holm insisted as he took another long swig of his drink, wincing as it went down. “And how can you say voodoo isn’t real when we saw living zombies–?”

      “Oh, not the zombies again,” I groaned before shooting Holm a wry look. “They weren’t zombies. They were drugged with a flesh-eating compound.”

      “That sounds worse than zombies to me,” Mike remarked with a small shake of his head. “Oh, speaking of flesh getting eaten, you two hear about that face cream that caused a bunch of women’s faces to get all burnt?”

      I paused as I was going for my glass again.

      “What did you hear about that?” I asked curiously.

      “Just that some of the victims were thinking of suing the company.” Mike shrugged. “They should, if you ask me. People use that as a terrorism tactic, throwing acid on women’s faces and such. It’s not exactly the same thing, but I bet those women who are all scarred up now see it the same way.”

      “They’re going after the wrong people,” I muttered. “The stuff that caused those burns was a knockoff product. That’s actually the case we’re working right now.”

      “Yeah,” Holm added. “Someone overseas whipped up a bunch of counterfeit versions of this fancy brand’s makeup, and it made its way over here. We’re still looking into what’s actually in it, but whatever they used to make it is what’s causing these burns.”

      “No kidding?” Mike blinked at me in surprise. “Wow, I gotta say, I’ve heard of fake Rolexes, but never fake makeup. I guess I’m not surprised, though. I took a girl out shopping on a date once, that stuff is expensive!” He shook his head again. “Still, it’s one thing to make a knockoff, but it’s another thing to make a dangerous knockoff that burns people. You sure this isn’t some kind of planned attack?”

      “We’re not sure of much at the moment,” I admitted. “Only that this stuff is coming into the US by boat. But based on what we’ve heard from the people who have unwittingly sold it, I don’t think there’s anything nefarious going on here. If they had a specific target or goal, then the manufacturer wouldn’t just rely on random people to buy it over the internet. Honestly, I think someone just threw whatever they had on hand into a jar, slapped a fake label on it, and called it good.”

      “That almost makes it worse,” Mike grumbled, his eyebrows knitting together. “So all those women got hurt for no reason? Just because whoever made it was careless?”

      “Well, it’s not like the people who make these knockoffs for pennies are going to put much thought into safety and quality,” Holm snorted. “I guess when you look at it that way, it makes sense that the real stuff costs so much. Gotta make sure none of your ingredients are going to maim somebody.” He finished off his glass before setting it back on the bar top. “And now that poor company is going to lose millions when people panic and stop buying their products even though they didn’t even do anything wrong.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed with a frown. “Though, obviously, the real victims are those women. Businesses can take out loans and bounce back, but most scars stay with you forever. I can’t imagine that chemical burns will heal very neatly.”

      “It’s a shame that the real company will end up paying for it,” Mike noted. “I don’t think the news clip I saw mentioned anything about the products being fake.”

      “There’s probably a lot of misinformation going around,” I replied. “We only just started investigating today after taking over from the FBI. It’s possible that the victims haven’t been informed yet that what they used were knockoff products, so it makes sense that they would jump straight to blaming the real company.”

      “Does it?” Holm cocked his head at me. “I don’t know. Remember those products we saw at the bodega? They were on sale for only ten dollars when the real stuff costs almost a hundred. They had to have known it was fake, right?”

      “Not if the seller was dishonest,” Mike offered. “Think about it. There are a lot of shady people in this world. Who’s to say that some jerk didn’t buy the fake stuff and try to pass it off as real by charging the original price?”

      “Good point,” I murmured. “Lola at least was honest that it was a knockoff and priced it accordingly, but you’re right.”

      “That company is toast,” Holm noted with a shake of his head. “Even after things get cleared up, I’m sure their reputation will never be the same. Some people might think it’s a cover story, or they might never hear the truth at all. They’ll only remember the news segment they saw about how Karlee Makeup left burns on a bunch of women’s faces.”

      “Nothing scarier than the court of public opinion,” I muttered. “You can be totally innocent and still have your life ruined.”

      “Looks like you two have got your work cut out for you, then,” Mike replied as he went to pour Holm another scotch. “Hopefully, the damage to their reputation won’t take too much of a beating if this all gets cleared up soon. Is that how you got shot?” He nodded at Holm. “I wouldn’t have imagined that looking into a knockoff makeup ring would be all that dangerous, but I guess I was wrong.”

      “This was courtesy of Lola’s boyfriend,” Holm grumbled, his face settling into an annoyed scowl as he took the glass from Mike. “Lola being the woman who was selling the stuff for ten bucks a pop. We got a lead that she had the phony products stocked in her store, and when we went to ask her about it, she took off.”

      “Really?” Mike asked, his voice tinged with surprise. “I wouldn’t have thought it was that serious. I mean sure, it’s not legal, but it’s not like you were going to drag her off to jail, right? That’s more of a ‘paying a fine’ kind of crime, isn’t it?”

      “Usually,” I replied. “Except Lola was also selling weed out of her store. And when we rocked up, that’s what she assumed we were there for.”

      “Ah.” Mike nodded in understanding. “Well, you know what they say about assuming. She went and ratted herself out by jumping the gun.”

      “Yeah,” Holm replied. “We ended up going to speak to her at her house, but when we got there, her boyfriend came out guns blazing. Or, well, a singular gun blazing.”

      “Wow.” Mike snickered. “So this really is more dangerous than it seems. Crazy world, these days. Too many people too eager to pull that trigger.”

      “Well, Lola lied to him,” I explained. “Apparently, she ran to him crying that we were a couple of thugs who were threatening her. When you look at it that way, he was just trying to defend her.” I paused to take a sip of my drink. “You’re not wrong, though. Brandishing a gun that carelessly is stupid no matter what the situation.”

      “Yeah, Lola’s a real piece of work,” Holm muttered, his eyebrows scrunching together again into a scowl. “She lied to a couple of randoms, too. While I was chasing her down, she screamed to a bunch of civilian bystanders that I was trying to kidnap her. So then these two morons jumped me.”

      “Sounds like she outmaneuvered the both of you.” Mike grinned, obviously holding back a laugh.

      “It’s not funny!” Holm protested. “I got beat up and shot because of her! She just has to bat her eyelashes and play the helpless damsel, and she has guys running to be her knight in shining armor!”

      “That’s true,” I agreed as I finished off my beer. “Even Dollar Store–” I froze as an ice-cold wave rushed over me, like I’d suddenly been hit by a bucket of water. “Oh, no.”

      “What?” Mike asked. I turned to look at Holm and found that he was already staring back at me, his eyes wide.

      “That’s what I forgot,” Holm mumbled sheepishly.

      “What!?” Mike asked again, growing increasingly confused by our vague back and forth.

      “We forgot Dollar Store,” I explained as I hopped off the stool. “He’s in one of the holding cells. We meant go back and speak to him about our last case–”

      “It totally slipped my mind once we got to talking with Rivers and Price about the virus,” Holm interjected.

      “You left a suspect at the office?” Mike cackled, clutching at the front of his shirt as he laughed.

      “He’s locked up,” I replied defensively. “It’s not like he can go anywhere or cause any damage.”

      “And we barely even use those cells!” Holm added, his face the color of a ripe tomato. “Most of our cases take us out of the country, so we’re hardly ever in Miami long enough to arrest anyone!”

      “Maybe practice that explanation before you give it to Diane,” Mike replied, still chortling at the situation.

      “Come on,” I urged Holm, and the two of us rushed out of the bar and back to our cars. “Here, I’ll drive.” I’d only had one beer, but Holm had gone through the better part of two glasses of whiskey before we remembered about Dollar Store.

      “Coming,” Holm agreed without protest, and we both climbed into my car to head back to the office.

      “Dollar Store is going to sue us for forgetting him in there,” Holm grumbled as I started the car and pulled away from the curb. “Won’t that be a weird turn of events?”

      “Technically, we’re allowed to hold him for up to forty-eight hours for questioning,” I countered, spurring a laugh out of Holm.

      “Sure, but I’m pretty sure we’re not supposed to just lock them up and forget about them,” Holm replied. “You think anyone noticed?”

      “That he was still there, or that we left without talking to him?” I asked.

      “Either,” Holm muttered.

      “If they did, I’d think somebody would have called us by now,” I replied, and Holm nodded in agreement.

      “How mad do you think Diane would have been if she showed up tomorrow morning and found out he’d been there alone all night?” he asked.

      “This is hardly the worst thing we’ve done,” I replied flatly. “Especially considering it’s Dollar Store we’re talking about. He might be a snitch for both sides now, but he’s not stupid, and not really malicious, either. I doubt he’d do anything to the office. He’s probably asleep and totally unaware we left.”

      “Well, you’re right about that last part,” Holm hummed in agreement. “Not sure I would say he’s harmless, though. I mean the entire reason we hauled him in is because he’s connected to the Mason case, remember? He’s obviously running with some dangerous people now if he has intel on hitmen. It’s been a long time since we’ve seen him. Who knows what he got up to?”

      “Yeah, you’re not wrong about that,” I murmured, feeling a little disappointed. It wasn’t like I ever expected much out of Dollar Store, but it was still disheartening to see how far he’d fallen.

      “Oh, no,” Holm groaned several minutes later as we pulled up to the office building. It was completely dark, which meant everyone was gone for the night.

      “Maybe we should be concerned that nobody noticed Dollar Store was still here,” I noted as the two of us climbed out of the car. “Part of our jobs as agents is being vigilant and noticing small details. We all managed to overlook a whole person.”

      “Like I said to Mike,” Holm grumbled as we stepped inside and made our way toward the stairwell, “we hardly ever use those holding cells since most of our missions take us out to the Caribbean or to Mexico. Nobody had any business being back there except for us.”

      “Good point,” I replied as we made it up to the second floor.

      This really was all on Holm and me, and I supposed it was lucky that this had happened with someone like Dollar Store. Heck, maybe the fact that we really didn’t see him as a threat was the reason we’d forgotten about him. I couldn’t imagine us making the same mistake with someone like Hariska.

      “Hey,” Holm suddenly hissed just as we were about to step into the bullpen. He shot his arm out, clutching my arm with his hand to stop me from moving forward. “Someone’s in Diane’s office.”

      He nodded jerkily toward the end of the bullpen where Diane’s office was. It was dark, but there was a harsh blue glow shining from the corner.

      “That’s not Diane,” I whispered as Holm and I ducked low to the floor, though I suspected that Holm already knew that. It wasn’t unlike Diane to stay late and arrive early, but I’d never known her to work in her office with all the lights off like that.

      “Looks like someone is on her computer,” Holm whispered back. I squinted, and the bluish glow formed into the faint shape of a laptop. A shadowy figure started to come into view as my eyes adjusted to the darkness.

      “Who is that?” Holm whispered as we both crept silently along the side of the bullpen, staying low and ducking behind desks to stay out of sight.

      “I’m not sure–” I muttered as we got closer. Then, just as we rounded the last row of desks, the figure shifted back ever so slightly, and the weak beams of moonlight that managed to float their way into the office shone directly on her face.

      It was Anya Hariska.
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      My immediate impulse was to jump up and confront her, and every muscle in my body tensed as I held myself back. As tempting as it was to just stand and shoot her for everything she’d done, I needed to be smart about this. On the other hand, it wasn’t like we had a lot of time on our hands. We had no idea what she was doing or how long she’d be here.

      I turned to look at Holm, and he nodded silently at me. I knew what he wanted to say without having to hear him say it. A second later, the two of us both jumped to our feet and rushed toward the office.

      “Don’t move!” I growled as I yanked my sidearm out of its holster. Holm did the same beside me, and in an instant, the two of us were standing in the doorway to Diane’s office, completely blocking off Hariska’s only form of exit. She jumped a little as she looked up at us, accidentally knocking a few things off of Diane’s desk as she stumbled backward. It was obvious that she recognized us right away because a sly smile crept onto her face as she straightened her posture back up.

      “Agent Marston.” She spat my name like it was a curse word, her eyes narrowing into hateful slits. “And Agent Holm. What a surprise. I made sure to wait until everyone had left, and yet here you two are, skulking around in the office after closing.” She grinned as she slowly stepped out from around the desk. “Up to something?”

      “Stay right there,” I warned, my hands flexing around my pistol as I carefully watched her.

      “Or what?” Hariska asked, pouting cynically up at me and Holm. “Are you going to shoot me? That seems pretty aggressive, don’t you think? I mean… I’m not even armed or anything!”

      “Spare us,” Holm scoffed with disgust. “You’re lucky we don’t shoot you down right now. We both know how dangerous you are.”

      “Then why don’t you do it?” she taunted, her eyes wild. There was something disturbing about her eyes, and the way they widened so that the whites were visible around the irises. She looked crazy, or high, or maybe both.

      No, I quickly decided. Hariska was smart. She wouldn’t do something as careless as showing up here while intoxicated. Whatever madness was in her eyes was purely her.

      “You’re really messing this all up for me,” she grumbled, that crazed look still in her eyes. “I had it all so nicely planned out. I don’t want to kill you two yet.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?” I spat, annoyance and apprehension welling inside me.

      “No, things aren’t perfect yet,” she went on as though she hadn’t even heard me. “It wouldn’t be any fun to just get rid of you here with no one else around. And you two don’t deserve a death that easy.”

      “Yeah, all right,” Holm grunted as he took a step toward her. “Keep rambling about your crazy master plan or whatever, but put your hands up. Now.” He raised his gun just a little higher, and Hariska narrowed her eyes at him for just a second before smiling sweetly and doing as he’d asked. Once her hands were up, Holm quickly walked toward her.

      “Wait!” I yelled as Holm moved to circle around her. I wasn’t sure why, but I suddenly had a bad feeling. Maybe it was the subtle way that her expression suddenly changed, but something in my gut made the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end.

      I was too late, though. The second that Holm lowered his gun to reach for a set of cuffs, Hariska spun on her heel. She jabbed Holm in the neck with a taser I hadn’t even seen her grab. In the blink of an eye, it was suddenly in her hand and being jabbed into my partner’s neck.

      Holm made a strained gasping noise, his entire body going as stiff as a board before he fell hard to the ground.

      “Holm!” I shouted before forcing myself to tear my eyes away from him. I still had Hariska to deal with, so checking on Holm would have to wait.

      I aimed my gun, fully intending to shoot her, when something slammed into the back of my head. Pain tore through my skull, and stars danced in my vision as my field of view became dark. I felt a wave of nausea course through me, and I doubled over in pain.

      I barely registered when Hariska suddenly rushed past me, shoving me out of the way of the door and nearly knocking me to the ground.

      “It’s about time,” she snapped at whoever had just hit me.

      I tried to blink the dizziness out of my eyes as I turned to look at him. It was a man, I thought, though I couldn’t see his face. He was taller than Hariska and wearing a hoodie with the hood up to obscure his features. Then I realized there was another guy slightly behind him. The other man wasn’t covering his face at all. He was dressed in a plain t-shirt and clutching something in his hand.

      “Careful!” Hariska suddenly snapped, her hand balling into a fist. “Don’t hit him too hard, or you’ll kill him!”

      My head throbbed. She’d mentioned a second ago that she didn’t want us to die “yet,” and now she was scolding one of her goons for nearly knocking me out. What exactly was she planning? Considering everything she’d done, I would have thought she would jump at the opportunity to kill us. With Holm out and me barely able to see straight, this would have been the perfect opportunity, so why wasn’t she taking it?

      “Did you get it?” I heard Hariska ask as I lifted my gun to shoot.

      “Careful!” one of the guys yelled as he rushed to shove Hariska out of the way, accidentally stepping into the path of the bullet in the process.

      “Oh!” Hariska yelped, giggling a little as she looked down at the fallen goon. “That was close, wasn’t it? Ugh…I think he’s a goner.”

      “Should we just leave him?” the remaining intruder asked, and Hariska nodded.

      “Yeah,” she crooned. “Let’s get out of here. We got what we needed. I do wish I’d have a little more time to snoop through Diane’s stuff, but I can work with what I have.”

      “Hey!” I shouted before lifting my gun to shoot again.

      I pulled the trigger, but both of them ducked away from the blast, running off in opposite directions and away from Diane’s office. My blood boiled as I chased after them. Hariska spoke like this was all just a game to her. She didn’t even seem to care that her little crony was dead.

      I ran after her, trying to aim as I rushed to catch up. The worst of the dizziness had passed, but it was still difficult for me to focus.

      I fired again, but my shot missed, and the bullet struck a laptop someone had left open on their desk.

      “What the hell did I hire you for!?” Hariska turned to scream at the remaining thug.

      The man stopped in his tracks and turned to look at me. He was standing on the opposite side of the bullpen, with several rows of desks between us. Then, suddenly, he was rushing at me.

      I didn’t want to take my eyes off Hariska, but I had the more immediate threat of this huge guy bearing down on me now, so I had no choice but to swing my gun over to him. Before I could fire, though, the goon suddenly reached down and lifted an entire desk off the floor. I barely had time to scramble out of the way as he hurled it toward me.

      “Just make sure you don’t kill him!” Hariska called out before turning on her heel and running away.

      I gritted my teeth as I watched her go, but I didn’t have much time to focus on her before another desk was being lobbed my way. I tried to dodge this one as well, but my dizziness combined with the low light in the bullpen caused me to bump into one of the other desks, and the one that the goon threw struck me in the shoulder, knocking my gun from my hand and bowling me over.

      He rushed up to me as I hit the floor, probably intending to kick me now that I was down. I waited until he was practically on top of me before rolling to the side, shooting my arms out to catch him around the knees. He made a stuttering, gasping noise as he lost his balance and fumbled to the floor of the office.

      I frantically searched the bullpen floor for my fallen sidearm. I’d dropped it when that desk slammed into me, but it couldn’t have gone far. Before I could locate it, though, the guy was rearing back toward me, his fist flying through the air. I scrambled out of the way, my head still spinning slightly. I punched him, my knuckles connecting with the side of his cheek, but the man barely flinched. He pulled his leg in before kicking at me, striking me hard in the stomach.

      The blow made the nausea I was already feeling worse, and I winced as I doubled over in pain, nearly retching all over the carpet. The goon didn’t let up and punched me again, this time managing to land a hit. I fell backward and tried to ward him away, blood rushing through my ears as I did my best to block the onslaught of blows with my arms. Hariska had told him not to kill me, but the man either forgot or didn’t care because he wasn’t pulling his punches a bit.

      I gritted my teeth and wondered if Holm was up yet. The taser would have knocked him onto his back right away, but the effects of the stun would usually wear off within a few minutes. How long had it been since I’d come chasing after them? I wasn’t sure, and I couldn’t think straight with this buffoon on top of me, throwing punches like he was trying to beat me straight into the floor.

      Just when it felt like my arms were going to collapse from the strain, there was a bang.

      My instinctive response was to panic because for a few, terrifying seconds, I thought I’d been shot. There was something wet on my face, and I assumed that the thug must have found my gun and fired it at me. I didn’t feel any pain, though, and what was more, the guy wasn’t punching me anymore, either.

      I shoved his limp, heavy form off of me and found myself looking up at Dollar Store, my pistol gripped tightly in his hands. I realized then that Dollar Store had been the one to pick up my gun, and he’d used it to shoot the goon while he was still on top of me. The wetness I felt was the man’s blood, which had splattered over me when Dollar Store shot him in the back of the head.

      “Are you crazy?” I huffed as I got shakily to my feet, adrenaline and what was likely a concussion making it difficult for me to stand straight. “I was right under him. You could have shot me.”

      “Uh, you’re welcome,” Dollar Store scoffed before throwing the gun down at my feet and putting his hands up. “I’m not gonna shoot you, just to make that clear.”

      “Thanks,” I replied as I bent to retrieve the pistol. “For saving me, not just for not shooting me.”

      “Whatever,” Dollar Store muttered, shrugging his shoulders.

      “Why–” I asked, unsure which question to start with. “How did you get out of the cell?”

      “Oh, I picked the lock hours ago,” Dollar Store admitted, a smug little smile forming on his face. “When I woke up, the whole place was quiet, and I figured it was my chance. But then I, uh…” He cleared his throat awkwardly, shifting from one foot to the other as he glanced down at the floor. “I decided I’d just stay the night here. It’s been hot as hell lately, I thought it might be a nice change to sleep in a real bed in an air-conditioned building for once.”

      Something about the way he said that caught me off guard. Truth be told, I’d never given a passing thought to where or how Dollar Store lived, but it somehow had never occurred to me that the man might be homeless.

      “I’d hardly call that plastic cot a ‘real bed,’” I joked, and Dollar Store answered my comment with a weak laugh.

      “Yeah, well, it beats sleeping on the floor at Lola’s store,” he muttered. “Once I heard all those gunshots going off in here, though, I figured it was time for me to leave.”

      “But instead you stayed to save me from getting pummeled to death,” I pointed out. “That was awfully selfless of you. You could have just run off while I was distracted.”

      “Yeah, well…” Dollar Store murmured sheepishly. “If I did that, who would pay me to do their job for them, huh?”

      “Wow.” I laughed in response. “Don’t get ahead of yourself. Selling information is hardly the same as conducting a full on investigation.”

      “Oh, yeah?” Dollar Store snickered. “I bet I could do your job better than you! Bet I could be an MBLIS agent, easy.”

      “You should ask Diane,” I shot back as I turned to walk back into her office. “We just lost half of our rookies, we could use the help.”

      “Yeah,” Dollar Store snorted as he followed me into Diane’s office. “I’m sure she’d jump at the chance to hire a no-good snitch like me.”

      “Well, she hired Hariska,” I muttered as I went to check on Holm, who was on his feet but leaning heavily against Diane’s desk. “Can’t be any worse than her.”

      “Ugh, damn, everything hurts,” Holm grunted as he pushed himself off the desk to stand on his own two feet. “Can’t remember the last time I got tased like that. Maybe not since training.” He paused as he looked over at Dollar Store. “What’s happening?”

      “I saved Marston’s backside is what!” Dollar Store cackled. “That other guy had him down on the floor, wham! Wham! Wham!” Dollar Store pantomimed the way the goon had thrown punch after punch. “Marston couldn’t even get a single punch in. Then I came and saved the day.” He grinned smugly. “You’re welcome.”

      “Cool.” Holm groaned. “What about Hariska?”

      “Gone,” I replied bitterly. The thought of going after her flitted through my mind, but I quickly banished it. Neither Holm nor I were in any condition to run after her, and we also couldn’t just leave Dollar Store here alone with two bodies. “She used the other two as a distraction to get away.”

      “Yeah, that sounds like her,” Holm grumbled as he reached up to massage his head. “Ugh, she had to have modified that thing, raised the voltage or something. I don’t remember it knocking me down this hard.”

      “Maybe you’re just getting old,” Dollar Store taunted, and Holm threw him a look.

      “So what do we do now?” Holm asked, his eyes darting from Diane’s computer to the bodies on the floor and finally to Dollar Store. “Which of these disasters do we address first?”
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      Ultimately, we decided that doing something about the bodies was our first priority. After calling for an ambulance to come and collect them, we phoned Diane to let her know that her computer had been compromised. She wasn’t happy about that, to say the least, and assured us that she would come back as soon as she could.

      After they carted the dead bodies away, Holm and I both got checked out. The paramedics recommended that Holm and I both head to the hospital, but, naturally, we both refused. My head didn’t even hurt anymore, but I was a little more concerned about Holm. Tasers weren’t usually fatal, when used correctly, but if Hariska really had modified it, as he claimed, then the situation might be more dangerous. Then again, Holm had a habit of whining and aggrandizing things, so it was possible he was just grousing. That much seemed to be the case when he dismissed the EMT’s concerns.

      “I’m fine,” he insisted. “We got tased during SEAL training and at the academy before we became federal agents. It won’t kill me.”

      “You said yourself that it felt worse this time, though,” I pointed out, which earned me an annoyed look from Holm.

      “What’s a few extra volts?” he asked with a dismissive shrug. “I already told you, I’m fine. Anyway, where’d Dollar Store go? Isn’t he the whole reason we came back here?”

      “Yeah, he’s right over–” I paused as I spun in place, trying to find him. “Aw, crap, did he sneak away?”

      “Not surprising,” Holm grumbled. “It was nice enough of him to stick around long enough to help instead of bailing right away.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed. I really was grateful to Dollar Store for stepping in when he had. I could think of few other people who would have gone out of their way to help the person that had arrested them.

      “I wonder if they messed with anyone else’s stuff,” Holm muttered as he glanced back at Diane’s office. We’d left it exactly as we’d found it, not wanting to destroy evidence. Once Diane got here, she could decide what to do. As for everyone else’s stuff, though, I wasn’t sure. As I glanced around the bullpen, my eyes were drawn to the laptop I’d accidentally shot.

      “Aw, crap,” I muttered as I realized whose desk it was. “That’s Muñoz’s computer, isn’t it?”

      “What?” Holm asked as he turned to look in the direction I was pointing. “Oh, yeah, it is. Wow, she’s gonna be ticked off.”

      “It was an accident,” I muttered defensively. “Diane will get her another one.”

      “Okay, we’re about to head out.” One of the EMTs came to speak with us before I could say anything further on the matter. “You sure you don’t want a lift to the hospital? Internal injuries can be sneaky.”

      “We’ll be alright,” I assured him. “Besides, we still need to wait for our director to get here so we can sort out the mess they left behind.”

      “Okay, we’ll see ourselves out, then,” the EMT replied before turning to leave. Once he was gone, I turned to head into the holding cell area.

      “Where are you going?” Holm asked as I walked away.

      “Just going to go clean up,” I called back. “And I need to make sure Dollar Store didn’t break the lock on the cell door.”

      “I didn’t break anything,” Dollar Store grumbled as I stepped into the small room off of the main office floor. I jumped at the sound of his voice, not having expected him to be in there.

      “Jeez,” I exhaled as I recovered from the shock. “I thought you’d left. What are you doing in there?”

      Dollar Store was lying back on the cot inside the cell, flipping through a book that I assumed he must have grabbed off someone’s desk or from the break room since he hadn’t had it when I arrested him. The cell door was closed, though obviously not locked.

      “Aren’t I under arrest?” he asked, his voice tinged with sarcasm.

      I rolled my eyes. “You’re telling me you willingly strolled back in there yourself because I arrested you?” I shot him a disbelieving look, and Dollar Store just shrugged.

      “I’m here, aren’t I?” he grumbled as Holm stepped into the holding area with us.

      “Hey, what–” he started to ask before noticing Dollar Store. “Oh, there you are.”

      “Been here the whole time,” Dollar Store replied as he lifted a hand up in a lazy greeting.

      “Great,” Holm replied with a shrug. “We can interview him while we wait for Diane, then.”

      “Man, you’re still going on about that?” Dollar Store grumbled as he moved to sit up on the cot. “After I saved you and everything?”

      “Well, why did you stay then?” I raised an eyebrow at him, tossing him a crooked smile.

      “I obviously shouldn’t have,” Dollar Store scoffed as he folded his arms over his chest. “So what do you want to know, then?”

      “A few weeks ago, a man named Frederick Mason hired a hitman to kill his wife and son,” I explained without preamble. “Multiple hitmen, actually, after they kept failing. One of the ones we spoke to gave us your name. How exactly did you get wrapped up in something like that?”

      “Man, I don’t know,” Dollar Store muttered, his shoulders hunching up as he turned his body away from me on the cot. “Times have been hard lately. I take whatever work I can get. I heard from a friend of a friend that somebody was looking for a guy, that’s it. I didn’t know there was a kid involved!”

      “But you did know there was an innocent woman involved,” I countered flatly, and Dollar Store pursed his lips as he reached a hand up to scratch the back of his head.

      “I guess,” he murmured quietly. “Look, I didn’t think about it like that, okay? I heard about it, so I told someone else about it. I didn’t… I wasn’t thinking, okay?” He scuffed the bottom of his shoe along the hard, cement floor of the holding area. To his credit, Dollar Store did look ashamed of what had happened. It didn’t seem like he was lying, either. As someone who dealt in information, he probably never thought much about the implications of what people were doing with the knowledge they got from him. It was “just business,” as they always liked to say. Now that he was being confronted with the reality of what he’d done, it seemed like he felt bad.

      “Okay, I believe you,” I replied with a shrug. “So what made you decide to switch teams? You used to be an informant for us, now suddenly your selling information to hitmen?”

      “It’s not like I decided to,” Dollar Store grumbled, his brow lowering until I could barely see his eyes.

      “What do you mean?” I asked, crossing my arms. “Of course you did. We haven’t heard from you in months. And all this time, you were out there helping people like them instead?”

      “You really think that’s how it works?” Dollar Store lifted his head to shoot me a scathing look. “Tell me, Marston, how long did it even take you all to notice I wasn’t around anymore? A few weeks? Months? Or was it that you didn’t care until you actually needed something from me?”

      I blinked at him in surprise as an unfamiliar sensation of guilt washed over me. He’d hit the nail on the head. Honestly, I hadn’t thought about him once until his name happened to come up again.

      “You think I would have chosen to work with drug dealers and hit men over you guys?” Dollar Store looked at me like I was an idiot. “At least with y’all, I know I can expect to be paid well. No, I didn’t choose to stop coming around, Marston, I got found out.” He shook his head and let out a small, mirthless laugh. “You know what happens to snitches on the street, right?” He shifted slightly on the cot to lift his shirt, and I gasped as an array of scars were revealed, criss-crossing from his naval up to nearly his collarbone.

      “I got jumped,” he explained as he let his shirt fall. “A bunch of guys found out that I was selling information to the feds, and they all came at me at once. They stabbed me, over and over, then left me there to die.” He shook his head again. “It’s a miracle I’m alive. Some little old homeless lady found me and called the cops. She was the only one willing to do a damned thing to help me, and she was brave to do it. Everyone knew I was a snitch, and nobody wants to be associated with a snitch. She could have gotten in trouble just for helping me.”

      “Is she all right?” I asked, concerned for the woman in the story. “Did anyone try to retaliate against her?”

      “I don’t know.” Dollar Store shrugged sadly. “After I got out of the hospital, I went into hiding. I knew I had to lie low for a little while, let the heat die down so I wouldn’t get jumped again. Of course, since I wasn’t getting any money from MBLIS or from dealing, it wasn’t long before I lost everything.” He hung his head, looking exhausted both physically and mentally. “I couldn’t pay rent, couldn’t make my car payment. Not even three months later, I was on the street.” He chucked again. “It’s crazy how easy it is to lose everything. After that, I had nowhere else to go, and since I needed to lie low anyway, I decided to get out of Miami.”

      “That’s what you were doing in Hialeah,” I murmured, and Dollar Store nodded.

      “For a while, I just went wherever,” he mumbled. “I had a few friends who still liked me enough to let me crash at their places every once in a while, and one of them eventually hooked me up with a connection. After that, I started dealing again, just a little, so I could afford to eat. Then, a few weeks ago, I met Lola. She was nice. She is nice. She let me crash in the back of her store in exchange for a discount on the weed. It’s not much, but it’s better than sleeping out on the street.”

      He frowned, looking embarrassed, and suddenly, it made sense why he’d chosen to stay in the office even after picking the lock open. He literally had nowhere else to go. Especially now that Lola had been arrested, since he probably couldn’t go back to the bodega for the time being.

      I sighed as I looked down at him sympathetically. I couldn’t help but feel bad for him. Dollar Store wasn’t a saint, but he wasn’t evil, either. After hearing his story, it seemed like all the awful decisions he’d made since we’d last seen him had been made out of desperation, and not out of malice. For goodness’ sake, it said a lot that he considered willingly staying inside the cell a better option than breaking out.

      “Okay,” I murmured again as I reached up to run a hand through my hair. “I believe you.”

      “Good, ‘cause I’m not lying,” Dollar Store grumbled petulantly. “Is that everything? Can I get back to sleep now?”

      “No, that’s not everything,” I retorted, eliciting an annoyed groan from Dollar Store. “You can’t just stay in that cell.”

      “I’m not under arrest anymore?” Dollar Store asked, sounding equal parts hopeful and disappointed.

      “No.” I shook my head. “You answered our questions, and you’re not connected to our current case aside from being acquainted with Lola, so you’re free to go.”

      “Oh,” Dollar Store muttered as he awkwardly stood up. “Great. Good. I’ll, uh, get out of here, then.” He nodded stiffly before pushing the cell door open to leave.

      “You know,” I spoke up as he stepped out, “we can help you–”

      “Oh, nah, nah, nah, absolutely not,” Dollar Store cut me off, waving his hands in the air before I could finish. “I’m not going to a shelter or whatever it is you’re thinking. I’d rather be on the street than in there. More likely to get robbed or stabbed again. I’ll be just fine, thank you.”

      “Not a shelter,” I replied as I followed him out of the holding area and into the bullpen. “We have special programs with witness protection. You’d get a decent place to live and some money to live off of.”

      “Witness protection?” Dollar Store raised an eyebrow as he turned around to face me. “Isn’t that for people who are hiding from the mob?”

      “Not always,” Holm added.

      “It’s for anyone with knowledge of a crime,” I explained, “who might be targeted by the perpetrators of that crime. That literally describes you. You were attacked because you know everything about everyone.”

      “No, I was attacked for talking to you,” Dollar Store countered. “For selling them all out. Can’t blame them, really, I knew what I was risking with being a snitch.”

      “But now you have a chance to do something better with your life,” I urged. “Come on, you really want to go back to scrounging for whatever scraps you can get? Hiding out and waiting for the moment you’ll be jumped again?” I exhaled and put my hands on my hips. “Look, I know we’re not friends–”

      “We’re not?” Dollar Store interrupted, pulling an exaggerated pouty face like he was about to cry.

      “Haha,” I deadpanned. “Seriously. You don’t have to go back to that. You helped us out a lot in the past. You’re in danger because you gave us information we needed to put people away. It’s only right that we help you out now.”

      “You want to help me?” Dollar Store asked, disbelief etched over his features.

      “That’s what I just said,” I replied plainly. “And you don’t have to take me up on my offer if you don’t want to. Nobody’s going to force you. You’re not under arrest, so if you want to leave, there’s the door.” I gestured toward the entrance of the office, waiting to see what Dollar Store would do. I wasn’t sure why I felt so invested in this. Maybe I just felt guilty knowing that he’d nearly been stabbed to death because people found out he was our informant. Regardless, I couldn’t just let him walk away without at least extending the offer out to him.

      For a few seconds, Dollar Store just stared at the door, struck by indecision. Then, slowly, he turned around to face me again.

      “So… what all do I have to do to get into this witness protection thing?” he asked.
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      The morning after their encounter with Hariska, Robbie met up with Marston, Rivers, and Price in Diane’s office. She’d eventually arrived at the office the night before, but after helping out with getting Dollar Store into the assistance program, she’d decided not to touch anything. They had no way of knowing what Hariska had seen or done on Diane’s computer, and Diane decided to defer to the judgment of the two Cyber Crimes agents. If anyone could figure out what she’d done, it was them.

      “You sure you don’t need to dust for prints or anything before we get started?” Rivers turned to look at Diane. He and Price were getting all their stuff set up to analyze the computer. They’d laid out a bunch of little usb drives, as well as a bunch of little boxes all covered with wires and cables that Robbie couldn’t even guess the purpose of.

      “Why?” Diane grumbled, her arms crossed as she watched the two agents take over her desk. “We know who did this. Ethan and Robbie saw her clear as day. And the other two guys who were with her are dead.”

      “Yeah, and they left a gnarly blood stain right outside your office door,” Price remarked, her nose scrunching up as she described what everyone else had walked into that morning. Only Marston, Robbie, and Diane had been aware. Diane had briefed everyone as they’d arrived, but for a few seconds, everyone had been startled by the mess left in the office.

      “I’ll have to call someone to come and do a professional clean,” Diane grumbled. “On top of getting a couple of new desks.”

      “Why do you have so many?” Price asked as she plugged several things into Diane’s laptop. “Desks, I mean. There aren’t that many field agents.”

      “We had more before Hariska pulled that stunt and scared them all off,” Diane grumbled, her face falling into a discontented frown.

      “Eh, better that they left now, if you think about it,” Robbie murmured thoughtfully. “That was the first stressful situation a lot of them faced since joining, and they immediately ran for the hills?”

      “Well, I think stressful is putting it mildly,” Rivers noted, and Robbie smiled sheepishly at him. Of course Rivers, of all people, would say that. He’d been gravely injured during Hariska’s little coup. “You’re not wrong, though. It could have been any one of the perps we’ve gone up against, if not Hariska. It’s better that they buckled now, and not later when they’re off on a mission in some foreign country.”

      “Okay, I’m going to do a basic scan now,” Price declared as she pressed something before spinning around to face us, swiveling from side to side in Diane’s chair.

      “And what will that do?” Diane asked curiously.

      “Well, the scan is to find anything glaringly wrong,” Rivers explained. “Any kind of malware, keyloggers or phishing software, that kind of thing.”

      “We’re looking for viruses,” Price elaborated. “Remember how we talked about making a virus that would let me remotely control the perp’s phone?”

      “No,” Diane replied, shooting Price a bewildered look. Rivers snapped his head up and around to look at her, his eyes wide with shock.

      “Oh, yeah,” Price drawled. “Right. Diane wasn’t there.” She pursed her lips together and cast Diane an awkward look.

      “Just… explain,” Diane sighed, sounding defeated.

      “Right, well, I wrote a virus that will allow me to control the perp’s phone from far away,” Price quickly explained. “I can be in a completely different country, and so long as I have an internet connection and the proper software, I can do whatever I want to their phone as if I was holding it in my own hands.”

      “And you think Hariska might have put something like that on my computer?” Diane asked, her lips pressing into a thin line as she glowered at the laptop in question.

      “It’s possible,” Rivers replied seriously. “That, or she could have installed a keylogger, so that she’ll be able to see anything you type.”

      “People use those to steal passwords and stuff,” Price clarified. “On that subject, you really should just wipe the entire thing clean, regardless of if we find any viruses or not. We can do a thorough search, but it’s always possible that we might miss something. On top of that, if she has installed some kind of malware, she could be accessing your computer even as we speak.”

      “Could she have put in a bug to hear what we’re saying right now?” Robbie asked, a shudder coursing through him at the thought that Hariska was listening in on them from somewhere.

      “Oh, yeah.” Price laughed sardonically. “Easily. Spying on you using your camera and microphone is one of the easiest things to do. That’s why you should always cover your camera with a little piece of tape or something.”

      “She’s right about that,” Rivers agreed.

      “‘Course I am.” She grinned. “Anyway, all that is the reason you should just do a complete wipe. If you know what you’re doing, you can make these really hard to detect.”

      “I can’t just erase everything,” Diane insisted. “That computer has… everything. Reports, employee files, case files, all of our contacts. Ugh.” She pressed the palms of her hands into her eyes with frustration. “There’s so much sensitive information on there. Wait, it’s password locked. How did she even get in?”

      “That wouldn’t have been hard,” Rivers informed her with a frown. “There are programs that can mine for passwords, but she probably didn’t even need to do that. This laptop has an administrative feature that makes it possible to access it without a password.”

      “A lot of computers do, actually,” Price added.

      “What?” Robbie balked. “So then, what’s the point of having a password if you can just bypass it?”

      “Well, it’s not so much a feature as it is an exploit,” Rivers clarified. “The password security system is designed to keep unauthorized users out, but if you can trick the computer into thinking you’re authorized, then you can sneak in. By running certain programs as an administrator, you can force the computer to change the login password, and then it doesn’t matter what the original password was because you can just use the new one.”

      “So then she definitely hacked it, right?” Robbie asked, and Rivers shrugged.

      “Yeah, as far as to gain access,” he replied. “But we’ll need to look deeper if we want to make sure she didn’t do anything else. She could have just been reading sensitive information.”

      “Maybe our addresses?” Price suggested as she typed away, her hands dancing over the keys. “She already attacked some of us. Maybe she’s planning on launching more assaults against the agents here.”

      “How can we know what it was she looked at?” Diane asked.

      “I can check which files were opened and which programs were run,” Price assured her. “I don’t even have to use anything special for that. Most modern computers keep track of everything you do, with timestamps, even.”

      “That’s a little creepy,” Robbie murmured.

      “Only if it falls into the wrong hands.” Rivers shrugged. “Otherwise, it’s just a way to stay organized, or to help you find something if you accidentally closed a file or something. As far as wiping it goes, all the agency’s information is stored on a cloud, not just in your computer, so that should all be fine. Are there any files that are only stored on this physical computer and not uploaded anywhere?”

      “I don’t think so,” Diane replied as she pressed a finger to her lips in thought. “Maybe a few personal files, but… they’re not so important that they’re worth putting the agency at risk.”

      “Well, after we take it offline, we’ll go through and back everything up,” Rivers offered. “After we format it, we can transfer back the files.”

      “There’s something weird here,” Price suddenly called out, her voice uncharacteristically serious. She lifted a hand and waved for Rivers to come over. “Look, the initial scan came back clean, but there’s a discrepancy in the storage space being used. Diane’s files only account for this much.”

      “There are two whole gigs of difference,” Rivers muttered, his eyebrows furrowing together.

      “Is that a lot?” Diane asked, and Rivers nodded. “I guess relativity matters, but it’s a pretty sizable discrepancy. I think there is something on your laptop we aren’t seeing.”

      “Yeah, and someone designed it to be unrecoverable,” Price added.

      She quickly leaned forward and turned the laptop off completely.

      “You’re not going to do anything else?” Diane asked, sounding confused.

      “Oh, we are,” Rivers assured her. “It’s just that now that we know that there is something on here, it’ll be safer if we keep it off until we can take it back to our office. We can reboot it there safely without allowing it to go online, so if Hariska did install some kind of remote software on it, she won’t be able to access it.”

      “You think we should check the agency server?” Price asked him.

      “Yeah,” Rivers replied somberly. “It could be that she was using Diane’s computer to gain easy access to our database.” His face twisted into a grimace. “If she already did that, though, then it’s possible she’s already made copies of everyone’s information.” He shot Diane an apologetic look. “If that’s the case, then there’s nothing we can do to get it back.”

      “Well, let’s hope she didn’t get that far, then,” Diane grumbled. She shut her eyes, looking completely exhausted even though it was still barely morning. “All right, take it away. Do whatever you need to do. And keep me updated on whatever you find.”

      “Sure,” Rivers replied as he folded Diane’s laptop and quickly got to work packing everything up. As he did, Diane turned to look at Marston and Robbie.

      “Do I want to ask what all this talk about a virus is about?” The look she threw them was penetrating, and Holm bit his tongue, trying to weigh whether it would be worse to come clean now or just carry on playing dumb.

      “That depends,” Marston replied coyly. “How quickly do you want us to solve this case?”

      “All right.” Diane sighed, holding her hands up in surrender. “Forget I asked.” She shook her head before striding toward the door. She paused to look back over her shoulder at us as she stepped out. “I need to go and see to all the other damage you two caused last night.”

      “Us?!” Marston scoffed at her in disbelief. “It was Hariska’s fault! Her and her two idiot goons!”

      “I know.” Diane grinned. “Still, you have to admit it’s oddly coincidental that the two of you always seem to be involved in these destructive situations somehow.”

      She turned to leave, and Robbie laughed under his breath. He knew she was only teasing, but at the same time, she wasn’t wrong! He and Marston seemed to have worse luck than anyone else in the office, but in the end, there wasn’t much he could do about it aside from laughing it off and rolling with the punches.

      “That was awkward,” Price muttered, her teeth pressed together in a strained-looking half-smile.

      “It was awkward ‘cause you spilled the beans!” Rivers chided her as he finished packing Diane’s laptop into a thick, black laptop bag. “Why would you tell her about the virus?”

      “I forgot!” Price groaned, slumping back in Diane’s chair. “I was up all night making it, okay? My brain is fried. Besides, Diane didn’t look that mad, so it’s fine.”

      “She’s probably just used to everyone doing whatever,” Rivers muttered as he cast a pointed glance over at Marston and Holm.

      “She has gotten a lot more lenient over time,” Robbie muttered. “To be fair, though, it’s not like we go out of our way to bend the rules or break policy. Criminals don’t play fair. Are we just supposed to twiddle our thumbs and let people get hurt because doing things the ‘right way’ takes too much time?” Robbie knew he was treading dangerous waters, saying something like that. He didn’t want to say that the ends always justified the means, but surely sometimes they did? If this virus allowed them to track down the perp before he made landfall and spread more of that dangerous crap to unsuspecting women, then that was what they needed to do.

      “Careful,” Rivers warned with a playful smile. “Go too far down a road like that, and you’ll wind up the same as the people we’re hunting down.”

      “Not a chance,” Robbie shot back, folding his arms over his chest defiantly. “There’s a difference between doing something bad to hurt people and doing something bad to protect people.”

      “Exactly!” Price replied with a grin as she rolled away from the desk in Diane’s chair and rooted around in her jacket pocket. “Which is why I made this.” She held a small, innocuous-looking USB drive out to Marston and Robbie.

      “The virus is on there?” Marston asked as he stepped forward to pluck the drive out of Price’s hand.

      “Yep,” she replied, her face lighting up as she smiled proudly. “All the perp has to do is click on the link we send him. The moment he does, it’ll trigger a force download and apply the virus to his phone. Much like whatever Hariska put on Diane’s computer, it should be impossible for him to notice it unless he looks really hard, which he won’t because if we do this right, he won’t have any reason to suspect that anyone is controlling his phone. Then, once I’m in control, we can call him. I’ll answer it before it even has a chance to ring, and we’ll start the trace. It’ll be in his pocket the whole time, and he won’t even realize.” She smiled cockily at the two field agents, very obviously pleased with herself.

      “That all sounds great,” Marston replied apprehensively. “Just… how do we get him to click the link? I mean, I’ve received random spam texts before. I always just ignore them.”

      “Yeah, that’s the only hitch,” Price murmured, her face falling. “I’m not sure, to be honest. But hey, my division is tech. I did my part in making the virus. You two are the field agents with all the experience in dealing with people.” She pointed her finger at Marston and Robbie in turn. “You two figure it out.” She pouted at them, waiting expectantly for one of them to come up with something.

      “Well…” Robbie mused as he leaned back in the chair he was sitting in to look up at the ceiling. “It has to be something urgent and also something he actually believes. Marston’s right. Those hokey spam messages that claim you’ve just won a thousand dollars or whatever aren’t going to cut it.”

      “Okay,” Price replied, spinning idly in Diane’s chair. “Something that catches his attention, but without it being obvious that it’s a trick…”

      “Both Jimenez and Lola told us that they bought the stuff online,” Marston spoke up, and Robbie could see the gears turning past the shrewd expression in his eyes. “Maybe we could do something with that. Make him think that a customer needs something.”

      “Oh, that’s smart!” Robbie commended his partner. “Do we still have Lola’s phone? We can send it from there. We can make it seem like she really needs him to look at something for the next order.”

      “Like what?” Rivers cocked his head at Robbie questioningly. “He’s the seller. Wouldn’t he be the one sending her links to his stuff?”

      “Unless Lola was thinking of switching to a different seller,” Marston cut in, a sly grin settling over his face. “When we had her message him yesterday, we already made it seem like she was really desperate for more products. What if ‘Lola’ messages him that she found the same stuff cheaper from a different seller? We can say that if he doesn’t hurry up, she’s just going to buy from them instead.”

      “That’s not bad!” Price exclaimed excitedly, her eyes shining for a moment before she frowned again. “Wait, but even then, we can’t be sure he’ll click on it! He might just reply right away, asking her to wait since he can’t make the boat go any faster.”

      “That’s true.” Rivers shrugged, fiddling with the strap of his laptop bag as he spoke. “But then again, we can’t be sure that anything we say will compel him to actually click it. That part is all up to him. I still think this is our best option, though. His goal, ultimately, is to make money. The best way to work him up into a frenzy is to threaten that.”

      “I agree,” Marston replied. “I think we should go with that. If it doesn’t work, then we’ll just have to figure out some other way to determine which boat he’s on.”

      “Ugh,” Price groaned. “All this just for a chance that he might click it, and that’s when the real hard part begins, since we still have to trace his IP address.”

      “Giving up already?” Rivers grinned at her. “That’s not like you.”

      “I’m not giving up!” Price insisted with a scowl. “It’s just… annoying, leaving so much up to chance. This virus is perfect. I know it’ll work, but we still have to sit here and hope that this jerk downloads it.”

      “Let’s not waste any more time talking about it, then,” Marston suggested sternly. “Let’s send him the message.”

      Price sent Rivers to fetch the phone from evidence, and he griped for just a second about being the one to have to do it before leaving to do as she’d asked, anyway. It didn’t escape Robbie’s notice that the two of them seemed less on edge around each other than they had the day prior. He and Marston had both noticed that something seemed to be up between the two of them, and Robbie had even gone as far as suspecting that something might be going on between the two of them, a thought that filled him with a lot of anger on Bonnie’s behalf.

      They both seemed fine now, though. Price had always been the more commandeering of the two, so her bossing Rivers around wasn’t anything unusual. On the contrary, it seemed like a good sign to Robbie that things were back to normal. Maybe Marston had been right that they were just fighting over work stuff.

      He turned to look at Price, who was still spinning around in Diane’s chair. She’d mentioned that she’d stayed up all night making the virus, and by the looks of her, that probably hadn’t been an exaggeration. The undersides of her eyes were dark and puffy, and her hair was pulled back into a messy ponytail that looked a bit tangled. She looked over at that moment and caught Robbie staring at her, and she flashed him a wide grin.

      “I heard from Diane that Hariska knocked you out last night,” she teased as she stopped spinning.

      “She didn’t knock me out,” Robbie grumbled. “She tased me. But I was conscious the whole time.”

      “Yikes,” Price murmured, flashing him an uncomfortable look. “But you couldn’t move? That sucks.” She shuddered. “Ow, I don’t even want to imagine what that feels like.”

      “What do you mean?” Robbie frowned at her. “You know what it feels like. You tried it at the academy during training, right?”

      “Uh, no?” Price looked at him like he was insane. “Why the heck would I do that!?”

      “You weren’t required to?” Robbie asked, and Price slowly shook her head.

      “We technically weren’t either,” Marston pointed out. “It was voluntary at the academy, remember? Of course, everyone did because none of us wanted to look like wimps. SEAL training was a different story. We had to do it there. Getting pepper-sprayed, too.”

      “Why?” Price muttered, looking truly bewildered. “Why would they do that to you?”

      “So you know what it feels like,” Robbie replied. “So if we ever got tased or sprayed in the field, we wouldn’t be caught off guard, and we’d know how to handle it.”

      “I feel like that would still catch you off guard, though,” Price scoffed, raising an eyebrow at Robbie. “Did it catch you off guard last night? Tell the truth.” She grinned again, and Robbie shot her a disparaging look.

      “It’s also so we know what we’re doing to other people,” Marston jumped in. “Of course, we don’t use that stuff as often as the cops do, but it’s still important that we be aware of what it feels like. If you think about it, it wouldn’t really be right for us to go around stunning people without being aware of exactly what’s happening to them.”

      “Right, that too,” Robbie agreed. “Neither tasers nor pepper sprays are fatal when used correctly, but they can be super dangerous if used in excess, like pretty much anything else.”

      “Hmm, that part does make sense,” Price conceded as she resumed spinning in the chair. “Still, I wouldn’t do that if I was given the option not to. I mean… we also learn how to shoot guns, but I don’t want to learn what that feels like.”

      “Good point,” Robbie mused as Rivers returned with the phone.

      “All right,” he declared as he stepped back into Diane’s office. “I got it. Are we ready?”

      “Ready as we’ll ever be,” Price replied as she pulled the phone out of the evidence bag and navigated over to the app that Lola had been using to communicate with the seller. “Okay, let me just get everything set up…” She plugged a cable from her laptop into the phone and then started alternating between typing on the computer and clicking away on the phone. “Okay, it’s all set. The link is live. When he clicks it, it’ll lead to an error page, like the website he’s trying to visit is down, and the virus will instantly start downloading itself onto his phone. Now we just need the message. ‘Hey! This seller is selling the same stuff as you, but way cheaper! And the shipping is faster too! Are you trying to rip me off? I have a business to run, you know. If you can’t get the stuff to me sooner than two weeks, I’m going to switch to this other seller.’ Good?” She looked up from the phone over at the other agents, seeking approval.

      “Seems kind of aggressive, doesn’t it?” Rivers asked, sounding concerned. “What if he gets mad and just erases it or something?”

      “It has to be aggressive,” Price argued. “We want him to think that his customer is mad, and he’s about to lose business. If we don’t, he might just ignore it!”

      Robbie watched their argument thoughtfully. They both made good points, and it just went to show how much they were depending on luck here. Their entire plan was based on the perp clicking something on his phone. Without that, the entire thing fell apart.

      “I think Price is right,” Robbie finally decided. “A little aggressive is better. If we rile him up, he won’t be thinking clearly, and he’ll be more likely to click on stuff without thinking it through.”

      “Exactly!” Price replied happily before sticking her tongue out at Rivers. “Robbie knows what he’s talking about. So, ‘send.’” She pressed her thumb against the phone screen, and Robbie realized that was it. She’d sent the message, so their plan was underway.

      “Now we wait,” Price replied as she set Lola’s phone down. “Once the perp sees the message and clicks the link, I’ll get a notification on my PC that I’ve been granted access.”

      “Who knows how long that will take, though?” Rivers grumbled as he hauled the laptop bag containing Diane’s computer over his shoulder. “In the meantime, I’m going to take this back to our office and see what I can do with it. I’m sure Diane would love to have her computer back.”

      “Okay, I’ll call you if something happens!” Price called out as Rivers left.

      As it turned out, she wouldn’t make good on that promise for several hours. As time ticked away, everyone began to grow more despondent. Diane eventually came back to her office to check how things were going, only to leave again once she was informed that the perp had not yet downloaded the virus. After that, she’d gone to check on Rivers, and it was back to waiting. Robbie was beyond antsy by the time the three-hour mark rolled around. Jimenez and Lola had been their only leads, so until the seller downloaded the virus, there was little else for them to do. They’d done what they could to narrow it down to a few ships, but there were still too many. It wasn’t like they could rent a helicopter and go searching through each one.

      “Okay,” he grumbled as he got to his feet. “Let’s go and speak to Lola again. Or something.”

      “Hm?” Marston looked up at him in surprise.

      “I can’t just sit here!” Robbie grumbled with frustration. “There’s got to be something else we can do to–”

      “It’s done!” Price suddenly screamed, her voice piercing Robbie’s ears as she scrambled to type something into her computer. “He did it. He clicked it. I have access. Somebody call Rivers for me!”

      “I’ll tell him,” Marston offered as he pulled his phone out of his pocket, and Robbie’s heart felt like it was about to leap out of his chest as things were finally set into motion.
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      After what felt like forever, the seller finally downloaded the virus that Agent Price had cooked up, and after sitting around for hours not doing much of anything, things suddenly felt like they were moving way too fast.

      “I’m here!” Agent Rivers called out as he rushed back into Diane’s office. “What happened? Did I miss it?”

      “No, I’ve barely started,” Price replied, her eyes glued to her computer screen. “Now hurry up and sit down. I need your help with the actual trace.”

      “Got it,” Rivers replied as he set his bag on the floor and began pulling equipment out.

      “How are things going with Diane’s laptop?” I asked as he got set up.

      “Eh, they’re going,” Rivers replied uneasily. “Honestly, I’m having a harder time than I thought. I’ve been rooting through it as I back up all of Diane’s things, but I still can’t find whatever it was they put on there.”

      “You sure it’s not just bloat?” Price asked absentmindedly, still typing away.

      “I guess it could be,” Rivers murmured in response. “Once I finish transferring everything, I’ll do a hard reset and see if it fixes the anomaly. If not, I might have to backtrack and check through all of Diane’s files individually. Could be that it’s hidden in there somewhere. For now, though, let’s focus on this.”

      “When will you call?” Holm asked as he came to stand beside Price. All four of us were crowded around Diane’s desk, eager to catch a glimpse of the program working in action.

      “Give it a minute,” Price murmured. “I don’t want to risk him noticing the call. If he’s holding his phone, he might see it come through before I can answer. He texted ‘Lola’ back a few minutes ago, pleading for more time to deliver the goods, so I want to wait for a second.”

      “Not too long,” Rivers warned. “If he turns his phone all the way off or it dies, then we won’t be able to call it.”

      “Shoot, you’re right,” Price grumbled as she glanced back at her computer. “Okay, I’m going to call with Lola’s phone. I wrote up a bot last night that should automatically answer the call the second it comes in, before the device itself registers it and starts to ring or vibrate. Here we go.” She picked Lola’s phone back up and put the call in, biting her lip nervously as she did. I half expected to hear a dial tone, but of course, there was nothing.

      “Okay, it answered,” Price murmured as she turned back to her computer. “Let me mute the phone, just in case.” She snatched it back up again and quickly silenced it. “This way, we’ll be able to talk. It would kill our whole plan if the perp suddenly heard our voices through the speaker of his phone.”

      “So you’re calling him right now?” Holm asked, his voice filled with awe as he watched Price and Rivers work. “That’s it?”

      “That’s it,” Rivers replied with a nod as he bent over Diane’s desk, typing away at his own laptop. “Okay, I’m running a search. It’s slow… wow, it’s really slow.”

      “That’s not surprising,” Price huffed. “They’re on a ship, right? It’s a miracle the perp has an internet connection at all. Whatever they’re using is bound to be slow as crap.”

      “Awesome,” Rivers grumbled shakily. “So now we just sit here and hope that he doesn’t notice the call in however it long it takes for us to trace it.”

      “On the plus side,” Price replied cheerfully, “it’ll be a lot more precise than phone traces since we’re finding their IP and not using cell phone towers.”

      “What’s the difference?” Holm asked, and Price turned to look at him without even pausing in whatever she was doing on the computer.

      “Well, IP addresses are unique,” she explained. “Every router has one. This office building has one. Your house has one. Ethan’s boat has one… I think.” Her eyebrows knitted together as she turned to look at me. “Do you have Wi-Fi on your boat?”

      “No,” I replied simply. “Not really a fan of the internet.”

      “Wow, you’re old,” Price muttered before returning her attention to the computer. “Anyway, Ethan’s boat would have an IP address if it had a router. Basically, once we have the IP address, we can look up which ship it belongs to.”

      “Oh,” I replied, a little surprised by the explanation. “So we’re not actually finding its exact coordinates by doing this?”

      “No.” Price shook her head. “We’re figuring out which router is sending out the internet connection that the perp is using. In laymen’s terms, anyway. It’s a little more complicated, but that’s the gist. Once we have that, we’ll know which ship he’s on, then we just need to figure out where that specific ship is once you two decide to go out and look for it.”

      “That’ll be simple,” I replied. “All those freighters are constantly updating their location.”

      “Exactly,” Price replied happily. “Now, if this connection would stop being so dang spotty, we could get our answer.”

      “It keeps dropping off,” Rivers informed her, half whining as he looked up from his computer.

      “We just have to keep trying,” Price urged him. “We only need to do this once. After we figure out which ship it is, then we’ll be able to find its coordinates in real time.”

      “I hope his phone doesn’t die before we’re finished,” Rivers grumbled. “Having an internet call for this long with a connection this weak has to be draining the crap out of the phone’s battery.”

      “Will you quit being so pessimistic?” Price groused at him as she paused in her typing to shoot him an annoyed look. “I swear, this is why–” She froze suddenly, her mouth snapping shut as her cheeks blushed red.

      “Hm?” I looked back and forth between the two of them.

      “Nothing,” Price yelped before I could actually ask anything. “Nevermind. Uh, we’re almost done, I think. Let me just check.” She buried her face behind her computer screen, her shoulders stiff. Rivers looked just as tense. He was staring directly at his computer screen, and maybe it was just my imagination, but it seemed to me like he was avoiding looking at either Holm or me.

      I suddenly remembered how Price had inadvertently blabbed out the virus in front of Diane earlier, and it seemed to me like she had almost done the same thing just now, except with me and Holm instead of Diane.

      Were the two of them hiding something from us?

      I frowned, equal parts concerned and confused. Holm had mentioned earlier that he suspected something weird was going on between them, and though I’d dismissed his concerns at the time, now I wasn’t so certain. Moreover, though, I just didn’t like that the two of them were obviously hiding something from us. The last time a fellow agent did that, it turned out that she was insane and hell-bent on getting revenge for something I wasn’t even aware I did.

      “Hello?” a low, unfamiliar voice called out before I could voice my concerns to either of them. I looked around in confusion, half-expecting someone to be at the door.

      “Oh, crap!” Price whispered harshly, and I realized then that she was staring down at Lola’s phone. “Crap, he noticed.” She was still whispering, even though the phone was on mute, and she quickly turned back to her computer, typing away faster than ever.

      “Come on, come on,” Rivers groaned as he did the same, his eyes repeatedly flicking over to the phone as he worked.

      “Hello?” the low voice called. “Hello? Is someone there?”

      “His accent,” I muttered as I leaned closer to the phone. “What is that?”

      “European,” Holm replied. “Can’t tell which country. Maybe Eastern European?” As I listened to the man call into the phone, I found myself nodding in agreement. There was a lilt to his voice that I couldn’t quite place, but it wasn’t like the Central American or Caribbean accents we were used to hearing so regularly.

      “What is going on with this thing?” the man grumbled just as Rivers exclaimed with excitement.

      “I got it!” he yelled. “I got the IP address!”

      “Must have been a pocket dial,” I heard the man mutter before there was a click, and suddenly, the call dropped.

      The thick tension in Diane’s office seemed to dissipate all at once as all four of us heaved sighs of relief. Price physically slumped back in her chair as she turned to look at Rivers.

      “Good job,” she exhaled.

      “Talk about cutting it close,” Holm remarked as Rivers sank to the floor. He’d been bent over the desk the entire time, furiously working on the trace. Now that we’d gotten what we needed, he plopped down onto the floor by Diane’s desk.

      “That was close,” he mumbled, taking a second to stretch his back and neck out before looking up at us. “Okay. Now we have to figure out which ship the IP address belongs to.”

      “Ooh, I’ll do that!” Price offered, suddenly looking lively again as she sat straight up and scooted closer to her computer. “You already stole all the glory by finding the IP first. Just give me a minute here.” She hummed to herself as the light of her computer illuminated her face, causing her eyes to glow an almost unsettling blue.

      I sank into one of the empty chairs in the room as I waited for her to do her thing. As I did, Rivers got up off the floor and did the same, snagging the only other chair before Holm could claim it.

      “Got it,” Price declared just a few minutes later. “Looks like our perp is on a ship called the YM Assurance. It’s a cargo freighter, no surprise there. Uh… looks like it’s coming from China. Which also isn’t a surprise, really. Most of that fake knockoff stuff comes from there. It is a little out of your wheelhouse, though, isn’t it?” She glanced up over the computer at me and Holm. “Have you guys ever been anywhere other than Mexico or the Caribbean?”

      “Not often,” I replied. “Though we did go to Scotland once.”

      “And Ireland, a separate time,” Holm added. “We worked with the Vegas branch on that one.”

      “What does Las Vegas have to do with Ireland?” Rivers asked.

      “Nothing,” I explained. “But MBLIS has a branch there that covers Europe and some parts of Asia, so we teamed up with them for that one. Speaking of Asia, though, if the ship is coming in from China, wouldn’t it make port in California?”

      “You would think so, but no,” Price replied as she turned her laptop around so we could see the screen. “Most freighters do follow that route since it’s the fastest path between Asia and the US.” She pointed down at the map route displayed on the screen. “But the YM Assurance is sailing down here, through the Panama Canal, see?” She traced the route along the screen with her finger. “Then it’s going to come back up and stop in Miami before heading up to Savannah, Georgia, and then New York.”

      “Seems like a really roundabout way of doing it,” I noted with a shrug. “But I guess it explained why products coming in from China are entering here through Miami and not from the west coast.”

      “The YM Assurance is due to arrive to Miami in approximately two weeks, too, just like you were told,” Price added. “This is definitely our ship. And right now it is… not that far off the coast of Hawaii, actually.” She switched to a different window to show us a larger view of a world map. “Here. Maybe a third of the way from Hawaii to the west coast.”

      “So what will you guys do?” Rivers shot us a curious look. “The whole point of us doing this was so we wouldn’t have to wait two weeks for the ship to arrive. Are you going to go out there on a boat of your own?”

      “A chopper will probably be faster,” I replied as I tried to work out the logistics in my head. “Since Hawaii’s the closest land mass, we’ll probably have to fly out there and then take a helicopter from there to find the ship.”

      “Don’t let the Hawaii branch hear about that,” Holm joked. “They might try to snatch this one from us.”

      “Normally, I wouldn’t mind their help,” I replied with a smile. “But considering we’re dealing with a non-violent perp, I don’t think we need the assistance.”

      “How can you be sure he’s non-violent?” Price raised an eyebrow at me. “I mean, sure he hasn’t attacked or killed anyone directly, but he could still get aggressive whenever you confront him.”

      “We’ve dealt with worse,” I replied confidently. “I’m sure we can handle some small-time counterfeiter.”

      “Yeah,” Holm agreed as he walked out from around Diane’s desk, where he had been standing next to Agent Price. “I have a feeling someone this careless won’t be much of a threat.”

      “What do you mean ‘careless’?” Rivers asked.

      “Well, I’ve been thinking about it,” Holm replied as he paused in the doorway. “And I think that everything that’s happened must have been an accident. We have no reason to believe that any of these women were specifically targeted, but on top of that, why would anyone sabotage their own products? What Price said earlier about making him panic about losing money got me thinking. This guy relies on people buying his knockoff stuff to make money, so why would he do something like this on purpose? The way I see it, he was probably just so careless that he inadvertently included harmful ingredients without meaning to. Someone that sloppy isn’t a threat to us, not a real one. Anyway, I’ll go and find Diane so she can get the jet ready for us to head out.”

      “Good idea,” I replied as Holm turned to find our director, eager to get a move on. I smiled at the thought of jetting out to Hawaii, glad we were finally making some decent progress in finding the man responsible for putting all those women in the hospital.
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      We set out for Hawaii just a few hours later.

      “As soon as you get this wrapped up, head straight back here,” Diane urged us as we were about to leave the office. “I don’t anticipate this taking too long since we know where the ship is. And it’s not like the perp can run anywhere. Once you’ve found him and the goods, wrap this up and then get back to Miami. I wouldn’t normally rush a case like this, but we need all hands on deck to deal with Hariska.”

      “Right,” I agreed with a nod. Honestly, it was lucky that this case was a more mild one, because I wasn’t sure if my head would have been completely in the game if we were going up against blood-thirsty drug lords or something. Hariska was too big of a threat to ignore.

      “We’ll be back before you know it,” Holm assured her, shooting Diane a cocky grin.

      “We’ll be just fine without these two troublemakers,” Muñoz teased as she walked up to us, arms folded and a cheeky smile on her face. “Birn and I will hold down the fort while they’re gone. It’s not like I can get much work done anyway, considering my computer’s in a hundred pieces.”

      “Weren’t you and Birn looking into that new drug?” I asked, trying to recall the details of their latest case. Some new designer drug had hit the street recently and was causing kids to hallucinate to the point that several had died. In one particularly nasty incident, a group of teenagers had been spotted on a beach rambling about fairies out on the water. Several of them had then walked directly into the ocean and drowned.

      “Yeah, we were,” Munoz replied, her impish smile falling away. “We hit a dead end, though. The drug’s just gone. No matter who we ask or where we look, we can’t find it anywhere on the street, and nobody seems to know how to get any more. Most of the people that knew anything useful about it are dead now since it’s crazy easy to OD on this stuff.”

      “I’ve put that case on hold, for the time being,” Diane interjected. “We were already running low on leads, and after what happened last night, we need to start actively looking for Hariska instead of just waiting to see what her next move will be. Which is why I also need you two back here ASAP.”

      “Got it,” I replied uneasily. It wasn’t like Diane to look this worried. Seeing her frustrated, or annoyed, or even angry was a usual sight, but rarely had I seen her look so anxious.

      “We’ll be back soon,” Holm assured her with a small smile. “We’ll arrest the seller and any lackeys he might have with him, confiscate the products, and that’ll be the end of it.”

      I knew it wasn’t really that simple. It was possible that there were more sellers selling this same stuff, after all, if they were all getting it from another source. If that turned out to be the case, though, we could deal with it later. For the moment, our goal was to stop this shipment from entering the US. We could go after any other sellers once we dealt with the more pressing issue of Hariska closing in on us.

      We left soon after that, eager to get to Hawaii as soon as possible. Even with our private jet, the flight time was considerable, and it would be a solid fourteen hours before we arrived.

      “Maybe we should have just handed this one over to the Hawaii branch,” Holm muttered as we got settled in for the flight. “It’s going to take us less time to arrest the perp than it will for us to fly to Honolulu. And we do still have Hariska to worry about.”

      “No way!” I chided. “And let them take all the credit after we did all the hard work of tracking him down? Besides, if we all stop working and just sit around in fear, then we’ll be doing exactly what Hariska wants, which is for us all to panic.”

      “Well, it’s working,” Holm grumbled. “Diane looked really worried back there. And with good reason, honestly. I mean, that psycho was on her computer. Who knows what she looked at, and who knows what she did to it!”

      “That’s true,” I conceded. As much as I hated to admit it, Hariska had succeeded in rattling everyone. And she obviously wasn’t done. “She’s toying with us… She could have killed us last night if she really wanted to. But she only stunned you, and even after that, she specifically instructed her lackeys not to kill me. She’s planning something.”

      “Clearly,” Holm muttered bitterly. “She’s unhinged. She went through the trouble of joining MBLIS just to get revenge for something we can’t even remember doing.” He paused, frowning thoughtfully up at the ceiling of the plane before turning to look at me again. “What do you think she’s so mad about? We definitely never arrested her. And she’s pretty young. If it was something that happened back in our rookie days, she would have just been a kid. I don’t remember ticking off any kids.”

      “What makes you think it’s something that happened that long ago?” I asked.

      “Well, that’s the only explanation I can think of that kind of makes sense,” Holm muttered. “Otherwise, we would remember, right? I mean, we work a lot of cases, but not so many that I’d just forget one.”

      “True,” I hummed. “I don’t know. Unless… it wasn’t her we made angry?” I sat up straighter and turned to look at Holm. “What if she’s related to someone we arrested? Her dad or something?”

      “That could be.” Holm shrugged in response. “Is that really so bad that it’s worth everything she’s done, though? I mean, I’m sure anyone would be upset if their family member was arrested, but to go through weeks of training and put your life on the line all for a chance at revenge seems… insane.”

      “Hariska is insane,” I deadpanned in response.

      “Well, yeah, obviously,” Holm muttered. “But… I don’t know, is she really? She never seemed crazy when she was still undercover. She was the smartest of all the rookies we got. And she went out on cases—with Baker no less! No offense to the kid, but Hariska was probably the one keeping both of them alive any time they were in a dangerous situation. All of that just because her dad is in jail?”

      “We’ve seen criminals kill for less,” I pointed out. “I don’t know. Who can say why bad people do what they do?

      “Well, we’d better figure it out,” Holm grumbled as he settled back in his seat to rest his eyes. “Because she’s only going to keep escalating until we do.”

      The rest of the flight to Honolulu was almost painfully long. Holm and I alternated between discussing our current case, discussing Hariska, and trying to catch a few Zs so we wouldn’t be exhausted once we finally landed. It kind of worked, and when we did touch down in Honolulu, I didn’t feel too jetlagged.

      Of course, because of the long flight, it was the middle of the night when we finally arrived.

      “It’ll be dawn in just a few hours.” Holm yawned as he checked the time on his phone. To be precise, it was about three in the morning, and the airport was still and quiet. “Should we stop at the hotel first and take a nap or head straight to the police station?”

      “Well, we still have to speak with them and organize how exactly we’ll be getting out to the ship,” I replied as we walked through the empty airport. “But I’m not sure anyone who can help us will even be at the station yet. At this hour, it’s probably all rookies stuck working the graveyard shift.”

      Holm said something in response, but I didn’t hear what it was. I was too busy focusing on the soft footsteps I’d just detected approaching us from behind. Maybe it was the fact that the entire place had seemed empty so far, or maybe it was because whoever it was seemed like they were deliberately trying to walk quietly. Whatever it was, it set me on edge.

      I stopped dead in my tracks, and Holm shot me a confused look before stopping as well, his expression turning serious when he noticed the look on my face. My hand flexed around the strap of my travel bag. Per regulations, our sidearms were stored safely away inside secure boxes inside our luggage, which meant there was no way we’d be able to grab them in time.

      The footsteps had stopped as soon as we had, which did nothing to alleviate my suspicions. In one swift movement, I spun on my heel, ready to face whoever was following us.

      “Aw, you caught me,” the man standing a few paces behind us complained, a smile quirking onto his face. “I thought I’d give you a scare, but I should have known it was no good trying to sneak up on you two. You’re as sharp as ever.”

      “You should know better than trying to sneak up on people who are trained to kill with their bare hands.” I laughed, relaxing as I put my hands on my hips.

      The man standing behind us was none other than Kyle Davis, an old friend and member of the MBLIS Hawaii branch.

      “Whoa, don’t kill me,” he joked, throwing his hands up in the air in surrender. “In hindsight, though, I guess that was dumb. But can you blame me for wanting to get a little payback in? Imagine how shocked and hurt I was when I heard you two were coming to Hawaii for a case and hadn’t even called to tell us about it.” He pressed a hand to his heart dramatically. “This is our jurisdiction, you know.”

      “You’re right, it was dumb,” I agreed as I reached forward to pull him into a half-hug in greeting. “And no, actually, this case is not under your jurisdiction. The ship’s out in the middle of the Pacific Ocean.”

      “Off the coast of Hawaii,” Kyle replied with a grin, raising an eyebrow at me.

      “It’s also technically off the coast of Mexico,” Holm pointed out. “And Mexico is our jurisdiction.”

      “Oh, please.” Kyle laughed. “If that were true, you would have flown to Mexico instead of here.” He shot us an unimpressed look as he walked over to us. He had us there.

      “Who snitched, anyway?” I asked. “The whole reason we didn’t bother contacting the Hawaii branch is because this case probably won’t take us more than a day or so to close. Seriously, it’s a pretty minor counterfeiting case. But since you’re here, I assume somebody told you.”

      “Who do you think?” Kyle asked. “It was Diane. She called Meisha to give her the heads up that you two would be coming, just in case you needed backup.”

      I was a little surprised to hear that since Diane hadn’t seemed too concerned about the case when we’d left. She must have changed her mind, or maybe she just didn’t want to seem like she was snubbing the Hawaii branch by keeping them out of the loop.

      “So where are we heading?” Kyle asked as he wound one of his arms around my shoulders.

      “We are not heading anywhere,” I replied, slipping out from his friendly embrace. “Holm and I are going to go meet up with the police. Like I said, this is about as open and shut as it gets. All we have to do is find our perp and arrest him. We don’t even anticipate that he’ll be combative, honestly.”

      “Oh, come on!” Kyle whined. “That’s how you’re going to be after I was nice enough to come and pick you up in the middle of the night? Besides, wouldn’t you rather work with us than with the local PD?” He shot us an expectant look, and I turned to check how Holm felt about it.

      “It would be less hassle,” he agreed with a shrug.

      “Perfect,” Kyle replied immediately. “Because we’ve already got a chopper arranged to head out in the morning. And the Coast Guard is on standby to head out too. You’re welcome.” He grinned impishly at us.

      “Wait.” I frowned at him as what he said sank in. “You… weren’t asking.”

      “No.” Kyle shook his head, grin still in place.

      “I knew the Hawaii branch would take over if they found out!” Holm grumbled, scowling at Kyle.

      “Aw, come on,” Kyle brushed him aside with a laugh. “This is way less work for you! And now you can go and get some rest for a few hours. We’re not leaving until nine in the morning.”

      “Nine?” I asked, blinking at him in surprise. “Isn’t that a little late?”

      “Are you two in a rush?” Kyle countered. “The ship isn’t going anywhere.”

      Of course, Kyle didn’t know about Hariska and our eagerness to get back to Miami to help on that front. Then again, I doubted a few hours would make a difference, either in this case or in regard to tracking down the rogue former agent.

      “I guess it would be better to wait until the sun’s up,” I conceded. “Especially way out in the middle of the water.” I’d had to fight out on boats after dark plenty of times, and it wasn’t fun. Unless you’d experienced it for yourself, it was impossible to imagine just how dark it was out there on the open ocean.

      “That’s the spirit,” Kyle replied happily. “Now come on. I really did come to pick you up. I’ll drop you off at your hotel.”
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      Waiting until the morning had seemed like a good idea the night before. It allowed them time to rest and re-energize before the mission that morning, and doing anything out in open water at night was always more dangerous, anyway. People spent so much time surrounded by lights on land that it was easy to forget just how dark it was out on the ocean. Sure, the Coast Guard boats would have provided some light to see by, but reduced visibility would still have been a problem, especially since they weren’t sure what they were dealing with. All they knew was that Lola’s contact was on the ship, but they had no way of knowing how many others were in on the scheme, or whether they were armed.

      Best-case scenario, they would fly over on the chopper and peacefully take the suspect into custody. Worst case, the suspect would fight back, and they’d have to take him down while ensuring that nobody else on board got hurt. Either way, Robbie didn’t anticipate that the mission would be particularly taxing. After all, nothing about this case had indicated that the perps were violent. The most likely scenario was that the inclusion of dangerous chemicals had likely been accidental, and not a deliberate ploy to hurt unsuspecting women. If all went well, they’d have this entire thing wrapped up by the end of the day.

      All did not go well.

      They started off early that morning following the plan they’d set up the night before. Marston, Robbie, and Kyle flew on the chopper directly from Honolulu, along with two Coast Guard officers, Swanson and Abernathy. They were accompanied by an entire fleet of Coasties, with the general idea being that they would confront the ship out on the water, bring the suspect or suspects into custody, and then allow the ship to continue on its route.

      They’d been on the chopper for about fifteen minutes when the transmission came through. Marston and Robbie heard it clear as day through the headsets they were wearing.

      “Fire!” a gravelly voice called out. “Repeat. The YM Assurance is on fire.”

      “Come again!?” the pilot called back, and Robbie could hear the shock in his voice.

      “Copy,” a different voice came through the radio. “I have eyes on it now as well. Good grief, what happened?”

      “That’s the Coasties, right?” Robbie turned to look at Marston. Though they’d all left at around the same time, the first line of Coast Guard members had obviously already arrived.

      “Are we safe to approach?” the pilot, Swanson, asked.

      Robbie leaned slightly to peer out of the open side of the helicopter. He could see a thick, dark plume of smoke rising in the distance. Someone started to reply to the pilot’s question, but he was quickly cut off as a loud noise crackled through all of their headsets. The exact moment the noise happened, an intense shockwave hit them as something blew up in the distance.

      “What the heck is happening over there!?” Marston exclaimed as the pilot pulled them in closer.

      Robbie could see more now, the vague shape of the ship, surrounded by the smaller Coastie boats.

      “Was that an explosive?” Robbie muttered into the speaker of his headset.

      “Something else must be going on,” Marston replied with a slow shake of his head. “No way someone would blow up a whole ship just to hide some knockoff makeup, right?”

      “Maybe that’s not the only thing they’re smuggling,” Robbie suggested as the chopper pulled in even closer. It was difficult to tell where the fire was coming from since all Robbie could really see was smoke.

      “Looks like the fire was started inside,” Kyle noted as he stared down at the large cargo freighter. “Maybe one of the lower decks. I can’t see any flames at all, can you?”

      “No,” Marston agreed. “Just smoke. Okay, do we know how many people are on board?” He looked up at the pilot, who relayed the question to someone else.

      “Twenty-six crew including the captain,” a disembodied voice replied into their headsets. “And… six other passengers.”

      “Passengers?” Robbie repeated, frowning with confusion. “What does he mean, ‘passengers’? It’s a cargo ship.”

      “We don’t have time to worry about that now,” Marston insisted as he unclipped his harness and reached for the rappel gear. “We can figure out who’s who later. Right now, we need to make sure we evacuate all thirty-two people, including our perp. Once everyone is out safely, we can sort out the rest.”

      “Right,” Robbie agreed with a nod as he freed himself from the restraints holding him to the seat. The second he did, there was another pop as something on the ship exploded, and the helicopter rocked slightly. It wasn’t a severe shake, but it was enough to knock Robbie off his feet and send him tumbling.

      “Whoa!” Marston called out as he leapt forward and grabbed Robbie’s wrist. “Don’t go falling off.”

      “And let you have all the fun?” Robbie grinned as he clambered back toward the center of the chopper. “Not a chance.”

      “I thought the two of you said that this was supposed to be an easy case!” Kyle yelled.

      Robbie shot him an apologetic smile as he grabbed one of the safety harnesses. The three of them quickly got geared up to head down. In just a matter of seconds, they were hooked onto the descent lines and ready to make their way down.

      “You three good back here?” Abernathy asked as he left the co-pilot seat to join them in the back.

      “Yeah!” Marston called back.

      “Good,” Abernathy replied, “‘cause there’s been a slight change in plans. We need to move fast and get everyone off this thing.”

      “We figured,” Marston replied as he tugged on the safety harness he already had in place.

      “Great, glad we’re all on the same page,” Abernathy replied. “We need to get down there and start evac. We can transport four at a time on this chopper, and we’ve got another one that’s being deployed now.” He nodded out toward the water. One of the larger Coast Guard boats had an orange helicopter on the back, and Robbie could see figures scrambling around it, presumably getting it ready to go and rescue people. “We’ve got boats in place around the ship to assist any jumpers, but with how big this thing is, the birds our are best bet.”

      Robbie glanced back at the cargo ship. Its deck was a good way from the surface of the water, so there wasn’t really any way for the Coasties down below to reach it quickly. They could set up some kind of tethering system, but they really didn’t have time with the ship being on fire. The helicopters could carry out rescues from above, though.

      “We’re ready to go down whenever you are!” Robbie replied.

      “All right!” the pilot confirmed from the front of the chopper. “I’ll take you down as low as I can get this bird.”

      He sounded a little nervous, and Robbie couldn’t blame him. The ship was obviously unstable. He still couldn’t tell what was causing the explosions, but the thick clouds of smoke billowing up from the structure made it obvious that something was very wrong down there. It also wasn’t doing their visibility any favors, which was ironic since that was the whole reason they’d decided to wait until daybreak.

      Once they were close enough for the four of them to make their way down, they slowly dropped themselves out of the sides of the chopper.

      Robbie gritted his teeth as the line swayed harshly. Some combination of the sea breeze and the force of the smoke was causing the surrounding air to shift pretty aggressively, resulting in all three of them spinning as they made their descent. Even with gloves on, the thick wire still felt painful as Robbie gripped it to keep from dropping straight to the bottom. It wasn’t anything that Robbie couldn’t handle, but the sensation was still unpleasant.

      Once the wind died down a bit, he and Marston quickly made their way down to the ship in a more controlled manner. Abernathy and Kyle touched down just a few moments after. As he did, Robbie spotted the bright orange Coast Guard chopper approaching from the other side. Once they were on the deck, it was difficult to see anything past the huge stacks of cargo containers. Holm could barely see the top of the bridge peeking out above the rows of cargo, and they only had a small sliver of deck to actually move around on.

      No sooner had their feet landed on the deck, though, than someone came rushing up to them. He was obviously a member of the crew, dressed in a gray uniform with matching gray gloves.

      “Help!” was all he uttered as he ran over to them, shaking like a leaf. He began to talk rapid-fire in a language that Robbie didn’t understand.

      “It’s all right,” Abernathy assured him. “We’ve got you.” He placed an arm comfortingly around the panicked man’s shoulders as he radioed something back up to the pilot. Then he got to work quickly hooking the crewman onto the rescue rig. Another crew member appeared after that, looking equally panicked. Robbie and Marston got to work helping them while Kyle ran off to find others and direct them back to where the chopper was. In just a matter of moments, the three of them fell into a routine that felt second nature to Robbie. He’d pulled off rescues before during his days as a SEAL, so this wasn’t anything new.

      They still weren’t moving quickly enough, though. Someone had to go up with each of the civilians since it wasn’t like they could just hook them in and yank them up. All it would take would be for someone to panic and thrash around, and they’d have another emergency to deal with. The chopper also had a finite amount of space, so getting everyone off was a slow process. All the while, the smoke from the fire was growing thicker.

      “No!” one of the crewmen screamed as the chopper started to ascend. “Don’t leave!”

      “It’s okay!” Holm rushed to soothe him. “It’s coming back. We just need to get those people to the boats first and–”

      BOOM! Another low rumble rocked the ship hard enough that several people stumbled to the deck, including Holm. That caused some of the already frantic crew to panic even further, and Robbie watched with horror as a few of them threw themselves off the side of the ship.

      “Wait! Stop!” he cried out as he rushed over to try to hold them back. He knew that the Coasties were waiting down there to help anyone that fell overboard, but it was still dangerous. Even practiced swimmers could drown if they were too panicked to think clearly.

      Robbie turned back around and then nearly fell again when the boat lurched and tilted violently, leaning at a sharp angle.

      “Oh, no,” Robbie muttered to himself as he realized that the ship was going down faster now.

      A tilt this severe could only mean that the ship was taking on serious water, which meant they had that much less time to get everyone off safely. He looked around for his partner, blinking against the acrid smoke that stung his eyes. He spotted him crouched a few yards away, tending to someone that must have been one of the passengers because they weren’t wearing a crew uniform. Before Robbie could go over to them, though, a flurry of movement from the other direction caught his eye.

      To Robbie’s immense surprise and confusion, two crew members were duking it out near the entrance to the bridge. Standing near them was a young woman with tears in her eyes.

      “Hey!” Robbie yelled as he ran over. “Hey! Stop!” He physically forced himself between the two men. “This isn’t the time for this!”

      “My kids are down there!” one of the men screamed as he tried to shove his way past Robbie and into the bridge.

      “What?” Robbie felt his heart drop as he took in what the man had just said.

      “You can’t,” the other crew member grunted as he tried to hold the first man back. “The ship is sinking! We have to get off!”

      “I’m not leaving my kids down there!” the man roared as he punched the man again, and Robbie realized why the two were fighting.

      “You three go that way!” Robbie instructed as he pointed back toward where Marston was still waiting with the rest of the civvies for rescue.

      “No!” the enraged father screamed, but Robbie held him back.

      “You need to go over there!” Robbie insisted. “I can go and get your kids, but it’s too dangerous for you to–” A loud groan suddenly cut him off, so ear-piercing that Robbie couldn’t even hear his own voice. The deck beneath their feet rumbled again, vibrating intensely as the groaning grew louder. Someone screamed something in the distance. Robbie looked up, and for a moment, he thought he was getting dizzy because the huge cargo containers seemed to shift and move from side to side.

      Then Robbie realized that they were moving.

      “Move!” Robbie screamed as he reached out to grab the girl. “Move, move, move!” He scrambled away from the cargo containers and toward the bridge. The two men stopped throwing punches at each other as the shadow of one of the containers fell over them. They rushed to get away, and Holm watched with relief as they managed to scurry out of the path of the container just in time. The one who’d been screaming about his kids fell overboard as the ship lurched under the weight of the shifting cargo containers.

      “Oh, no!” the girl suddenly gasped. Holm looked over at her and then turned in the direction she was facing. Dread coiled inside of him as he watched all the other crewmen rush to jump overboard as well. Marston and Abernathy had been with them just a few moments prior, keeping them all calm.

      Robbie couldn’t find either of them.

      Holm clenched his jaw as he looked back toward the bridge. Kyle had run off to find more people to evacuate, and Robbie couldn’t see him either. Everything was going to hell out here, and he had no idea where Marston was, or if he was alright, but that man had mentioned that his kids were still onboard before he’d fallen overboard.

      “There are more people downstairs!” the young woman suddenly yelled, and Holm turned to look at her. “They told us to stay in our cabins when the siren went off. I came up here to check what was happening when we heard those bangs, but I think everyone else is still down there!”

      “How many more people?” Robbie asked, pulling her into the bridge as the ship continued to tilt and more containers toppled over.

      “Um… four,” the girl replied. “No, six! Sorry, I forgot to count those two kids.”

      “So that man’s children are down in the ship?” Robbie asked.

      “Yeah,” the girl replied. “All our cabins are on the same level. Here, I’ll show you.”

      “Wait!” Holm called out as she suddenly took off, further into the bridge. Holm really didn’t like the idea of letting her go back into the bowels of the ship when it was clearly sinking, but he was kind of stuck. He couldn’t just leave the young woman alone, but he also couldn’t abandon six other people who’d been instructed to stay put and were clearly waiting for rescue. In the end, he had no choice but to follow after the woman since she’d already run off, anyway.

      “Down here!” the young woman called from a few floors down the stairwell. “We’re almost there. It’s just through—Agh!” She suddenly screamed, and Robbie took off running, taking the steps two and three at a time in his haste to reach her. When he finally did, he realized why she’d screamed.

      The interior of the boat was starting to flood, and a few inches of water sloshed along the length of the passageway. The woman was standing with one foot through the door leading out of the stairwell.

      “Go,” Robbie urged the young woman, and the two took off running, their shoes sloshing against the water as they went. It was barely anything more than a puddle’s worth, but that was enough for Robbie’s entire body to tense with dread. They weren’t even on the lowest level of the ship yet, which meant that the water level inside the vessel was rising fast, and the more it filled, the faster the entire thing would sink.

      They’d run about half of the passageway’s length when a little girl came running out of one of the rooms. She jumped when she noticed Robbie and the woman, her eyes going wide first with surprise and then with fear as she started to cry.

      “No, it’s okay!” the young woman quickly rushed forward to hug the little girl. “It’s okay, we’re going to leave now, alright?”

      “The water kept getting higher!” the little girl moaned as she clutched at the young woman’s jacket.

      “Is someone there?” the voice of a man called from inside the same room. He came running out a second later, a look of relief washing over his face as he spotted Robbie. “Oh, thank goodness! We were starting to panic!” The man looked to be in his thirties, with disheveled blond hair and wearing a red, plaid sweater that looked like it had taken a beating.

      “How many of you are in there?” Robbie asked as he peered into the room.

      “Uh, five total,” the man replied as several others came wading into the passageway. A little boy and an older looking couple came creeping nervously out of the room.

      “What’s going on?” the elderly woman asked as she fearfully looked up and down the length of the passageway. “A siren went off. They told us there was an emergency and that we should stay in our rooms until someone came to give us the all clear.”

      “But nobody came!” the elderly man grumbled as he wound an arm around his frightened wife. “Edvin got fed up and ran off. I thought it would be better if we stay here. That’s what they always say, right? If you’re ever lost or stranded, you should just stay put instead of wandering off. But I gotta say, when we saw that water coming in under the door, it gave us pause.”

      “What exactly is going on?” the man in the plaid shirt asked Robbie, a scared, pleading look in his eyes. “Can we get out of here now?”

      “Yes,” Robbie urged. “Right now, we need to go.”

      “Is the ship sinking!?” the elderly woman cried out as Robbie ushered the five of them out of the room.

      “Yes,” Robbie replied simply, not wanting to lie. The situation was grave, and he wanted them to understand that. “But I’m going to get you all out of here, okay? We just need to get to the stairs, and we’ll make our way up to the deck, okay?” He hurried forward toward the staircase and reached for the door. The second he grabbed it, the ship groaned again.

      Robbie gasped as the ship gave its harshest jolt yet. All seven of them were knocked to the deck, water splashing up around them as they fell and went tumbling down the length of the passageway.

      “What’s happening!?” the elderly woman screamed, tears running down her cheeks when the ship finally stopped moving, now sitting at a severe tilt.

      “Everything’s okay,” Robbie insisted automatically, though the platitude sounded empty even to his own ears. And it was only seconds after uttering those words that Robbie realized everything was most certainly not okay.

      The water level was coming at them fast.

      “Move!” Robbie ordered as he jumped to his feet. “Up! Everyone go back up the passageway!” He yanked the young woman up by her arm and shoved her before going to help the elderly couple. Holm rushed them back toward the stairwell, only for the entire structure to suddenly tilt violently again, to the point that they were once again knocked off their feet.

      This time, however, the tilt was so severe that it left the deck at a harsh slope. Robbie jumped to his feet and tried to climb up it, but found that he could barely manage it with all the water rushing down at them, turning the floor into a slippery mess. He might have been able to if he really struggled through it, but what about the others? He turned toward them, barely managing to get back to their feet, especially the older couple.

      There was no way they were getting back up to the stairwell before the water overtook them, which meant they needed a new plan. Robbie looked down toward the other end of the passageway. Maybe there was another outlet on that end that would lead up to the main deck. At this point, that was their only hope, and they couldn’t waste time standing around. He reached for the two kids, lifting the smaller one up and taking the girl by the hand as he ran through the passageway with the other civilians.

      Robbie kept his eyes peeled for any kind of exit as they all ran, but all he saw was doors leading into cabin rooms. At the end of the hall, he spotted another stairwell, but to his immense dismay, it only led further down into the bowels of the ship. He cursed as he looked frantically around, his eyes landing on a large, open room to his left.

      “In here!” Robbie yelled as he led the way into the mess deck. There was a line of windows along the far wall. A shudder coursed through Holm as he realized that the water level outside was already high enough to where it was sloshing against the outside of the portholes.

      “What do we do?” the young woman asked as Robbie set the kid down.

      “We need to break these portholes,” Holm instructed, though even as he said that he knew how impossible that was. Those things were designed to withstand rough waters and severe weather conditions. Their escape was right there on the other side of the glass, but Robbie had no idea how to break through to the other side.

      “Crap,” he grumbled, gritting his teeth as he frantically looked around in vain for something they might be able to use.

      “What about this?” Plaid Sweater asked as he came running out from behind the serving line. He was carrying a large metal pot in his hands. He ran toward one of the portholes and smashed the pot into it as forcefully as he could, but the surface didn’t even crack.

      “That won’t work,” Holm murmured as he continued to look around.

      The more he searched, though, the more he realized just how bad their situation was. The porthole would be extremely thick and sturdy to keep from breaking during storms. They would need something very big and heavy to even put a dent in it, like a wrecking ball or a battering ram. They had neither the resources nor the time to pull something like that off.

      They were trapped.

      “Everyone come this way,” Holm called, his voice flat as he ushered everyone up toward the galley, which was still mostly above water.

      “Wait,” the young woman called out, her voice trembling as she took the little boy by the hand and pulled him up toward the galley, which was still above water. “How are we going to get out?”

      Holm swallowed as he looked back at her. It wasn’t often that he found himself truly speechless, but he had no idea what to say to her.

      We’re not going to get out. It was on the tip of his tongue, but he couldn’t bring himself to say it. Not in front of the two little kids who looked so scared, or the elderly couple, stooped and holding onto each other for support. Maybe Plaid Shirt and the girl could make it out if they swam, but even that was doubtful. They’d run here half-blindly, and even if Holm went with them, he wasn’t sure he’d be able to lead them out before they ran out of breath. And in any case, he couldn’t just abandon the other four.

      He glanced back to the porthole. The water outside was darker now, which meant they were descending fast. There was a loud groan and a rumble earlier, right before the water started rising. Had a chunk of the ship broken off? It would make sense that they were sinking faster if that was the case.

      The seven of them backed further into the kitchen, their backs pressed to a row of cabinets as the water level crept up to their feet.

      “The water’s coming!” the boy shouted, his voice cracking with fear as the young woman picked him up.

      “Shhh,” she soothed him. “It’s okay.”

      Robbie gritted his teeth, rooted to the spot as he watched the water approach ever faster. He felt like a failure. His job was to protect people. He’d come down here to find the trapped passengers and lead them to safety, and instead they were here, about to suffer a slow and miserable death. Robbie wasn’t even sure he’d be able to make it out himself if he were to leave right now, and even if he could, he wasn’t sure he’d have been able to live with himself if he abandoned these six innocent people.

      “This, uh… this is bad, huh?” Plaid Sweater chuckled awkwardly as he looked over at Robbie. His knuckles were stark white as he gripped the edge of the counter behind him, and Robbie could see despair reflected in the man’s eyes.

      Robbie wasn’t sure what to say in response. Just hold on? Brace yourselves? Try to hold your breath as long as you can? What could he possibly say in a situation like this? He didn’t have any words of comfort or practical advice. They were mere moments away from being trapped underwater.

      As the water sloshed up to the toe of his boot, Robbie tried to remember the last time he spoke to Aurora and wondered fearfully if that would be the last time he would ever hear her voice.
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      One moment, I was standing on the deck of the ship, calling out instructions, calming frantic crew men and helping to get people evacuated off the sinking ship and onto the chopper hovering above. Then there was a loud crash, the deck beneath my feet began to shake and rumble, and suddenly, everything around me was moving.

      There was a mad scramble as the massive shipping containers stacked around us began to wobble, tumbling down as the ship tilted. There were still a few civilians left on the deck, but no time or space to get them onto the helicopter. As the shadow of a shipping container fell over us, I acted quickly. Rushing forward, I shoved the two civvies standing in the path of the falling container out of the way and into the water, barely managing to jump in time myself.

      The splash of water that hit me as I sank below the surface was unexpectedly cold for being this close to Hawaii. Or maybe it just felt that way in comparison to the hot, acrid smoke I’d been surrounded by just moments earlier. Whatever it was, it shocked my system enough that it took me a few seconds to get my bearings and return to the surface.

      My first instinct was to look around for the two men I’d pushed overboard. I had no idea if they could even swim, or if the shock of being pushed might have caused them to start drowning. To my relief, they were both floating nearby, looking startled but otherwise no worse for wear.

      My next priority was to check the deck. I’d only had a little bit of time to push a few people out of the way, so I had no idea if anyone else was still up there. Kyle and one of the Coasties had been on the deck with me, but I couldn’t see either of them. I couldn’t see any more civvies, either, but what I could see was a bright blue shipping container as it slowly tipped its way off the side of the ship.

      “Move!” I called out to the two men treading water just feet from me. “Go down! Swim down!” The water around me darkened as the shadow of an incoming container loomed over us, and I quickly ducked my head beneath the water, trying as hard as I could to swim down and away from the object.

      It was impossible to miss when the container collided with the surface of the water. Not only did a loud, grating noise reverberate through the water as it did, but it also sent out shockwaves as it hit, sending me spinning.

      For several moments, I couldn’t figure out which way was up, and when I finally did figure it out, it was because I realized that I was being sucked forcefully down. The container had created a strong downward suction as it sank through the water, dragging me along with it.

      My knee-jerk reaction was to swim up. I was being pulled deeper, so naturally I wanted to get back to the surface as quickly as possible. Years of training screamed at me from the back of my mind, though, reminding me that the best way to escape being trapped inside a current was to swim perpendicular, rather than opposite it. This wasn’t exactly a typical current, but the same principles would apply. With that in mind, I kicked as hard as I could away from the container, not up, but to the side.

      My lungs burned, desperate for air, but I needed to keep going. Once I no longer felt like I was actively being pulled down, I decided it was safe to go back up. By the time I broached the surface again, my lungs were screaming, and I greedily sucked in as much air as I could. When I opened my eyes, I could see heads bobbing in the water, others who had jumped off the ship. I looked around for the two I had pushed, my heart jumping into overdrive when I realized I could only find one of them.

      “Where’d the other guy go?” I yelled at the man, who was floating nearby and looking shell-shocked.

      He just stared back at me, as though he hadn’t understood what I said.

      “Hey!” I shouted. “Where is the other guy who was here with us!?”

      He murmured something at me in what sounded like Chinese, and I realized that he literally had not understood what I’d said. I swore under my breath as I looked down at the water, trying to see if I could spot him. The water was too choppy, though, and all I could see was blue.

      Then I spotted something different, a patch of orange amidst all the foamy blue. I couldn’t be sure if that was him, but I had to check. Taking a deep breath, I dove back beneath the water.

      Diving without a wetsuit and gear was remarkably different from diving in normal clothes. They were heavy, weighed down with water and slicked against my skin. Not having a mask also meant that everything was blurry, and of course, not having a BCD meant that I could neither control my descent nor spend longer than a few seconds beneath the surface.

      It was definitely him, though, floating along a few feet below. His shock of red hair had become his saving grace since the gray uniform he wore blended right into the water. I swam over to him as quickly as I could, my lungs already screaming in protest. If I hadn’t spent the last few minutes inhaling smoke, I might have been able to last longer, but as it was, I was already feeling the burn in my chest.

      I wound my arms around the man and quickly pulled him up to the surface, drawing in a breath as soon as I was back above the water.

      “Hey!” I screamed as loudly as I could as I turned in place, trying to find a Coast Guard boat.

      There was one floating nearby. A few Coasties jumped off, tearing through the water as they rushed to collect all the men who’d fallen overboard.

      “Hey!” I called out. “I need some help!”

      One of the officers still on the boat spotted me and slapped another on the shoulder before pointing over at us. That officer wasted no time before jumping into the water, zooming through the water so he was beside us in the blink of an eye.

      “He was under for a minute or two,” I explained before the Coastie could say anything.

      “Got it,” the man replied as he took the crew member off my hands. “You’re one of those agents, right? Can you swim on your own?”

      “I’m fine, I’m fine!” I insisted urgently. “Tend to him!”

      “Okay, just follow me,” the Coastie called back. He turned and started hauling the unconscious crewman back to the boat.

      Though I’d insisted I was fine, it wasn’t long before a second Coast Guard officer jumped into the water to try to help me.

      “I’m okay,” I argued as the man tried to assist me. “I’m a former SEAL! I can make it on my own. There’s another crewman over there, though!” I turned and pointed at the one I’d left behind when I went to rescue the one who’d gone down. The Coastie just nodded before taking off.

      A minute later, I made it to the boat. Yet another Coast Guard officer was there in an instant to help pull me up, and despite all my insistence that I was fine, I was grateful for the help. My arms and legs were sore, and so were my lungs. Though I was a capable swimmer, suddenly being tossed and pulled around the ocean in street clothes was exhausting.

      I collapsed onto my back on the deck of the boat to catch my breath. My clothes stuck to me as droplets of water dripped off of them and onto the cold, hard deck beneath me. I knew I should get up and go help the rescue effort, but I wanted to find Davis and Holm first.

      I winced as I sat up, then took a second to crack my neck before getting to my feet. When I turned and looked around, I noticed that there were a lot fewer heads bobbing in the water. I was alarmed for a moment until I realized that the Coasties had just made quick work of getting everyone out of the water and onto a boat. I scanned all the Coast Guard boats floating near the one I was on, my eyes skimming over all the trembling crewmen as I searched for Davis and Holm. Vaguely, it occurred to me that our perp was most likely somewhere among the men who’d been rescued, but I shook the thought from my mind. That wasn’t my priority at the moment.

      Eventually, I spotted Davis. He and Abernathy were together, standing near the railing of the boat just to the right of the one I was on. I hurried to the edge, hopeful that they would be able to hear me if I shouted.

      “Davis!” I called out, and to my relief, he and Abernathy both turned to look at me. Davis grinned, his shoulders slumping slightly as he spotted me.

      “You’re still alive!” He laughed. “I thought we might have lost you!”

      “Not yet!” I called back, grinning. “Is Holm over there with you?”

      Davis’s face fell slightly, and I ignored the sharp pang of anxiety that sent through me.

      “Uh, no!” he yelled. “But he’s probably on another boat. He was standing near you when you fell, right?”

      My own smile slipped away as I tried to remember. Holm had been standing right beside me, at first. Davis had been sending people our way, and we’d been getting them strapped into the safety harnesses to be pulled up into the choppers. But then… Holm had disappeared. I’d been busy helping one of the crewmen get buckled in, and when I turned around, Holm had been gone. That was when the ship tilted and the shipping container fell, and I hadn’t seen Holm again since then.

      My heart thudded painfully fast, making me dizzy as I wandered away from the edge of the boat. I could hear Davis yelling something, but I was already too far away to hear. I scanned the other boats again, searching for Holm. The Coast Guard boats weren’t all that big, and all the people who’d been fished out of the water were gathered together in the open part of the stern on each boat. Everywhere I looked, all I could see was a sea of gray uniforms.

      Holm wasn’t on any of the boats.

      I tried to ignore the lightheadedness I felt. Maybe there were more boats on the other side? But I knew there weren’t. They’d all lined up along the starboard side because that was the side of the deck the chopper was lifting people up from. Holm should have been here.

      “We’re missing people,” I overheard one of the Coasties say, and my heart sank. I snapped my head around to look at the one who’d spoken, and I found an officer speaking to someone who was clearly of a higher command, judging by his uniform. “All the crew are accounted for, and two of the passengers, but there are still four missing, not including that federal agent.”

      My face felt hot, and I thought I might throw up. People were missing. People were still on the boat.

      I knew where Holm was.

      I turned toward the ship, my hands going numb as I realized that a large part of it had broken off and was very rapidly sinking beneath the waves. The larger portion was still bobbing along, buoyant enough that it wasn’t being dragged down right away. The chunk that had broken off, however, was obviously filling with water a lot faster.

      “Where’s Agent Holm?” I strode up to the two Coasties, cutting the subordinate off mid-sentence.

      “What?” the one who looked like he was in charge frowned at me.

      “Agent Holm,” I spat, my patience non-existent at that point. “Has anyone found him? Is he on any of the boats? You said you took a roll?”

      “We did,” the subordinate officer mumbled, looking up at me apprehensively before glancing down at the small notepad he had clutched in his hand. “Agent Holm’s not accounted for either.”

      I swore loudly as I spun back toward the ship. People were still on board, and if that was the case, I knew exactly where Holm was. The moment he’d learned that someone was still trapped inside, I knew for a fact my partner would not have hesitated to run straight in, regardless of the danger. My eyes flitted over to the portion that was quickly sinking, and I wasn’t sure how I knew, but my gut told me that was where they were all trapped.

      I took off running, racing to the side of the boat before diving off the side and back into the water. My clothes dragged me back again, but I forced myself forward, renewed strength flowing through me as adrenaline shot through my veins. I could hear voices shouting around me, but I ignored them. Holm was trapped inside a sinking ship, and I needed to help him.

      Unfortunately, I couldn’t ignore the arms that suddenly wound themselves around me. I gasped in surprise as I was suddenly yanked backward, away from the sinking ship.

      “No!” I screamed as I pushed away from whoever it was that was dragging me away. “Let go!” I managed to yank one of my arms free and quickly delivered an elbow to the face of the person holding me. He grunted with pain and let go. I tried to swim forward, but someone else grabbed me before I could.

      “Stop!” I yelled as I was pulled back again. I clenched my jaw furiously as I realized the Coastie pulling me back was using the same tactics I would have on someone who was panicking and resisting efforts to be rescued because I was neither panicked nor in need of rescue.

      “Calm down!” the Coast Guard officer yelled back. “What do you think you’re doing? Do you want to get sucked down?”

      “Agent Holm is in there!” I growled as another set of hands grabbed my arm. The next thing I knew, I was being hauled back onto a boat.

      “Marston, what the hell?” Davis shouted as he came running over to me. “What’s going on?”

      “Holm is still on there!” I huffed as I got to my feet, shoving the Coast Guard officer away.

      “Where!?” Davis asked as he looked toward where I was pointing. His eyes went wide as he realized I meant the part of the ship that was already mostly underwater. “Are you sure?”

      “I heard them say that people are still unaccounted for,” I explained. “Holm would have gone to help if he knew that.”

      “Okay.” Davis nodded. “Okay, but we need to think rationally about this, okay? It’s sinking. I’m sure the Coast Guard has divers–”

      “We don’t have time for that!” I argued.

      I felt like I was going crazy. Why was nobody else as concerned about this as I was? If Holm and the others were in one of the lower compartments of the ship, then they were already underwater! How long did they think they could hold their breath? I shoved past Davis and rushed toward the side of the boat again.

      “Whoa!” Davis called out. “No, stop. Marston, don’t be an idiot.” He reached out to grab my arm, and I shoved him brusquely away.

      “I’m not going to just leave my partner to drown,” I gritted out.

      “And we’re not going to let you drown,” Davis warned. “Which is what will happen if you—stop!”

      He yelled as I turned around to jump, but before I could, someone was dragging me back again. I spun around, fist flying, and punched one of the Coast Guard officers square in the face.

      “Hey!” a different Coastie shouted, and suddenly, several of them were running at me.

      I could have laughed at how absurd the situation was. Holm was in danger. He was probably drowning in that very moment, and these idiots were all picking a fight with me instead of helping him.

      Another one rushed at me, and I jumped to the side before punching him as well. He cried out with pain, reaching up to clutch his nose, and I quickly kicked his feet out from under him. Another one came after that, and I ducked low as he lunged at me, wrapping my arms around his middle and using his own momentum to flip him onto the deck.

      “Marston, stop!” Davis shouted as he rushed up behind me.

      He managed to trap me in a bear hug, but I quickly thrust my head back, delivering a sharp headbutt to his nose. I turned around and shoved him in the chest, sending him stumbling backward, but a second later, I was surrounded as several Coasties jumped me at once.

      “Hold him down!” I heard someone shout as I was pushed to the ground.

      “Wait!” Davis yelled. “Stop! Careful! Don’t hurt him, he’s not in his right mind!”

      I could feel several pairs of hands holding me down, but honestly, I was so angry and desperate at that moment that I probably could have shoved them all off if it hadn’t been for the sharp pinprick I suddenly felt jab me in the arm.

      “There we go,” another voice sighed, sounding relieved as the pain in my arm swelled for a moment. I turned my head to look and managed to catch sight of a syringe as it was being pulled away from my arm. “That’ll calm him down.”

      I blinked, my muscles already feeling lax as I glanced up at the Coastie getting to his feet beside me. Slung over one shoulder was a bright red bag with a big cross on it. It was a medic. A medic who, judging from the needle he was still holding, had just injected me with some kind of tranquilizer.

      “Marston?” Davis called out as he knelt beside me. “Hey, you’re okay.”

      The Coasties all stopped holding me down, but even though I tried to get up, all I could manage was to roll onto my back with a groan.

      “Shut up,” I grumbled, my voice a lot softer than I’d meant for it to come out.

      Blood was trickling from Davis’s nose where I’d headbutted him, but I only felt a little bad. Mostly, I just felt angry because while I was lying there, drugged and barely able to move, Holm was trapped on a sinking ship.

      “We’re going to find Holm, okay?” Davis assured me. “He’s probably on another boat, or still in the water somewhere. He’s tough, right? I mean how many times has he gotten the snot beat out of him and still bounced back? This is Holm we’re talking about. He won’t get taken out that easily.” Davis laughed weakly, and my blood boiled, but the urge to let my eyes drift shut was too strong for me to retort with any kind of scathing remark like I wanted to.

      My gaze drifted back to the ship. The choppers were still circling above, but the flames were licking higher now. I could barely see any of the deck around the shipping containers. It was all engulfed in flames.

      Then I shut my eyes. Davis was still talking, but I tuned him out. I tuned everything out until all I could hear was the sound of the ocean, and then, even that disappeared as well.
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      When I opened my eyes again, things were quiet. I could still hear the ocean, people talking, and the crackling of fire, but it was still too quiet.

      I shot up, my head spinning as I sat up straight. I was lying on a stretcher or something. It was long and thin and kind of plasticky feeling, but I didn’t care enough to really pay close attention to it. Instead, I quickly swung my legs off the side of it and got to my feet. The world spun again as I did, and I stumbled for a moment.

      “Whoa, you’re up,” Davis’s voice called.

      I blinked the dizziness away and found him striding up to me, concern in his eyes. I stepped backward away from him, the backs of my calves hitting the side of the makeshift cot I’d been lying on.

      “Don’t touch me,” I muttered bitterly as Davis extended a hand toward me. It seemed to me like he’d wanted to help me regain my balance, but honestly, I didn’t want him, or anyone else for that matter, anywhere near me. I was furious.

      “Just… don’t move around too fast,” Davis muttered, and the look of concern in his eyes just made me angrier.

      I ignored him and looked around. I was still on one of the Coast Guard boats, though there seemed to only be two now. Most of the crew were gone as well, presumably having left on the two missing boats. The helicopters were gone as well, one of them back on its helipad at the stern of the long Coast Guard boat and the other just nowhere to be seen.

      “They wanted to take you back to shore,” Davis muttered. “To the hospital. I told them not to. I figured you’d be even more mad if they did.”

      I turned to glare at him, grateful that he’d at least done that but still mad otherwise. I didn’t respond before turning back around to inspect the ship. When I did, a sickening jolt struck me because part of the ship just wasn’t there anymore.

      The bigger portion was still bobbing above the surface, though the shipping containers had all been knocked around and were scattered haphazardly all over what remained of the ship. The smaller portion that had broken off earlier, however, was completely gone, entirely consumed by the water.

      “Where is Robbie?” I turned to look at Davis, a violent rage I was wholly unfamiliar with flooding through me.

      “We haven’t found him yet,” Davis replied, not beating around the bush. He stepped forward suddenly, holding his arms out. “Please don’t try to dive into the water again.”

      “Why?” I chuckled darkly. “What would even be the point now? That part of the boat is probably at the bottom of the damned ocean by now! How long was I even out!?”

      I wasn’t used to feeling this angry, and a small, rational voice in my head scolded me. I needed to calm down, I knew that. Yelling and raging wouldn’t get me anywhere. But I was dizzy, my head hurt, my partner was probably dead, and I wasn’t able to help him because I had been rendered unconscious by a Coast Guard medic.

      “Almost two hours,” Davis replied, and I had to sit down. Two hours.

      Robbie was dead.

      Robbie could not hold his breath for a “almost two hours.” All the people he’d tried to save were probably dead too. Suddenly, I didn’t feel so angry. I didn’t feel anything, actually, and I wasn’t sure if that was better or worse.

      “Have any of those other people who were unaccounted for been found?” I asked, my voice flat and alien sounding.

      “No,” Davis replied, and a part of me was grateful to him for giving it to me straight. The other part wanted to headbutt him again, but my body felt completely drained of energy.

      “So they were all in there,” I concluded, and Davis shook his head.

      “We aren’t totally sure yet,” he insisted. “They’re still searching, and–”

      “Kyle,” I cut him off blankly. “Stop. Don’t give me that crap.” I lifted my head to look up at him. “We both know what the odds are. We both know they’re looking for bodies now.” Davis just stared back at me, his shoulders slumping. He took a deep breath and ran a hand through his hair, pursing his lips before looking away from me.

      “After you, uh–” he muttered awkwardly.

      “Got knocked out cold?” I finished, and Davis nodded.

      “Yeah,” he murmured. “After that, the Coast Guard’s priority was pulling everyone out of the water. Then they got back on the choppers and tried to get back on the ship to look for Holm. The fire was too big by then, though. From what I heard, one of the crewmen had a cigarette.”

      “That’s a big no-no,” I murmured. Any kind of fire on board a ship was a huge safety hazard. Ships were confined areas with nowhere to run and nobody around to help. If a fire got started in one, well, it could lead to exactly what had happened.

      “Yeah,” Davis replied. “They’re thinking that it started a small fire, which obviously got bigger. The overheating caused the engine’s hydraulic system to explode, which started a chain reaction of even bigger explosions all around the belly of the ship.”

      “He was smoking in the engine room!?” I looked up at Davis in shock. It was no wonder the ship had gone down so fast then.

      “That’s what they’re thinking happened.” Davis nodded in confirmation. “Anyway, nobody could get near it, and they couldn’t put the fire out.” He huffed out a low chuckle. “Ironic. Sitting in the middle of the ocean, but they had no efficient way to put out a burning ship.”

      “Looks like they got it eventually,” I noted as I glanced back toward the ship. The flames were gone, with only the wispy ghosts of smoke plumes remaining in the air around it.

      “Yeah,” Davis replied. “There are a few Coasties looking around in there now.”

      “I don’t think they’re going to find anything,” I mumbled.

      Holm wouldn’t have just sat around the inside of a burning ship. He’d have fought his way out somehow. Davis looked like he wanted to disagree, but he clamped his mouth back shut before saying anything. He was right about one thing, I was glad that he’d insisted I not be carted off to the hospital. The thought of having woken up back on land with no idea where or how Holm was made me feel sick.

      Of course, knowing he was certainly dead wasn’t that much better.

      “Where are you going!?” Davis asked urgently as I got to my feet again. Now that I wasn’t so frantic, I did feel a little bad for my earlier outburst. Davis’s nose was swollen and bruised where I’d hit him.

      “Just going to stretch my legs,” I replied. “My whole body feels like wood.”

      “Okay,” Davis replied, eyeing me with suspicion.

      He followed me at a few paces, and I knew he was worried I was going to jump back overboard. I felt just a little embarrassed as I recalled how I’d acted, but quickly decided that my behavior really hadn’t been all that bad. I’d literally screamed at the top of my lungs about how Holm was still trapped inside the ship, but nobody had listened. And not only that, they’d actively prevented me from rescuing Holm myself. The tiny, rational little voice in my head reminded me that the Coast Guard had protocols. Their priority was rescuing all the civilians who were in immediate danger of drowning after having fallen overboard.

      I silenced the voice. I didn’t care that the Coasties had followed protocol. Holm was dead, and as far as I was concerned, it was their fault for not helping him when they still had time.

      For the next hour or so, I waited for something to happen. For a body to be pulled up, for the rest of the ship to sink, something. I alternated between walking around the short length of the boat and sitting against the side, staring up at the ship as it slowly sank lower and lower, a tiny bit of it disappearing every few minutes. More than once, a Coast Guard officer tried to convince me to head back to the shore, but they stopped once I threatened to start swinging again. After that, they all steered clear of me, though not before one of them threatened to have me arrested. Davis was quick to intervene, and he ushered me quickly to the other end of the ship.

      It was there, sitting with my back to the railing, that I overheard a conversation taking place on another boat.

      “We’re just pulling up bodies now,” I heard one of the Coasties say, and my stomach sank.

      I quickly turned around to see who was talking. The long Coast Guard boat with the helipad was floating just a few feet away, close enough to where I was able to overhear the two of them but not quite make out everything they were saying. One of them was looking over at the side of the boat, and as I followed his gaze, I realized what he was looking at.

      Two Coast Guard divers were hauling someone out of the water, and I suddenly felt dizzy again. I leaned as far over the railing as I could as I tried to get a better look at the body.

      “Marston, no,” Davis warned as he reached out to grab my arm. I turned to look at him, and I could see that he was pleading with his eyes for me not to jump.

      I pulled my hand out of his grip and dove into the water.

      “Oh, for the love of–” I heard one of the officers shout as I resurfaced. I ignored him and swam the short distance over to the longer boat.

      “Marston!” Davis yelled. “Dammit, Marston!” Then there was a splash in the water behind me. I’d already made it to the other boat by then, and I bit my lip as I tried to claw my way up. This one had a higher deck than the other one and no ladder I could see on this side.

      “What are you doing?” one of the Coasties asked as he reached down to help me up.

      I didn’t answer as I accepted his help and scaled my way up the side. The second my feet touched the deck, I scrambled over to the body. Before I’d even gotten up close, I knew it wasn’t Holm. This man was a little younger, and thinner, with long black hair.

      I exhaled with both relief and disappointment, resting my hands on my hips as I stared down at the deck. Behind me, I could hear Davis grousing as the officer helped him up onto the boat as well. He fell silent as he rushed up beside me.

      “Is it?” he asked, stopping short when he laid eyes on the man and saw for himself that it wasn’t Holm. He looked relieved as well, but I ignored him again as I walked over to the Coastie I’d overheard.

      “You said you were only pulling up bodies,” I said accusingly, glowering at him.

      “Yes,” the man replied tentatively. “At this point, it’s most likely that we’re only looking for bodies.”

      “What?” another voice suddenly cut in. When I looked up, I realized that it was one of the crewmen. I was a little surprised to see him still there since I’d assumed they’d all been transported back to shore earlier while I was out.

      “No.” The man shook his head as he looked back and forth between the Coastie and the body on the deck. “I heard they found someone. Are you saying that everyone else is dead too!?”

      “Sir, we–” the officer tried to reply, but the man cut him off with a howl. The noise was so loud and sudden that it shocked me, and I jumped slightly.

      “No, please!” the man moaned as he collapsed to the ground. He buried his face in his hands and let out the most mournful sobs I’d ever heard. For several seconds, he just sobbed hysterically, yanking at his hair as he screamed and pleaded.

      Davis and I both stepped forward at the same time. We exchanged a look before crouching to help lift the man up by the arms. Part of me wanted to ask what was wrong, but I assumed he was probably just mourning the death of his friend or something.

      I could certainly understand how he felt.

      He didn’t fight as Davis and I guided him away so he wasn’t just wailing in the middle of the boat. We led him over to a small step where he could sit, and he collapsed down onto it weakly, still crying out despondently.

      “My children,” he moaned, reaching a hand out toward the water. “They were there. They were on the boat. I left them in the room. Why did I do that? Why did I do that!?”

      “Your kids were onboard?” I asked, a little confused. Were children even allowed on freighters? I supposed that was neither here nor there at this point.

      “My babies,” the man groaned pitifully. “I tried to get to them. They told me everyone was up on the deck, but they weren’t there. I tried to go back, but I fell.” He giggled, then the giggle turned into a manic, frightening cackle of laughter. Davis and I turned to look at each other in bewilderment. “I fell! I tripped, and then I was in the water. My children needed me. They were waiting for me, and I fell!” The laughter quickly morphed back into baleful sobs as the man hung his head. I wasn’t sure what to say or if I should even say anything at all.

      “They shouldn’t have been there,” the man went on without any prompting, and I wondered if letting it all out was therapeutic for him. “They should have never been on that damned boat. Their mother died. My sweet Niki died, and I had no one else to watch them. What could I do? I’m their father. They needed me. They needed me, and I left them on that boat!” He let out a guttural cry as he reached up and yanked fistfuls of his own hair out.

      “Whoa, stop,” I cautioned him as I automatically crouched down to hold his hands at bay. “Don’t do that.”

      “My babies are dead because of me!” the man cried out. “It was my job to take care of them! Where are they? Why aren’t they here?” He went limp as he broke down in tears again, his head dipping low. As I watched him grieve, though, an alarm bell rang in my mind.

      As I’d listened to the man lament the loss of his children, I’d noticed that he spoke with an accent. It was familiar to me, but I couldn’t quite place why at first. Then it hit me.

      His was the voice we’d heard on the phone when we used Price’s virus to hack the perp’s cell phone.

      “It’s you,” I mumbled, blinking at the bereaved man.

      “What?” He looked up at me, jaw slack. Before I could respond again, a flurry of noise broke out behind us.

      “There!” someone shouted, and suddenly, scores of Coasties were running to the side of the two boats still remaining. I jumped to my feet, thoughts of the perp cast aside as I went to see what all the commotion was about.

      I threw myself against the railing as I tried to see what it was that everyone was looking at. Several of them were pointing in the same direction, and after scanning the water for a few seconds, I finally spotted it.

      A weak plume of smoke was sputtering just atop the surface of the water, bright red and flickering like the light of a spent candle. I’d barely gotten a glimpse of it before it was suddenly gone. I blinked, wondering for a few brief moments if I’d just imagined it. Then another one appeared. It plopped up from beneath the surface, bobbing just on top, exuding little puffs of red smoke. A second later, another one appeared beside it. Then another one popped up, and another one, until there was a whole little group of sputtering red plumes of smoke floating near each other.

      “Those are flares,” I muttered as Davis came to stand beside me. “Someone’s shooting up flares.”

      And just like that, the numbness I’d been consumed by was gone. A rush of emotions plowed through me like a hurricane. Shock, fear, confusion, and just a thread of hope all convalesced together in a dizzying medley.

      Holm was not dead. I was sure of that the moment I saw those flares shooting up out of the water. Somehow, some way, he’d survived the sinking of the ship and was still down there, trying to call for help by signaling that he was still alive.

      “It’s Holm,” I declared with finality as I turned to look at Davis.

      He was still staring down at the flares in complete shock. He nodded slowly as he turned to look back at me.

      “Yeah,” he replied breathlessly. “I think you’re right.”
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      “Everybody, back up,” Robbie instructed, somehow finding his voice as he reached down to lift the little girl in his arms.

      “The water’s still coming!” her brother cried out, his eyes wide as he watched the encroaching water line gradually approach them.

      “Yeah,” Robbie replied, steeling himself. No matter how scared he was himself, and he was scared, he needed to screw his courage to the sticking place. He was still the authority in charge here, and he would be damned if he let these two kids’ last moments be filled with fear. “It’s alright, though. We’re just going to stay up here where it can’t get us.” He smiled at the girl in his arms, who wrapped her arms tightly around his neck in response.

      “Maybe we’ll see a mermaid,” the young woman suggested brightly as she beamed at the boy she was holding. “Wouldn’t that be so cool?”

      “No!” the boy pouted. “I want to see a shark!”

      “A shark?” the young woman asked, feigning excitement as a tear rolled down her cheek. “Wow! I bet that would be amazing to see.”

      Robbie smiled sadly at her. Plaid Shirt and the elderly couple were just standing there silently, and Holm knew that they all likely knew what was coming, unlike the kids.

      The water was up to his calves now, and Robbie wondered wildly if maybe they could swim for it. Surely that was better than just standing here? But then he glanced toward the porthole and at the dark, cloudy water outside it, and he realized that would be fruitless. They were too deep. Maybe they’d be able to hold their breaths long enough to make it out of the ship, but they wouldn’t make it to the surface in time.

      I could, Holm thought to himself. He’d never much liked free diving, but years of diving experience had left him with pretty great breath control. If he really focused, he could probably hold his breath for a few minutes. And he was a fast swimmer. Maybe, if he really pushed, he’d be able to make it to the surface.

      Then he felt the little girl’s arms tighten around his neck, and he felt ashamed for even entertaining the idea. How could he abandon her, and her brother, and the elderly couple, and the innocent young woman who was trying her best to keep the kids calm even as tears rolled down her face?

      “Have you guys been on the boat for a long time?” Holm asked. “I didn’t know that freighters carried passengers.” The water was up to his knees.

      “A few weeks now,” the young woman replied. “I boarded in Shanghai. I spent three months there. Well, all over Asia, actually. I thought this would be a cool way to explore the world. I mean, it sounds romantic, right? Getting to live out on the open ocean for months at a time.” She laughed sadly. “My name’s Maddie, by the way.” She turned and offered Robbie a weak smile. “Thanks for… trying.” She shrugged as she glanced down at the kids.

      Robbie just nodded, a lump in his throat.

      “Olaf,” Plaid Shirt muttered. “That’s my name. I’m from Switzerland. I was in Japan, but I took a train to China when I heard about the ship.”

      “Oh, what were you doing there?” Maddie asked him.

      “Cherry blossoms,” Olaf replied. “Spring is cherry blossom season. I wanted to go and see them.”

      “Oh, yeah, that sounds nice,” Maddie replied as she adjusted the boy in her arms. Robbie had to bite back the urge to laugh. It was strange how normal and mundane their conversation felt, like they weren’t both about to drown to death.

      “Robbie,” Robbie spoke up, clearing his voice after it cracked slightly. The water was up to his knees. “My name’s Robbie. I, uh… I’m a federal agent.”

      “An agent?” the elderly woman asked, smiling coyly at him. “My, isn’t that something? I’ve never met a federal agent before. Dirk, did you hear that?”

      “I heard him, Ethel,” the elderly man replied, smiling softly at her.

      “I bet you have tons of exciting stories,” Ethel cooed at him, and Robbie smiled weakly at her. He did have a lot of stories, and it seemed now they’d be staying with him, except…

      The water was still at his knees.

      Robbie frowned and looked down at the water. It sloshed around a little, swishing this way and that, but as Robbie stared fixedly down at it, he realized that it wasn’t rising anymore.

      He opened his mouth with surprise as he glanced at the portholes. They were definitely still moving down, he could tell by the movement of the water outside, but the water level inside the mess deck was no longer rising.

      “What?” he muttered as he took a tentative step forward.

      “What are you doing?” Maddie asked, her eyes wide. Robbie was hesitant to say that the water had stopped rising, lest he jinx it or give them all false hope, but after a few more seconds, it was undeniable.

      “The water’s stopped,” he declared.

      “What!?” Olaf stepped down after him. He reached down and ran his hands through the water. Robbie wasn’t sure what that did to convince him, but the man’s eyes went wide as he did. “It did!”

      “Did it really?” Ethel cried out, sinking to her knees in relief.

      “Honey!” Dirk cried out as he caught his wife. The two of them splashed into the water as Dirk crouched to comfort the now sobbing woman.

      “So we—we’re not going to—” Maddie stopped short, biting on her lip as she looked down at the kid in her arms. The girl Robbie was holding also lifted her head to look down at the water.

      “It really stopped!” she exclaimed excitedly, and Holm carefully set her down.

      “Just be careful,” he cautioned. “It’s probably slippery.” The other side of the mess deck was entirely submerged, with only the galley still fully above water. Maddie set the boy down, and he and his sister immediately started splashing each other.

      “What happened?” Maddie whispered as she walked up to Robbie, folding her arms over her chest as she watched the two kids examine the water experimentally.

      “I don’t know,” Robbie replied, and suddenly, the floor beneath them shook violently. Maddie and Ethel both screamed, Olaf let out a sound that was somewhere between a yelp and a groan as he was knocked off his feet, and both kids screeched as they were knocked off balance.

      “Careful!” Robbie called out as he lunged forward to grab the boy, who’d fallen and gone skittering into the flooded portion of the mess deck. Robbie lifted him up before his head could fall beneath the water. As he did, Robbie realized with dismay that the water level was rising again.

      “Back!” he yelled as he urged everyone to move back into the galley. He grabbed the girl’s wrist as he moved, dragging her up to the dry part of the space. The water level rose faster now, sloshing and splashing around them until it was halfway up Holm’s thighs. Then, as suddenly as it rose, it stopped again.

      For several minutes, none of them moved an inch, and the only sound to be heard was from the little girl, who was now crying. Eventually, Holm took a tentative step forward again.

      “I think it stopped again,” he muttered, a little nervous that he might jinx it just by saying that out loud.

      “What the heck was that?” Dirk asked as he looked around the mess deck. Holm turned toward the porthole and, not seeing any vertical movement anymore, was able to confirm his suspicions.

      “We hit the bottom,” he replied, a long, airy breath escaping him.

      “The bottom?” Maddie turned to look at him, her eyes shooting wide open a second later. “Like the bottom of the ocean!?”

      “Yeah.” Holm nodded. “That rumble we felt earlier was us touching down. That’s actually good news, though, because it seems, for now, things have stabilized.”

      “How is that possible?” Ethel asked, her voice shaking. She still knelt on the floor, half of her body submerged in water now. “How are we still… still breathing?”

      “Is this Hell?” Olaf asked, looking frantically around.

      In a manner of speaking, Holm thought to himself bitterly.

      “We’re in an air pocket,” he explained. “Any of you ever done that science experiment where you put an empty glass into a body of water upside down? As long as the air isn’t displaced, the inside of the glass stays dry. That’s what’s happening now. We’re inside an air pocket that got trapped inside the ship when we went down.”

      “That’s amazing!” Maddie exclaimed, her hands shaking. “It’s a miracle! We… we can still breathe!”

      “Yeah,” Holm replied with a smile, trying to seem as calm as possible. She wasn’t wrong. It was a miracle that this had happened, and they did have oxygen for the moment. That oxygen wasn’t going to last forever, though. They were inside a small space, and eventually, they were going to breathe up all the available oxygen and suffocate, assuming they didn’t all die of carbon dioxide poisoning first.

      He took a long, deep breath. It was too soon to panic about that quite yet, but he still needed to be cautious, especially with seven of them. Everyone seemed calm now that the water had stopped rising, and now Robbie needed to keep them all that way. If people started to panic and hyperventilate, they were going to wind up sucking in what little air they had that much faster.

      Now that he knew there was a chance of survival, Robbie needed to get himself together. He’d pretty much resigned himself to dying down here, but now he needed to act fast, and the first thing he had to do was signal to someone that they were still down there.

      He looked around the galley and mess deck for something they might be able to use. Every ship was bound to have emergency flares, but whether they would be stored in the mess deck was a different story.

      “We need to find a flare gun,” Robbie declared as he turned and walked back over to the cabinets in the kitchen.

      “Yes!” Olaf replied eagerly. “So we can let them know we’re still down here!”

      “Exactly.” Robbie smiled at him as he continued rifling through the cabinets. Pots, pans, trays, and dishes comprised most of what he found. A little further into the galley, he found some canned and packaged foods, but nothing resembling a flare gun.

      Five minutes later, he and Olaf had turned the entire kitchen upside down in their search, but all to no avail. There was nothing in there that they could use to signal to the Coast Guard that they were still down there.

      Robbie frowned, turning his face away so the others wouldn’t see that he was upset. The Coast Guard was still up there. It hadn’t been that long since they went down, so they were probably still searching for people and dealing with the burning ship. That was a concern as well. The rest of the ship would eventually fall, and if it came down on them the wrong way, then the motion might dislodge the air bubble they were currently in.

      If nobody else, though, Robbie was certain that Marston would still be up there. Even if it was just to find his body, there was no way that his partner would just leave him.

      “Okay,” Robbie murmured to himself as he glanced back at the others.

      Maddie was sitting on the floor of the galley, where the water level was the lowest with the two kids. She was telling them a story or playing a game or something. Robbie couldn’t hear from where he was standing, but the two kids were laughing as they watched her. Ethel and Dirk were both sitting against the cabinets, half submerged in water but otherwise looking okay, for now. That would change if they all stayed in the water like that.

      Even if it didn’t feel that cold to the touch, hypothermia from being submerged in the water was a real risk. It wasn’t like there was anything they could do about that, though. No portion of the mess deck was fully dry, and he couldn’t expect them to remain standing the entire time.

      Robbie would just have to work harder to get them out of here quickly.

      “What will we do?” Olaf asked quietly, his voice serious.

      Robbie glanced back at him before turning toward the water. There was a flare gun somewhere on this ship. It would be locked in a watertight container some place that was easily accessible. If it wasn’t in the mess deck, then Robbie was going to have to go and find it.

      “You’re going to stay here,” Robbie informed Olaf, “and keep an eye on everyone while I’m gone.”

      “Gone?” Ethel gasped, her face filling with fright. “Where are you going!?”

      “You’re leaving?” Maddie asked, her lip trembling.

      This was exactly what Robbie didn’t want. They all needed to stay calm if they were going to survive this with what little air they had.

      “It’s okay,” Robbie hurried to reassure them. “I’m just going to go and find a flare gun. We need to let those Coast Guard officers up there that we’re down here, right?”

      “But how will you go?” Maddie asked, her eyebrows furrowing together with worry. She looked fearfully down at the water-logged mess deck before looking back at Robbie. “Are you going to swim?”

      “Sure.” Robbie smiled, doing his best to seem relaxed. “I’m a former Navy SEAL, you know. I’m a great swimmer.”

      “Are you sure?” Ethel asked, her voice tight. “M-maybe you should just wait here with us.”

      “Yeah,” Olaf agreed meekly. “Someone will come looking for us, right? It’s safer to stay together.”

      Robbie smiled gently at them. He knew they were scared, and they probably wanted him to stay because he was the only authority figure there. But he also knew that their time was limited. Sure, someone would eventually come looking for them, but if they waited around for too long, they might not be alive anymore when that finally happened. They could run out of air, or the ship could shift and the air pocket could burst. The Coasties probably weren’t in a rush to come looking since, by now, Holm was sure the seven of them were presumed dead. He couldn’t risk waiting.

      “We’re safe for now,” Robbie replied. “But… the Coast Guard might take a while to find us.” He treaded carefully as he tried to decide the least alarming thing to say to them. Even if he had to lie, it was imperative that they all stay calm. “The ocean’s big and dark, and we’re at the bottom of it. If I send a flare up, then they’ll know exactly where to look, and they’ll be able to get us out of here faster.” He grinned. “You guys don’t want to stay here all night, right?”

      “That’s true, Ethel,” Dirk agreed with a nod. “You need to take your pill before dinner!”

      “Oh, that’s right,” Ethel replied, and Holm’s stomach sank. This just kept getting worse.

      “How will we get out?” the little boy suddenly spoke up, his wide eyes fixed on Robbie.

      “What?” Robbie blinked at him, caught off guard by his questions.

      “How will we go back up?” he asked. “Will they pull us with a big crane or something?”

      “Maybe!” Maddie replied excitedly, and Holm just smiled along. Inside, though, he was panicking. Honestly, he hadn’t thought that far ahead. He’d been so relieved just to be alive in the air bubble that he hadn’t worked out any of the logistics of actually getting out of here.

      How would the Coast Guard get them out?

      He shook away the thought. Now wasn’t the time to get all up in his own head. He needed to focus on finding that flare gun if he was going to get these people out of here alive.

      “Okay,” he instructed, clapping his hands together. “Everyone stays here, okay? Everyone stays together. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      “Be careful,” Maddie called out, her voice somber as she cast Robbie a wary look. Robbie could tell by the expression in her eyes that she knew just how dire this was.

      “Thanks,” he replied softly before turning toward the water.

      He didn’t have a wetsuit or fins or anything to help him swim. He reached into his pocket and plucked out his phone. After handing it to Maddie, he turned to wade deeper into the water. It was cold, and he winced as it swirled around his waist, and then his chest, and then, when it was finally up to his neck, he paused.

      He’d have to go underwater just to make it through the doorway.

      Robbie shut his eyes and took a long, deep breath. Then he opened his eyes, ducked below the surface of the water, and swam out of the mess deck.

      The saltwater stung his eyes, but just for a second. It didn’t take long for him to get accustomed to the feeling, but to his dismay, he wasn’t able to see very much. All the lights inside the ship had malfunctioned as it sank, and with no light getting inside, Robbie could barely see further than a few inches in front of his face.

      He swam quickly, squinting at the walls along the passageway as he went. It might make sense for emergency kits to be posted there within easy reach, but it looked like that wasn’t the case. He continued on, down the passageway and toward the stairs he could remember coming down. He quickly swam up, able to cut through the water and ascend twice as fast since he didn’t have to run up the steps. He could feel the tiniest of strains in his lungs, and he knew if he didn’t find something soon, he’d have to turn back and return to the air pocket.

      A few seconds later, he was back at the top of the stairwell where they’d entered. He glanced out of the open entryway, a shudder running through him as he looked out at the dark, endless water. It looked like it had just been the bridge portion of the ship that had broken off and sunken down, leaving the rest of the deck and all the shipping containers up at the surface. As he looked around, Robbie quickly spotted the entrance to the control room inside the bridge. If nowhere else, surely that would be where emergency supplies were stored.

      He swam inside, pushing through the water as he struggled to decipher what he was looking at. Control panels, buttons and switches, and scores of electronic devices and gauges stared back at him from the massive helm. Robbie searched the cabinets and drawers beneath, his lungs fighting against him. He wanted so badly to draw in a breath, but he had to wait just a little longer.

      Eventually, he found what he was looking for. Tucked into a small cubby beneath the captain’s chair was a thick, sturdy metal box that Robbie recognized by touch alone. There was either a flare gun or a regular pistol inside the case, and given that they were on a freighter, Robbie was willing to bet it was the latter.

      His lungs burned painfully now, and Holm swore internally as he turned back to the stairwell. If he lost control now, then not only would he drown there, but the six people waiting for him down below would die as well. He tucked the kit under one arm and rushed to make his way back down again.

      Robbie kicked furiously as he hurried back toward the air pocket in the mess deck. His chest felt tight, and stars were starting to cloud his already hazy vision. He crashed into the railing of the stairs as he struggled to swim faster, and panic threatened to overtake him.

      His head hurt now, and he felt lightheaded. He crashed into a wall as he tried to get back into the passageway he’d come from. Gritting his teeth, he felt his way through, and then paused. Which way had he come from, left or right? He was dizzy and couldn’t think. He turned left and swam furiously, hopeful that he wasn’t going the wrong way. The mess deck was close now. It was just at the end of the passageway, assuming he’d come in the right direction. His lungs felt like raisins, like they were shriveling up inside his chest as he forced his body to function without oxygen.

      Black spots fought with the stars for dominance in his vision. Was he about to pass out? He couldn’t, not yet, not when he was so close. He had the case in his hand. All he had to do was get back to the mess deck. He’d get some air and rest, and then he’d be able to signal for help. He couldn’t give up yet.

      Then, before he even realized it, the water was gone. It sloshed around him as his head broached the surface, and Robbie gasped for air.

      It hurt. Drawing in breath felt like a hundred needles piercing at the inside of his lungs all at once, but at the same time, it was a relief. The spots continued to dance in his vision, and there was a rushing in Robbie’s ears, like he was still underwater.

      “Robbie!” Maddie’s voice called out. He felt the water moving around him, splashing him in the face and around his arms as she came scrambling over to him. “Oh my gosh. Oh my gosh, just breathe. In and out.”

      Robbie opened his eyes and looked up at her. She looked scared, and he quickly schooled his features into something more relaxed. It wasn’t some teenage girl’s responsibility to comfort him. He was the one in charge here.

      “I’m okay,” Robbie gasped, his voice raspy.

      “What happened?” Olaf asked as he waded over to help. Beyond him, Robbie could see the two kids and the elderly couple huddled together near the cabinets. “Did you find anything?”

      “Yeah.” Robbie coughed as he got shakily to his feet. His legs felt like Jell-O, and he wanted to sit back down, but he needed to take a look at the case he’d brought with him. He waded up to the galley with Maddie and Olaf’s help, dragging the case along with him as he went. Once they were as high as they could go, Robbie slumped down onto the deck, his back against the cabinets.

      “What is that?” the little boy asked as he came running up to Robbie. The kid flopped down onto the deck beside him, splashing water around in the process.

      “This,” Robbie replied with a grin as he popped open the latch now that he could see, “is what’s going to help us get out of here.”

      Inside the case was a small, bright red gun, as well as several flare shells. It was obvious that the kit had never been used, which wasn’t surprising. Robbie’s hands trembled slightly as he fitted the shells into the gun. He’d shot one before, during training, but never in a real emergency situation, and definitely never when he was this beat up and worn out.

      “How will we get it all the way up to the surface?” Maddie asked as she curiously examined the gun.

      “Well,” Robbie grunted as he sat up straighter, “I’ll have to swim out and fire it.”

      “What!?” Maddie gasped, staring at him in shock. “You’re going back out there? You can’t! You’re exhausted!”

      Robbie smiled awkwardly. She wasn’t wrong about that. He was in pain, and still a little lightheaded, but they didn’t have the luxury of waiting around. They had no way of knowing how unstable the piece of ship they were inside of was. It could shift at any moment and break up the air bubble they were currently in. Regardless of how tired he was, Robbie needed to get back out of there as soon as possible.

      “Someone else should go,” Maddie suggested, swallowing nervously as she glanced down at the gun in Robbie’s lap. “Tell us how to get out, and one of us will do it.”

      “She’s right,” Dirk replied, his face stern. “You don’t look too good, Robbie. You look like you can barely stand.”

      “I’ll be all right,” Robbie insisted. “And I’m sure I’m the most capable swimmer out of everyone here. I already made it out once, and this time, I won’t even have to fumble around, searching for the gun. I’ll go straight out and come straight back.”

      “And what if something happens?” Dirk demanded as he got to his feet.

      “Honey!” Ethel called out as she reached for him.

      “You’re right.” Dirk nodded, ignoring his wife’s protests as he walked over to Robbie. “You’re the most capable one here, which is why we can’t afford to lose you. Everyone here is counting on you, including those two little sprouts over there.” He pointed at the two kids, who were both watching the interaction apprehensively. “I’ll go. I used to be a member of the Marine Corps. I might not be as spry as I once was, but I can swim that gun out of here.”

      “Dirk, no!” Ethel cried out, her face going white. “Dirk, you can barely get out of your recliner in the morning! What are you thinking!?”

      “I’m thinking that it’d be better for me to go than this young man,” Dirk snapped back. “Ethel… It won’t be any loss if an old man like me dies. But those two kids? This young lady? They can’t die down here, Ethel!”

      “You can’t just leave me here alone, Dirk!” Ethel cried, tears rolling down her cheeks.

      Robbie watched, mouth agape, at the scene that was unfolding in front of him. It was like something out of a soap opera, and as commendable as he found the elderly man’s actions to be, there wasn’t a chance in heck that Robbie was about to let him sacrifice himself like that.

      “Nobody is dying down here,” Robbie insisted firmly. He took the flare gun in his hand and rushed back out into the sunken part of the mess deck before anyone could stop him. He was still tired and achy, but now he was worried that if he didn’t move fast, Dirk might try something stupid.

      “Wait!” Maddie shouted. The rest of them all called out along with her, but Robbie ignored them as he waded further into the water. He cast aside his nerves, took in a deep breath, and dove through the doorway again.

      He moved faster this time, heading straight for the stairwell and up through it as fast as he could. He was wasting less time than on his first outing, but already he felt the familiar sting in his lungs. Maybe his body was just at its limit. Still, Robbie pushed past the pain and anxiety as he headed back toward the entrance of the bridge. This time, instead of turning toward the control room, Robbie turned and headed straight out through the bridge entrance.

      It felt strange to be this deep beneath the water without dive gear. Robbie glanced up, and dread pooled in his belly when he realized he wasn’t entirely sure which direction ‘up’ was.

      They were deep, impossibly, frighteningly, horrifyingly deep. Would the flare even make it to the surface? It would probably move a lot slower underwater, and pick up less drag, but maybe it would manage to float its way up, anyway? Of course, by then, there might not be any light or smoke to speak of, but this was still their best shot.

      Ever so carefully, Robbie exhaled some of the precious breath he was holding. He felt, more than watched, the direction in which the bubbles moved to figure out which way was up. Once he knew, he didn’t hesitate for a moment longer.

      He lifted his arm as high as he could, pointed the flare gun up toward the surface, and fired.
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      Vindication and bitterness swirled together in my mind as I watched everyone frantically mobilize at the sight of the flares. I’d known that Holm was down there, that he would have done everything in his power to save those trapped people. I’d literally screamed it, and I’d been ignored. Now, finally, the Coasties were doing something about it, but a part of me worried that it was too late.

      I had no idea how deep the water here was. We knew that they were alive down there, but how the hell were we supposed to get them out? How were they even alive after nearly two hours? A dozen questions swirled around in my mind.

      Davis and I were inside the helm of the bigger Coast Guard boat, along with the commanding officer I’d butted heads with earlier. He was on the radio, requesting urgent assistance. I listened as he called for rescue divers, emergency medical personnel, and even a deep-submergence rescue vehicle.

      “That won’t work,” I pointed out once he was finished calling for help and barking orders. He turned around to look at me, an eyebrow raised in question. “The DSRV, I mean. They’re not inside a submarine. Those things are designed to clamp onto the outside of a submarine. It’ll be virtually useless otherwise.”

      “We need to try everything we can,” the officer replied.

      “We know, Captain Grosberg,” Davis chimed in, shooting me a look that told me I should stop picking a fight. I ignored him.

      “We need to know more about what’s happening down there,” I insisted, crossing my arms over my chest. “How many people are in need of rescue, what kind of situation they’re in—that’s the most pressing. They must be somewhere that’s watertight. Otherwise, they would have all drowned by now.” I racked my brain as I tried to imagine where they might be. Inside a cabin that didn’t flood?

      “Was there any space like that on the freighter?” Davis asked.

      “I can make a call and ask the captain,” Grosberg replied. “But I doubt it. Unless one of their emergency lifeboats was a submarine.”

      I frowned. It would have been perfect if that was the case. Then they’d all be safe until we could get to them. As it was, though, there had to be another explanation.

      “An air pocket,” I mused aloud as the thought came to me. “It’s so obvious. That must be what happened.” I looked up at Davis. “Only a piece of the ship broke off. Maybe, as it was falling, it turned in such a way that a pocket of air was trapped inside.”

      “That would make sense.” Davis nodded. “That must be how they’ve managed to stay alive for almost two hours now.”

      “Okay,” I murmured. “So now we have to figure out how many people we’re talking about. If it was just Holm, we could swim a BCD down to him, and he’d be just fine getting out on his own.” I looked at Grosberg. “Who all was missing from the roster?”

      “Evans!” Grosberg barked at one of the other officers in the control helm. He scampered quickly over to the captain.

      “Sir–” the officer replied, halfway through a salute before Grosberg waved him off.

      “At ease,” he grumbled. “Where’s that list we made up? We need to see how many passengers were missing.”

      “Here, Captain,” the officer replied as he pulled a small notepad from inside his breast pocket.

      Grosberg nodded at him as he took it and turned back to face me and Davis.

      “Okay…” Grosberg murmured as he pulled a pair of glasses out of his own breast pocket to read through the list. “Maddie Bates, twenty-year-old female. Olaf Muller, twenty-nine-year-old male. Ethel Dobson, seventy-one-year-old female, and Dirk Dobson, seventy-three-year-old male.”

      “What about the kids?” I asked in confusion as I recalled the man who’d howled with grief over the loss of his children. “One of the crewmen said they were still on board when the ship went down.”

      “Ah, right,” Grosberg replied. “They’re not on the official roster. Apparently, they were stowaways, practically speaking. There’s no official record of them. From what the man told us, he had an under-the-table agreement with the captain. The kids’ mom died or something, and he had nobody else to watch them. But you’re right. Assuming Agent Holm located them as well, that makes seven total, including him.”

      “Seven people,” I muttered, a cold chill passing through me. One person would be difficult enough to rescue, but seven?

      “So the question now,” Davis started, “is how do we get them all out?” He looked back and forth between the captain and me, an expectant expression on his face. “I think you know a little more about diving than me, Marston. Is it even possible for divers to go that deep? I mean, what’s the depth where we are?”

      “Two-hundred-and-thirteen feet,” Groberg replied, and my stomach sank. “That’s the good news here. We’ve already taken some readings, and fortunately, the water isn’t as deep here as it could be.”

      “That’s the good news.” I chuckled sardonically, though I knew he wasn’t wrong. As insane as that sounded, two hundred feet was practically nothing compared to the thousands and thousands of feet deep that some parts of the ocean floor went. Still, two hundred feet was a monster distance to try to descend. A basic open water diving certification had a limit of just sixty feet, and while technical and rescue divers could go deeper, generally a hundred-thirty was about as far as was considered safe. Holm and the others were trapped nearly a hundred feet further down.

      “Have you dived that deep before?” Davis asked me, and I nodded.

      “Holm and I have dived deeper while searching through sunken ships,” I explained. “But that was just the two of us, and we have specialized training. But there’s an elderly couple down there, and kids too?” I shook my head. I truly had no idea how we were going to do this. “Say we take a bunch of compressed air tanks down there. Are we supposed to give everyone else a crash course on scuba diving to bring them up? I’m not even sure we could use regular compressed air at that depth…”

      “We have a few other options,” Grosberg suggested. “We can rig up a crane system. Send a few rescue divers down, and then haul the entire thing back up, like you’d do with salvage.”

      “That’s not a terrible idea,” I muttered. “But we don’t have time. Something like that will take hours, at the least and potentially days. We’d have to take measurements, calculate weights, figure out how to get that portion of the ship strapped up so we could safely haul it. For all we know, they only have a few hours of air left down there.”

      Grosberg pursed his lips, looking just as lost as I felt.

      “Okay, there’s a solution to this,” Davis insisted. “This is not the first time people have been trapped underwater! It can’t be! What do they do if a submarine sinks!?”

      “Like I was saying earlier,” I sighed. “There are special devices specifically designed to rescue downed submarines, but this isn’t a sub that they’re stuck on. There’s no way we could get them inside of it safely. They’d drown in the process.”

      “Still!” Davis grumbled. “There has to be some kind of precedent for this.”

      “There is,” I muttered. “I can think of one case in particular, but that man was trapped at a depth of only ninety feet. Rescue divers took a dive mask down to him and helped him up. Honestly, that’s probably our best bet as well. My biggest concern is the kids and that elderly couple. Healthy, able-bodied adults sometimes panic the first time they try breathing through a regulator. If one of them panics, they’ll be putting themselves and whoever is assisting them in danger at that depth. Unless–” I paused as I recalled a case Holm and I had worked some time ago. “There are full face masks. They’re not as popular as traditional regulators, for a lot of reasons, but that doesn’t matter here since our goal is just to get these people out.”

      “That’s not a bad idea,” Grosberg replied, reaching a hand up to stroke his chin pensively.

      “Especially with the kids,” I went on. “At over two hundred feet, we won’t be able to bring them straight up. They’ll wind up with decompression sickness if we do. We’ll have to stop at least once, maybe two times to be safe. They’re more likely to panic then, having to just sit there in the water for a few minutes.”

      “The rescue divers will be here any minute,” Rosberg noted. “But I’ll make some calls and have someone bring some full-face masks if they don’t have any with them.”

      “Good idea,” I agreed as I turned to look out through the window of the helm. It had been a few minutes since we’d spotted the flares. “In the meantime, we need to send a team down there.” I turned back to look at the two of them. “We need to know exact numbers so the rescue team can come up with a plan. Are any of the officers here divers?”

      “Two of them,” Rosberg replied. “Sanchez and Kalama.”

      “Good.” I nodded curtly. “I’m going with them.”

      “What!?” Davis actually flinched with surprise as he looked at me. “Marston, you were out cold just a little while ago.”

      “I’m awake now,” I shot back as the sounds of boat engines and roaring water interrupted our conversation.

      “That must be them now,” Rosberg remarked as he stepped out of the helm. Davis and I followed him out, and sure enough, two large Coast Guard boats had arrived on the scene.

      “Perfect,” I murmured as the three of us rushed over to the side of the boat to meet with the newcomers.

      Things moved fast after that, despite Davis’s protests that I was in no condition to dive. Honestly, he wasn’t wrong. In the past week, I’d suffered a concussion and been drugged to the point of unconsciousness. I had no business going underwater and certainly no business diving to a depth of over two hundred feet.

      I wasn’t about to sit back while Holm was waiting, though.

      Grosberg seemed a little reluctant to let me do as I wanted as well, but I quickly talked my way into it.

      “Those cargo containers are still falling into the water,” I pointed out. “As is the rest of the ship. They might be fine now, but what if another piece of debris hits whatever air pocket they’re hiding in? We do not have the luxury of waiting. We need as many capable divers down there as quickly as possible. There are children trapped down there, for goodness’ sake!”

      That had been enough to convince them, and I’d quickly gotten kitted out. The current plan was to send a team down with spare air tanks just to ensure that the air issue was solved right away. Once we knew more about what we were dealing with, we could work on getting everyone up. Until then, everyone trapped would have a source of oxygen in case they had to wait.

      Fortunately, the Coasties had brought two full-face masks along with them, apparently having anticipated the same issue I had. I also grabbed an extra BCD so I could take it down to Holm. Maybe it was selfish, but my main priority was getting him out of there. I knew Holm would be able to swim himself right up to the surface if he had the proper equipment. After he was back above the water, I’d worry about getting the civvies to safety as well.

      Once we were all ready, we dove into the water.
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      Robbie wasn’t sure how long they’d been down there. After sending the flares up, he’d hurried back to the air pocket, barely making it in time. By then, he’d been so exhausted that he’d wound up dozing off as he slumped back against the cabinets again. When he woke up, everyone else was in a similar position, sitting half-way in the water as they all waited patiently for something to happen.

      He still had his phone, but a quick check had confirmed that there was absolutely no service or internet connection all the way down there. Robbie hadn’t been surprised, but he had been disappointed. With no other use for it, he’d turned on the flashlight and set it up on one of the kitchen shelves to provide a bit of light so they weren’t all just sitting in total darkness.

      “I’m tired,” the little boy whined, his face twisted into a pout. He was sitting on Maddie’s lap, fidgeting uncomfortably. He and the girl were both small enough that they couldn’t sit down without being submerged in water, so all the adults took turns holding them. They both looked sleepy, but there was nowhere for either of them to lie down.

      “I know,” Maddie cooed kindly at him. “It’ll just be a little while longer, okay? The Coast Guard is going to come and rescue us.”

      “Who’s that?” the boy asked drowsily, a yawn escaping him as he tried to get into a comfortable position against Maddie’s chest. “They’re guards? What do they guard?”

      “The ocean,” Maddie replied. “All the oceans in the world! I think…” She frowned, as though she wasn’t sure if that was actually true or not.

      “There’s only one ocean,” the boy scoffed as though Maddie had just said something dumb.

      “No, there’s a lot of them!” Maddie replied before jumping into an explanation about the different oceans on the globe. Robbie listened vaguely as she spoke. He felt weak, and he wasn’t sure if it was just because of the excursion he’d taken earlier to shoot the flares.

      It might have just been his imagination, but the air felt thinner.

      He wasn’t sure if anyone else had actively noticed it yet, but the energy in the galley was noticeably down. Were they running out of oxygen? That was a definite possibility. There were seven of them, after all, and the small amount of space still left above water wasn’t very big.

      “I’m cold,” the little girl whined, and Robbie frowned. That was a real concern, too. They’d all been sitting in this water for a while now, and their internal temperatures were probably low. At this rate, they were all going to end up falling asleep and then dying of hypothermia.

      Had anyone seen his flares? Had they even made it up to the surface? He hadn’t stuck around to find out. The moment he’d emptied the gun, he’d scrambled back to the mess deck, lungs on the brink of bursting.

      It was hellish, having no choice but to sit there and wait. Death or rescue were their only two options, and until one or the other came, all they could do was sit there and wait.

      “There’s blood in the water,” Maddie suddenly gasped. Robbie was fully alert at once, looking down to see what she was talking about. She was right. Tendrils of bright red blood swirled through the surrounding water, and it took Robbie a moment to realize that the blood was coming from him.

      It was the bullet graze on his arm. The injury must have reopened while he was out trying to find the flare gun.

      “It’s okay,” Holm assured her as he pressed a hand to his arm to stop the bleeding. “It’s just a scratch I got while I was out there. It’s not deep.”

      “What if a shark comes!?” the little girl asked, her eyes wide and filled with horror.

      “We’ll be safe from any sharks inside the boat,” Holm assured her, though, as he thought about it, he wasn’t sure if that was true.

      “The water!” Olaf suddenly called out, hopping to his feet and sending it splashing everywhere. “It’s getting higher!”

      That was all he needed to say for everyone to scramble to their feet. Robbie looked down at the water frantically, and it did seem to be moving around a lot suddenly. He wasn’t sure it was actually rising, though, which was strange. Then he noticed a shadow coming through the doorway, and the little girl’s fears about a shark coming to get them suddenly seemed a lot more plausible.

      That concern was quickly alleviated, though, when Robbie spotted a small light near the shadow.

      “What is that?” he murmured under his breath as he took a few steps forward, scared to even hope that it might be rescue. A moment later, though, the surface of the water broke, and a diver popped up out of the water to face them. A few others followed quickly after, popping up out of the water like flowers springing up out of the ground. Among them, Robbie quickly spotted a familiar face.

      “Marston!” he called out before he even realized he’d opened his mouth. Marston waded a little further up out of the water before setting down the things he was carrying and pulling off his mask.

      “I knew you were still alive.” Marston grinned at him before rushing forward to pull Robbie into a hug. The gesture was a little awkward since Marston was still wearing his BCD, complete with an air cylinder on the back, but Robbie welcomed the hug all the same. Seeing Marston was a massive weight off his shoulders. All this time, despite his encouraging words, Robbie really hadn’t been sure if they would all survive this. Now that his partner was here, Robbie was sure they were all going to be okay.

      “It’s about time you got down here,” Robbie chided, his teeth clattering. He hadn’t noticed until now, but he was freezing.

      “We need to get you out of this water,” Marston muttered as he glanced past Robbie at the others. “All of you.”

      The other divers all took their masks off then, striding forward with the extra air cylinders in hand.

      “We figured you all might need some oxygen,” Marston noted as one of the other divers began speaking to the others.

      “We’re going to get you all out of here, okay?” the man assured them with a warm smile. “Everything is going to be okay.”

      “Oh, thank goodness!” Ethel cried out, collapsing into her husband’s arms. Maddie slumped down to her knees, the little boy still cradled tightly in her arms.

      “That was a smart move with the flare,” Marston commended him.

      “Pretty impressive, right?” Robbie grinned smugly. A short, terse laugh escaped from him, and he lowered his voice. “Actually, I wasn’t sure if it had even worked. I was worried the flares might be burnt out by the time they made it to the surface.”

      “Oh, they were,” Marston replied. “There was barely the tiniest flicker left in them by the time we spotted them, but we did spot them.”

      “Thank goodness for that,” Robbie replied, relief coursing through him. He sighed and tried to take a deep breath, but found that it was difficult to do so.

      “You need oxygen,” Marston declared steadily as he turned to pick up the stuff he’d set down a moment earlier. “I’m sure you guys have depleted what little you had, and all of us arriving probably aren’t helping.”

      Marston handed over the thing he’d brought, a BCD jacket. Robbie was surprised by how heavy it felt in his hands, nearly dropping it as Marston handed it over.

      “Whoa,” Marston cautioned as he helped Robbie catch it. “You really are out of it.”

      He must have been, if this much had nearly knocked him down. The tank wasn’t even attached to it yet, and Robbie had nearly dropped it.

      “Just tired,” Robbie murmured as Marston brought over the compressed air cylinder he’d brought along as well. “And probably a little hypoxic.”

      “Well, you did good getting that signal up to us,” Marston replied, quickly attaching the cylinder to the BCD practically on his own. “Just rest for now. I’ll take you back up in a second. Here.” He connected the regulator into the tank valve and handed the mouthpiece to Robbie. As soon as Marston turned the flow of air on, Robbie took a deep breath.

      He felt better instantly, and that told him that they definitely had been running out of air.

      “Here,” Marston added as he held something else out to Robbie. “Snagged a pair of these for you.” It was a diving mask, and when Robbie pressed it to his face, he was pleased to find that the seal was decent. “We’ve also got two full face masks. We can use those on the kids. Everyone else will have to use normal regulators.”

      “Or we could take turns,” Robbie suggested. He didn’t like that idea. Everyone there was just as tired as he was, if not more so. Now wasn’t the time to try to give them a crash course on using a regulator.

      “The ship does look pretty stable,” one of the other divers remarked, apparently having overheard their conversation. “I think that’s a good idea. That woman is having trouble just using the regulator now, above water.”

      Robbie turned to see what he meant and spotted Ethel sitting in the corner. All six of them were breathing in oxygen through regulators with help of the other rescue divers, but Ethel in particular seemed to be having a lot of difficulty.

      “I can’t!” she gasped as she ripped the second stage mouthpiece away from her mouth. “I can’t! It feels like I’m suffocating!”

      “Uh-oh,” Marston murmured, and Robbie nodded in agreement. If Ethel was tearing the regulator out of her mouth here while she was above water, there was no way they could let her go underwater with it.

      “Yeah,” the other diver grumbled, hands on his hips as he watched Ethel struggle. “I think we should take two at a time. Two divers can escort each one at a time, so four will trade off escorting them to the surface while the rest stay here with the others.”

      “That’s a good idea,” Robbie replied, nodding in agreement. There had to be at least two divers per civilian, for two important reasons. One, it was generally never wise to dive solo, so two divers would have had to stay together, regardless. Aside from that, though, if one of the civilians panicked, it would be easier for two divers to handle the situation than for one to be stuck doing it alone.

      “How will we divide it up, then?” Robbie asked as he glanced back at his civvies. There were six of them and six rescue divers, including Marston.

      “I’ll stay here,” Marston volunteered at once. “You should take the two kids up first.”

      “I agree,” the diver replied, and it seemed like he was about to say something else when Maddie suddenly shouted.

      “Something’s wrong with Ethel!” she yelled, turning to look at Robbie.

      Robbie was shocked when he turned to look at the elderly woman. She’d seemed okay just a moment ago, if a bit scared about the regulator, but now she was slumped over, her eyes only half open as she stared off into space.

      “She needs her pills!” Dirk called out, his voice tight and agonized. “It’s been too long!”

      “Okay, we need to get her out now,” one of the other rescue divers declared, and suddenly, their plan was being put into action. Ethel and Dirk were fitted with the masks, and the divers rushed to get them both geared up as quickly as possible.

      “We’re going to get you out of here, all right?” one of the divers assured them. “We’re going to hang onto you the whole time, okay? Just breathe in, slow and steady, the whole time. Don’t hold your breath, and stay calm…” He continued giving them instructions, and Robbie’s gaze flitted over to Ethel. She was barely conscious, but maybe that was a good thing. The divers would pull her up, and she’d spend the entire journey mostly asleep, breathing steadily all the while.

      “Hey, kids,” the fifth diver called softly as he approached the two children.

      Robbie noticed then how terrified they both looked as they watched Ethel and Dirk get outfitted. It must look scary to them, the large masks and the big, heavy jackets.

      “Hey, why don’t we go and sit over here?” the diver suggested as he ushered them over to where Robbie and Marston were sitting. He had dark, curly hair that was slicked down onto his head, and he looked pretty young.

      “I’m scared,” the girl whined as she ran to hug Robbie.

      He wound an arm around her automatically. He was the one who’d been taking care of them this entire time, so he wasn’t surprised that she came running to him instead of the other diver.

      “All right,” the man leading the other team instructed as the divers pulled Ethel and Dirk into the water. “Remember, everything’s all good. We’re all fine. You two are going to have some amazing stories to tell when you get back home.” He was a cheerful, charismatic guy, but Robbie was still glad that Ethel was barely conscious. It would probably make the divers’ job easier.

      “How long will it take for them to come back?” Olaf asked as the group disappeared under the water. He sounded anxious.

      “Not long,” the young diver assured him with a smile. “It’ll take them… maybe twenty minutes to get back up. They have to go slow and take safety stops to make sure everything goes smoothly, but after that, they’ll be down again in just a few minutes. See this?” He pulled at the collar of his BCD. “We can weigh it down so we descend nice and fast. They’ll be back before you know it.”

      “Oh,” Olaf replied, a small smile on his face.

      “Will we have to wear those masks too?” Maddie asked. “Why aren’t we using these things?” She held up the regulator she still had in her hand. The divers had left a few canisters down there so that everyone else would have oxygen while they waited.

      “Well, that’s what most divers use,” the young man explained. “But since none of you guys have training, then it’s a little safer and less scary to use the bigger masks, since you can pretty much just breathe as normal.” He went into a deeper explanation of the nuances between standard regulators and full face masks, and Robbie tuned him out as he turned to look at Marston.

      “So… trapped at the bottom of the ocean in a sunken ship.” Robbie chuckled. “So much for wrapping the case up quickly.”

      “Oh, I found the perp, by the way.” Marston grinned, and Robbie’s jaw dropped.

      “What?” he deadpanned. “You were still investigating while I was down here!?”

      “No.” Marston laughed. “I just happened to–”

      Robbie didn’t catch the rest because a loud groan interrupted Marston just then, and the deck beneath them suddenly shook.
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      My heart seized in my chest as the mess deck suddenly shook around us. No, this couldn’t be happening right now, not when we’d finally found everyone and had just barely started the rescue process.

      “What’s happening?” the young woman with short, blond hair screamed as she reached out to grip Holm’s arm. All the civvies down here seemed to gravitate toward him, which I supposed wasn’t surprising given that he’d kept them all alive despite the odds.

      “Regulators!” the rescue diver I’d come down with shouted as he rushed to drag the cylinders over to where we were sitting. He helped the two kids put them in before checking on the blond guy and the blond-haired girl. He tensed, grimacing as he looked around the mess deck, and I did the same.

      The wreck hadn’t looked unstable when we’d found it, but something had obviously just knocked it off balance.

      “Everyone, keep breathing through the regulators,” the diver instructed as he looked around, obviously bracing himself for the entire thing to come crashing down or flood with water or both. I waited with bated breath until the shaking finally stopped. When it did, the water level was a little higher.

      “You guys have to get out of here,” Holm suddenly proclaimed. “Take Maddie and Olaf. They can handle the regulators.”

      “What!?” the young woman and I both exclaimed at the same time.

      “We don’t have any more time,” Holm insisted as his eyes darted around the mess deck. “This place might flood at any moment. I’ll stay here with the kids and wait for the others to return with the full-face masks, but we can’t risk making two more trips. You two take them and–”

      “Are you insane?” I balked. I knew where he was coming from, but this was crazy. Even if he were going to use the regulators, we needed a little time to give the two civvies at least a small crash course.

      “No,” Holm replied flatly. “Look, there’s two of you. Each one of you take one. I know that’s not ideal, but we seriously don’t have a–” He gasped as the room suddenly tilted, and we were all sent sliding across the floor.

      “Hang on!” Holm yelled as he reached out to keep the blond-haired girl, Maddie, from dipping beneath the water as it rose even higher.

      “Okay, he’s right.” The young diver suddenly changed his tune. “This place is falling to pieces beneath our feet.”

      “No!” Maddie suddenly exclaimed. “No, take the kids first. We can wait.” The other guy, Olaf, shot her an incredulous look, like he couldn’t believe she’d just said that. Then his gaze flicked over to the two kids, their tiny faces contorted with fear, and he slowly nodded.

      “Yeah,” he agreed, his voice trembling. “Yeah, take them back up first.”

      “Will they be able to use the regulators?” I asked dubiously.

      There was such a thing as junior open water certification for kids, but to my knowledge, even that was only for children around the ages of ten and up. These kids looked younger, especially the boy, who couldn’t have been older than three or four by my estimation. The normal-sized mouthpieces might also be too big for them to use properly. I supposed, in the worst-case scenario, we could just hold the regulators in place as we ascended. If the kids cried or panicked, though, it could ruin everything.

      “Mischa can!” Maddie declared, gesturing toward the little girl. “We were practicing just now, isn’t that right, Mischa?”

      “No!” the girl screamed in response, fat tears rolling down her cheeks. “No! I don’t want to! I’m scared! I want my Daddy!” Then she started sobbing in earnest, which, of course, triggered the boy to start crying as well.

      “We can’t do this if they’re crying and panicking like that,” I muttered anxiously.

      “Exactly,” Holm snapped. “Look, we are wasting time. At this rate, we’re taking a risk on none of us getting out of here. Take Maddie and Olaf up. I’ll stay here with the kids. It’s already been, what, five minutes? The other divers will be back soon with those full face masks. I’ll wait here with the kids, and I’ll meet you all back up on the surface.”

      “You should go,” I insisted. Holm had already been down here for a while. I’d finally found him again, so the thought of abandoning him and returning to the surface by myself filled me with dread.

      “I’m tired,” Holm replied plainly, a small smile on his face. “I’m exhausted, Marston. I’m more useful here, babysitting these two. Now, seriously, go.”

      I really didn’t want to leave, not when there was a solid chance this structure could collapse at any moment on top of Holm and the two kids, but I knew he was right. The longer we sat around arguing, the more likely it was that all of us were going to wind up crushed in this thing.

      “Okay,” I finally relented before turning to the two older civvies. “You two ready?”

      “Uh, well, I–” the blond guy, Olaf, stammered, looking terrified as the other diver helped him put on a BCD jacket.

      “You’re gonna be just fine!” the diver assured him with a bright smile. “I’m going to be with you the entire time, okay? Here, let me show you how to use this one more time.” He went on to show the man how to use the second stage mouthpiece again. There was a lot more that went into using dive gear, but for now, all they needed to know was how to breathe steadily through the regulator. We would handle the rest.

      “I already know how to use this,” Maddie assured me as I helped her into the jacket. “I went diving once while I was in the Philippines. It wasn’t as scary as this, obviously, and we only went, like, two feet down. But it’s mostly the same, right?” She looked nervously up at me.

      “Yeah,” I replied vaguely. If she wasn’t actually certified, then whatever activity she did must have been one of those that offered customers a quick crash course before letting them bob just below the surface so people could look at fish and coral. It wasn’t exactly the same thing, but the fact that she was a little more familiar with the gear was reassuring. “All you have to do is keep breathing, slowly, in and out. You don’t even have to swim. I’ll be holding on to you, so just stay relaxed, and I’ll pull you up to the surface. You can keep your eyes closed if you want.”

      “Oh,” Maddie sighed, her shoulders relaxing. “Okay. That doesn’t sound so bad.”

      I smiled reassuringly at her. Actually, it would be a lot better for me if she did just that. Rather than trying to swim and potentially making things harder for me, it would be easier if she just stayed still and let me haul her up. She was tiny, so it wouldn’t be a problem for me.

      “Are we ready then?” the Coast Guard diver asked enthusiastically once the two of them were outfitted properly, or at least, as properly as they could be under the circumstances. They both nodded, and we gradually walked them deeper into the water.

      “This is heavier than I remember,” Maddie muttered, her eyebrows knitting together at the weight of the tank on her back.

      “It won’t weigh a thing once we’re in the water,” I replied. We paused once we were up to our necks.

      “All right,” the Coast Guard Diver declared. “Regulators in. Yep, just like that. Breathe in and out, and let’s go.”

      All four of us ducked to get through the flooded doorway. I kept a close eye on Maddie, worried she might suddenly panic once she was under the water. She did look nervous, but to my relief, the bubbles from her regulator came in steady, regular intervals. She cracked her eyes open for just a moment before shutting them again, and I wound my arm around her as I pulled her through the corridor.

      Olaf seemed to be doing alright as well. The Coast Guard diver was pulling him along similar to how I was. Maddie was clutching the side of my wetsuit with one of her hands, her fingers and nails digging into my skin. It wasn’t comfortable, but I dealt with it since she was staying still and calm otherwise. The Coast Guard diver and I both had small flashlights, so it wasn’t too hard to navigate through the shell of the wreck.

      Just a couple of minutes later, the four of us finally made it through the corridor, up the winding stairwell, and out of the bridge into the open water. The moment I cleared the threshold with Maddie, all hell broke loose.

      A loud roar reverberated around us, distorted by the water so I couldn’t tell where it was coming from at first. Then I felt the water pushing us up from below, and I realized that the wreck had moved again. I glanced down, panic welling inside me as I realized that the wreck was now sideways. Had the air pocket burst? Were Holm and the kids okay?

      I didn’t have time to ponder that long because a second later, Maddie was thrashing in my arms. I turned back to her and saw that her eyes were open, and she was staring down at the wreck in horror. This was bad. If I felt panicked seeing it, then Maddie certainly did.

      Her eyes darted frantically around the open water, her bubbles growing more erratic, and I knew she was fully panicking. A fun little shallow dive on some warm beach in the Philippines was a far cry from being trapped this deep in dark, cold water with barely any light to see by.

      I tightened my grip and pulled her up. We were ascending faster than we should, but I could see disaster looming, and my main priority was getting her above water as quickly as possible. Unfortunately, just moments after I started to swim up, Maddie lost it. She suddenly yanked her regulator out of her mouth, a move that probably seemed insane but was more common than people might think. Panicked divers who couldn’t breathe through their regulators, usually because they were hyperventilating, would sometimes pull their own regulators out in a panic. It made sense, instinctually. If you can’t breathe, and there’s something in your mouth, then your brain and body will naturally try to remove the blockage.

      I reached out and grabbed it, shoving it back in and holding it there as Maddie continued to panic, her eyes darting around wildly. I pressed the purge button to clear out whatever water had gotten inside and continued my ascent up. I could still see bubbles coming from her vent, but they were small and weak, which meant she was still hyperventilating. I reached out and smashed my finger against the inflator button on her BCD, and the two of us began to rise faster toward the surface.

      We were moving way too fast. It wasn’t long before we passed the Coast Guard diver and Olaf, who were moving at a much safer, more gradual pace. I didn’t have that luxury, though. Ascending this quickly could lead to decompression sickness, or even cause Maddie’s lungs to rupture if she didn’t start breathing more evenly. Still, my most pressing concern was getting her out. Other injuries could be treated, but there’d be no bringing her back from the dead if she drowned.

      We were nearly to the surface, having ascended in just a couple of minutes what should have taken closer to ten. I had skipped our safety stop completely as well, my grip on Maddie tightening as she flailed wildly, even going as far as to slap and kick at me as she struggled to get loose.

      I could practically feel the sunlight on me as we approached the surface, just a few feet away, until suddenly we were out, bobbing up on the surface of the water like a pair of corks. I moved my hand away from Maddie’s regulator, and she ripped it out immediately, gasping for breath as tears streamed down her face.

      I could hear multiple Coasties shouting around me, then splashes as people jumped into the water to help us.

      “I’m sorry,” Maddie sobbed, wheezing between words. “I don’t know. I got scared. I didn’t mean to.” I took my mask off and spat out my regulator as the Coasties approached us and took charge of her. Now that she was out of the water, she was calming down and didn’t try to hit or kick anyone.

      “She needs medical attention now,” I huffed at the first Coastie to reach us. “We came up too fast. She should lie down. Make sure she gets some oxygen, too.” I prattled off everything I could remember about first aid when it came to decompression sickness, but my mind was elsewhere.

      I’d watched the wreck collapse with my own eyes. It was possible Holm and the kids were even more trapped now, or worse.

      “Come on,” one of the Coasties urged as he tried to pull me toward one of the boats.

      “Where are the other divers?” I yelled as I looked around. “We need those full-face masks. The wreck is unstable, and those kids are still inside.”

      “We’re heading back down now!” one of the Coast Guard divers yelled from the boat. He was still in his wetsuit, dripping water. Maddie and I had come up fast, so it made sense that they were barely getting ready to go down again.

      “Okay.” I nodded.

      The officer helping me tried to pull me toward the boats again, but I shook him off. I knew this was crazy. I knew that going back down into the water was the absolute worst thing you could do after a rapid, uncontrolled ascent. I knew I was risking my life by doing this, but I cast every doubt I had aside.

      I wasn’t about to leave my partner down there, so I put my regulator back in, fixed my mask into place, and dove back down.
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      “Good job!” Robbie praised the kids as they practiced breathing through the normal regulators.

      The older girl was doing a decent job, but the smaller kid was doing little more than slobbering all over it. He was mostly having them do it just to keep them distracted, but he also wanted them to know how to in case there was an emergency.

      That emergency came just minutes after the other four had left.

      The wreck suddenly let out another groan, the loudest one yet, and suddenly, the floor was tilting beneath them.

      Robbie swore as he stuck his regulator in his mouth, grateful he’d kept on the BCD that Marston had brought him. Once he was set, he turned his attention back to the kids. They both looked terrified, and Robbie honestly wasn’t sure what to do.

      The Coast Guard divers had brought down spare BCDs and tanks for the trapped civilians to use, but by Robbie’s estimation, both of these kids were small enough that they probably wouldn’t fit properly. Why hadn’t the Coasties brought smaller jackets for the kids? Robbie supposed they must not have known that small children were among the people trapped. With how hectic everything was, it wasn’t that surprising. Now he was trapped inside a rapidly flooding room with the two of them.

      “Okay!” Robbie announced, trying his best not to give away how panicked he felt by keeping his voice level and calm. “We’re going to breathe through these, just like we practiced, okay?”

      “The water’s coming up!” the boy yelled, looking around with fright.

      “It’s okay,” Robbie tried to reassure him. “This will help you breathe underwater.”

      “Like a fish,” the older girl, Mischa, tried to convince him. “Let’s pretend we’re fish, okay?” Even though she was clearly frightened herself, she was doing her best to calm the smaller boy.

      “Okay, both of you come sit here,” Robbie instructed as he settled down near the air cylinders the divers had left. Robbie was strong, but he wasn’t strong enough to carry two kids and two additional BCD systems along with his own. Maybe he could have managed to get one of them out of here by using his emergency regulator, but how was he supposed to choose one and do that?

      No, they would have to wait. The Coast Guard wouldn’t just abandon them down there, and Marston certainly wouldn’t either. All they had to do was buckle down and hold tight for a little while, and someone would be back soon to rescue them.

      Robbie pulled each of the kids close on either side as the water overtook them, taking care to watch the smaller boy in particular. Robbie held the regulator in place as the water quickly rose above them. He tensed as they were completely submerged by the rising water level, his eyes flicking back and forth between the two of them as he tried to spot their bubbles in the darkness.

      He felt more than saw them as both the kids breathed in and out, their bubbles tickling his fingers as he held their regulators in place. Robbie didn’t dare move an inch, worried that doing so might knock their mouthpieces loose, or otherwise cause the kids to panic.

      Honestly, he was impressed with how calm the two of them were staying. Robbie had seen grown men handle being underwater worse than these two, but on the other hand, kids were pretty fearless. Maybe their lack of knowledge and fear about death was actually a good thing here.

      Robbie couldn’t tell how much time passed as the three of them sat there, still as boards. He tried to count off in his head, and doing that actually helped him relax a little as well. He focused intently on the two kids, listening and feeling for the bubbles from their vents. He wasn’t sure what he could or would do if he suddenly stopped feeling them, but so long as he did, he knew they were still okay.

      Finally, somebody came.

      Robbie saw the light before he saw them, illuminating the small space of the galley that was now completely underwater. Relief washed over him, followed quickly by confusion as Robbie realized that it was Marston. He had been expecting one of the other divers since Marston should have barely been getting to the surface with Maddie about now.

      A jolt of fear shot through Robbie as he wondered if something had happened, but he quickly quashed it. He needed to focus on the kids now.

      Marston brought light with him, so Robbie was finally able to see the kids. Mischa had her eyes squeezed shut, but her brother had his eyes wide open, looking around curiously. Robbie was certain everything must look very blurry, but it was probably still a wild experience for a kid.

      Marston signaled to Robbie with his hands, asking if he was okay. Robbie couldn’t sign back without moving his hands off the kids, so he just nodded slowly, and Marston shot him a thumbs up.

      Two divers arrived a little after Marston did, carrying the full face masks, to Robbie’s relief. However, the three of them quickly discovered the same problem Robbie already had. The BCDs were too big for the kids, and they almost certainly wouldn’t be able to haul the compressed air tanks on their own. One of the divers pantomimed putting the jackets on the kids and then carrying them between two divers each. That way one of them would carry the kid while the other kept hold of the air cylinders.

      Then Marston grabbed his secondary regulator and pointed at the kids, suggesting they just hook the kids up to one of the divers’ emergency air supply and carry them out that way. That could have worked as well since both of the kids were obviously capable of breathing through the standard regulators. However, there was a difference between doing it while sitting calmly and doing it while being dragged through the open ocean. In the end, they decided to transfer the kids over to the full face masks.

      That proved to be the most difficult part, as well as the riskiest, since it involved pulling the normal regulators away for a second while the larger masks were fitted into place. In order to prepare the kids, one of the Coast Guard divers pulled his own mask and regulator off and got really close to the kids faces before he pantomimed taking a big breath. Robbie wasn’t sure if they’d gotten it, but they would just have to hope for the best and move fast.

      They started with the smaller boy first, waiting until the bubbles stopped to indicate he’d taken a breath in. Then one of the divers quickly removed the regulator before strapping the full-face mask on, hitting the purge button several times to clear out the water still trapped inside the mask. The boy sputtered and coughed, his eyes watering for a few seconds before he blinked hard, looking up at everyone. Then the bubbles started up again, and everyone breathed a sigh of relief.

      Mischa did better, and it seemed she understood that they wanted her to take a deep breath because she managed to get the mask on without coughing like her brother. She looked up at Robbie, and though he couldn’t see her mouth, he could tell by the way her eyes crinkled that she was beaming.

      One of the Coast Guard divers gave everyone a thumbs up in celebration. Even though they weren’t out yet, Robbie already felt a million times more at ease. Still, their work wasn’t done. Carefully, all four of the adults got into position. Robbie lifted the boy in his arms, hugging him around the middle while Marston lifted the air tank his mask was attached to. The two Coasties did the same with Mischa, and a minute later, they were making their way through the passageway.

      It was slow going since they were swimming side by side with a kid between them, but luckily, neither kid was panicking, which made the process easier. The boy actually seemed to be having fun because he kept turning his head, looking at everything as they swam past.

      They were nearly to the top of the stairwell, which was now lying sideways, when disaster struck. A rumble just like the one Robbie had heard a few minutes before suddenly tore through the water around them. One of the walls of the stairwell suddenly started coming toward him, and Robbie quickly shoved the kid away, pushing him toward Marston as a chunk of the wreck broke off and came falling on top of him.

      The first thing Robbie registered was pain as part of the wreck hit him right in the face. The next was a rush of water sloshing over his eyes and mouth, and the third was the fact that he could no longer breathe.

      His regulator was gone.

      A small voice in the back of his mind reminded him not to panic as he searched for it, trying his best to stay calm as he reached out and to the side to pull his dislodged regulator back.

      Except he couldn’t find it.

      He tried again, and even cracked his eyes open to look for it, but Robbie found that trying to open his eyes caused pain to shoot through them. He flailed as his training failed him. Where the hell was the regulator? He reached for his emergency one, his fingers fumbling as he struggled to pull it up, only to find it was stuck on something. Had the debris pinned it down? Robbie wasn’t sure, but his lungs were burning, and he needed, desperately, to draw in a breath.

      Then something was crammed inside his mouth, knocking painfully against his teeth, and he could breathe again. Robbie cracked his right eye open, finding that opening just that one hurt less than trying to open both. Marston was in front of him, his secondary regulator held firmly against Robbie’s mouth. Marston reached back behind Robbie to pull his stuck regulator free and handed it back to him. Robbie breathed through it experimentally, worried it might have been damaged when he was struck by the falling debris. To his relief, though, air flowed through it easily.

      Robbie lifted a shaky hand up to signal that he was okay, then realized that the boy was gone. He looked questioningly at Marston, who just shook his head and motioned for Robbie to follow him. He did as instructed, and a moment later, they finally made it out of the wreck. That was where Robbie spotted the boy, being held precariously by one of the Coasties. Each one was now holding onto one kid each while also balancing the compressed air cylinders each kid was breathing from.

      Marston and Robbie quickly went to assist them, and the four got back into their proper positions. Robbie’s eye throbbed painfully, but he ignored it as they began their slow, gradual ascent. Despite the incident, both kids still looked pretty calm, and Robbie had to admit he was impressed.

      Just a few seconds after they started their ascent, several other Coast Guard divers joined them. Robbie gladly allowed them to take over in getting the kids up to the surface, and even accepted help from a couple of them as they helped pull him up as well.

      A few minutes later, they stopped near the surface for a safety break, and Robbie watched with a smile as both kids looked around curiously. The water was brighter here, and it was easier to see, especially now that they had masks and weren’t getting water in their eyes. Robbie hoped they wouldn’t be traumatized by what happened, and that they’d remember this part more than the being trapped inside a sunken wreck part.

      A few minutes later, they resumed their ascent, and before Robbie knew it, they were up above the surface.

      Everything was a flurry of movement and noise after that. The kids were quickly pulled from the water, as was Robbie, who hadn’t realized until just then how exhausted he was. He couldn’t even pull himself up onto the boat, and had to be hauled up by a couple of Coasties. Someone threw a thick blanket around him. Someone else screamed like they’d just been stabbed. When Robbie turned to look, he spotted a man on his knees, sobbing as he tightly clutched Mischa and her brother. They were forced apart a second later, though, as the Coast Guard medics rushed to check on the kids.

      “Hold still,” someone warned Robbie as they shined a flashlight in his face. “You have glass in your eye. Just sit tight for me, okay?” They rushed off then, and Robbie was left feeling dumbstruck.

      Had she said glass? No wonder it had hurt for him to open his eyes. The debris must have cracked his mask when it hit him in the face.

      Robbie looked around for Marston, wondering vaguely why he wasn’t nearby, cracking some dumb joke about Holm getting stuck. When he finally spotted him, Robbie felt his blood turn ice cold.

      Marston was lying on the deck a few feet away, his eyes half open and his breathing shallow. Several Coasties were rushing about around him, laying medical supplies out beside him as they hurried to fix whatever was wrong.

      “Damned moron!” one of them shouted angrily as he pressed an oxygen mask to Marston’s face. “Why the heck would you go back down, huh? What were you thinking?”

      Robbie’s legs shook as he got to his feet, dread pooling inside of him as he watched the scene unfold. Marston had been just fine a second ago, hadn’t he? He’d even rescued Robbie after he’d gotten pelted by debris. Then he recalled how Marston had returned way too soon, even faster than the divers that had left before him. Had he done something reckless to get back to Robbie?

      All Robbie could do was watch as the medics tried to revive him.
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      I wasn’t surprised to wake up in a hyperbaric chamber after the mission. I’d been beyond reckless with my actions. Frankly, it was a miracle I was alive at all. Bringing Maddie up ASAP once she started to panic had, technically, been the correct procedure. With diving, it was always better to try to fix things calmly, while still underwater, and to ascend slowly and carefully. Bolting to the surface was a last resort only to be used in the most dire of emergencies. Maddie yanking her regulator out two hundred feet down definitely qualified as such an emergency.

      What hadn’t been the correct procedure was how I’d then gone back down to look for Holm. After ascending too fast, the proper course of action was to end the dive and seek medical attention. Going back down just screwed my body up even more, so it was no wonder that I’d passed out the moment my feet were back on the deck of one of the Coast Guard boats.

      Still, I didn’t regret what I’d done. Fortunately, Holm and the kids had been fine, all thanks to Holm’s quick thinking in having the kids sit tight while the three of them breathed through the regulators and waited for rescue. I couldn’t have known that, though, and there was no force on earth that would keep me from trying to save my partner.

      Holm had also, arguably, been more severely injured than me. After a few hours, I was released from the chamber, and though I still felt sore and woozy, I was mostly fine. Holm, however, wound up needing surgery. At one point, while we were getting the kids out of the wreck, part of the stairwell had collapsed. Holm had managed to push the kid out of the way in time, but he wound up getting hit directly by the falling debris. It had shattered the glass in his mask, sending shards flying into one of his eyes. In the end, Holm had to stay in the hospital for longer than I did. Once he was finally released, it was with an eyepatch and a gnarly looking scar.

      “Ahoy,” Muñoz greeted him with a cheeky grin as he walked into the office a few days after being discharged.

      “Wow,” Holm replied sarcastically. “Good one. So funny. I definitely haven’t gotten tired of the pirate jokes yet.”

      “Good,” Muñoz quipped without missing a beat. “Because they’re definitely going to keep coming as long as you have that thing on.”

      Holm glared at her as he settled in at his desk.

      “You know, it’s kind of weird when you think about it,” Birn mused. “How did so many pirates wind up losing an eye? That’s kind of an unusual injury, but the whole eyepatch thing is so ubiquitous when it comes to pirates.”

      “They weren’t missing their eyes,” I corrected him. “It was to see in the dark. Ships were dark back in the day, without electricity, so they used patches to always keep one eye closed. That way, when they went into the lower decks, one of their eyes would already be adjusted to the darkness.”

      “Wait, really?” Birn cocked his head at me. “Is that how that works?”

      I shrugged. “I could have sworn I read that somewhere.” I turned to look at Holm. “That scar will look really cool once you’re healed up, though.”

      “Yeah, like the bad lion from the Lion King,” Muñoz teased, earning herself another glare.

      “Whatever,” Holm grumbled. “Those two kids are alive, so it would have been worth it to lose my whole eye.”

      “Speaking of–” Birn murmured, his eyes darting back and forth between me and Holm. “Don’t you two need to go and interrogate their dad?”

      “Yeah, at noon,” I confirmed, feeling bittersweet about the upcoming interrogation. I’d discovered, right before we’d spotted those flares on the water, that Mischa and Pavel’s father was the seller we were looking for. I hadn’t had much time to speak to him after that since our focus had shifted to saving Holm and the others. Now that things had settled, though, we still needed to see to the matter of the case that had started all this in the first place.

      Holm and I left a little while later to head to the police station. It had been a couple of weeks now since the incident on the boat. In that time, the perp, Victor Gusev, had been transferred to a jail here in Miami. I’d learned that Diane had also pulled some strings to ensure that his kids were brought here as well. To my knowledge, they were currently being cared for in a special facility while we figured things out with Gusev. Now that Holm was up for it, we could finally interrogate him and close the case.

      Holm and I went through the usual motions of getting into the jail. Badges, filling out entry forms, going through security, it was all second nature to us by then. What wasn’t so second nature was having to interrogate a man after we’d rescued his young children from suffering a grisly, awful death. The last I’d seen of Gusev, he’d been collapsed on the deck, sobbing hysterically over his missing children. I had no idea what to expect this time around.

      I supposed, in hindsight, I shouldn’t have been surprised when he flopped to the floor the moment we entered the interrogation room. His eyes went wide with recognition as he looked at us, and a second later, he was on the floor, sobbing again.

      “It’s you,” he cried out as he reached out to us.

      “Hey! Get back!” the guard with us spat as he approached Gusev.

      “It’s okay,” I quickly assured the guard, who just shrugged and stepped back as the man continued to cry.

      “My babies,” the man cried, his accent thicker as he sobbed. “You saved them. You pulled them up from the bottom of the ocean.” He let out a wail that sounded like he was in pain. “Thank you for saving them.” He started crying in earnest, snot dripping from his nose as he sobbed at our feet.

      “Um,” Holm uttered, precisely encapsulating my own feeling on the display. I’d seen suspects cry with fear before, but I’d never had one get on his knees and thank me before.

      “It was nothing,” I replied awkwardly. “Please sit back in your seat.”

      “Okay,” Gusev replied, nodding furiously as he planted himself back into his chair. He reached up and wiped at his eyes and nose with his hands, sniffling sadly.

      “We’re glad the kids are okay,” I replied as Holm and I both sat down. “And they are still okay, just so you know. They’re being well taken care of at a special facility our organization is affiliated with.”

      “But… they’re not citizens,” Gusev murmured, his eyes wide with concern. “Will they be kicked out? Where will they go?”

      “Nobody’s sending them anywhere,” I rushed to assure him. “They’ll stay right here in Miami with you until you’re free. I can promise you that.” I didn’t care what I had to do to make that happen, but I would do it. Those two kids had been through enough without also being sent somewhere far away, all alone.

      “Really?” Gusev murmured, sounding skeptical. “But I… I did bad things. They told me, the police, what happened. Some women got hurt because of what I brought here. I didn’t mean for that to happen, truly! But my children… I understand I will go to jail, but who will take care of them?”

      “They’re going to be okay, all right?” I replied vehemently. “I’ll see to it myself. And yes, you will most likely be serving some time for what you did, but nobody is taking your kids, okay?”

      “Okay,” Gusev exhaled, his facial muscles relaxing out of the tense grimace he’d been wearing since we’d stepped inside. “I trust you.”

      “Good,” I replied with a nod. “Now we need to ask you a few questions about what happened.”

      “Of course,” Gusev replied without hesitation.

      “Where did you get this stuff?” Holm asked. “And how long have you been bringing it into the US?”

      “The makeup I’ve only bought once,” he replied quickly. “It was a new product that one of my contacts offered to me.”

      “Your contacts?” I asked, and Gusev nodded sheepishly.

      “Yes…” he murmured, his face glowing red with shame. “Before the makeup, I used to bring other things. Toys, games, ladies’ purses… it started about a year ago. My wife… she passed on.” He sniffled and looked like he was about to burst into tears again, but he managed to hold himself together. “I’ve been working on ships my whole life. Since I was a boy, that’s all I’ve known, and the pay is good. I had no one to watch my children after my dear wife left us. I tried to find a job close to home, but I couldn’t. Soon, our savings were gone, I was behind on every payment, my children were hungry.” He sighed, his shoulders slumping into a defeated posture. “The captain offered me my old job back. I worked out an arrangement. I could bring my children with me in exchange for two-thirds of my pay for their food and board.”

      “Two thirds!?” Holm exclaimed, looking shocked.

      “Yes.” Gusev smiled. “It left me with little, but it was still the best option we had. My children would have a roof over their heads and food to eat.” He frowned. “I couldn’t raise them like that, though, with nowhere for them to run and play. No friends and barely any toys. I knew I had to find some way to save up money to get us somewhere better. So I–” He paused, hanging his head in shame. “I started to smuggle things. Nothing bad! No drugs or weapons. Ladies’ handbags and little things. They were fake, but it wasn’t anything dangerous. And finally, I was making some extra money.”

      “You only did it to support your children,” I surmised, and Gusev nodded.

      “Still… I know I have to pay for what I did,” he muttered sadly. “Those women were hurt because of me. When I think about something like that happening to my beautiful Mischa–” He shook his head slowly before lifting it to face us. “I’ve done wrong. I’ll pay the price. Just… keep your promise that my children will be alright?”

      “I will,” I assured him without hesitation. “What about everyone else, though? Or did you do all this on your own?”

      “There were a few others,” Gusev replied. “Chen, Yang, and Rivera. We all worked together. I don’t know what they were spending the money on, and I feel sorry for exposing them, but I owe you the truth after you saved my children.”

      “They’re all in custody already,” the guard who’d escorted us there informed us. “It came out during the initial investigation when the cops were trying to figure out how the fire got started.”

      “I see,” I replied. The guard seemed pretty well informed, but then I supposed gossip traveled fast within jails. I turned back to Gusev. “How did the fire start?”

      “I got a strange phone call,” Gusev replied, and I went still. “It was nothing, probably an accident, but Chen panicked. He was always paranoid about everything, always worried we would get in trouble and lose our jobs or worse. When that happened, he was sure we were about to be caught. He started smoking non-stop, even down in the engine room. The captain was alright with us having smokes up on the deck, but of course we weren’t allowed to down below. Chen didn’t care, though. He was too nervous about the call. He and Rivera got into a fight. Rivera told him he was going to end up setting the whole ship on fire. I’m not sure who threw the first punch, but before any of us even realized, there was a fire. Chen must have dropped the cigarette.”

      “So it wasn’t deliberate?” Holm asked pointedly, and Gusev looked back at him in horror.

      “What!?” he gasped. “Of course not!”

      He didn’t seem like he was lying. I’d wondered if maybe the fire had been set intentionally, in an attempt to hide evidence, since pretty much everything on board, including the knockoff merch, had ended up at the bottom of the ocean. However, it seemed like it really had all been an accident.

      “Oh, I can give you the names of my contacts as well,” Gusev continued. “Most of them are in Hong Kong and Shanghai, so I don’t know if you will be able to do anything, but hopefully you can stop them from sending any more of those dangerous things here.”

      “Please do,” I replied as I pulled my phone out of my pocket to jot everything down. I wasn’t sure if MBLIS would be able to do anything more, but maybe the FBI or somebody else with further reach could. Once I finished transcribing all the information Gusev had to give us, he sighed.

      “I hope this can make up for what I’ve done,” he muttered. “I won’t lie to you, agents. I am not a good man. I’ve done bad things, and would have continued to do bad things if not for what happened. But when I saw that ship go down, knowing my children were inside–” He paused to take a long, stuttering breath. “I know I have to be a better man for them. They were put in danger because of my foolish actions. If I ever want to make it up to them, I need to start by atoning for my crimes.”

      “That’s noble of you,” I commended. “Few men would own up to their mistakes like that.”

      “It’s the least I can do,” Gusev replied. “My children are alive because of you. I’ll never be able to repay that, but I can at least fix what I’ve done.”

      “Okay,” I replied with a short nod. “Then that’s everything we need to know.”

      “Really?” Gusev asked, perking up. “That’s it?”

      “That’s it,” I confirmed as Holm and I got up to leave. He had confessed, given us the names of his accomplices, and explained everything that had happened. It was an open and shut case.

      “Right,” Gusev replied stiffly. “And you’ll keep your promise, won’t you?” He looked hopefully up at me. “About my children?”

      I offered him a small smile. Even after everything, his main concern was for his kids.

      “I promise,” I replied, fully intending to keep my word.

      Gusev nodded gratefully, and Holm and I turned to leave. Leaving the jail was almost as much of a process as getting inside. It wasn’t surprising, I supposed, since they couldn’t risk someone sneaking out, but I was still glad when we finally stepped back out into the warm sunshine.

      “Well, that was fast,” Holm remarked as we walked back to our cars. “I wish all our perps confessed and agreed that they deserve to go to prison that easily.”

      “Well, they’d have to be decent people to do that,” I murmured. “Gusev broke the law and hurt people, but he realized he needed to change for his kids. You think somebody like Hariska would do that?”

      “Hariska would probably throw her kids overboard if she thought it would distract us,” Holm snorted, folding his arms as we reached our cars. “Speaking of kids, though, how do you intend to make good on that promise? What if the system decides to send them somewhere else? They’re originally from Russia, right? What if they’re deported back there?”

      “That won’t happen,” I replied firmly, casting Holm a stern look. “Gusev needs to pay for what he’s done, but those kids are innocent. They went through hell down there in that wreck, and their dad is the only family they have. I’ll figure something out if it comes to that.”

      Holm smiled at me as he reached out to clap me on the shoulder.

      “Who’d have thought that such a mundane case would turn out like this?” He chuckled.

      “Not Davis, that’s for sure.” I laughed. “I still need to apologize for dislocating his nose.”

      “You did what!?” Holm blinked at me in shock.

      “Did I not tell you?” I grinned. “Well, after you went down, everyone tried to stop me from jumping back into the water and, well, I might have gotten a little aggressive.”

      Holm burst into laughter, and I smiled, relieved beyond words that he was still here to laugh like that.
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      “Okay.” Ty exhaled sharply as I brought the story to a close. “You’re just trolling us at this point.”

      “Trolling?” I repeated, my eyebrows furrowing together.

      “It’s slang,” Ty huffed. “It means you’re being a bully.”

      “What!?” I laughed, playing dumb as to what he could be referring to.

      “You know we’ve all been waiting for you to tell us what happened to Robbie, and you faked us out again!” Ty exclaimed, pouting as he slumped back in his seat, his arms folded over his chest.

      “He’s not wrong,” Charlie murmured before taking a sip of his drink, hiding behind his glass.

      “Wait, what happened to Robbie?” the drunk girl who’d ditched her friends to sit with us asked. She was no longer drunk, but she’d still stayed to hear the entire story. Actually, all her friends had wound up bailing on the diving trip to listen to the story, much to my relief. As fun as I thought diving was, it wasn’t safe for them to go out while they were drunk. Even the pushy one with the bad attitude, Lyla, had stayed to listen in the end.

      “We don’t know,” Charlie groused as he looked at the girls. “He won’t tell us!”

      “Robbie was the one who got his eye poked out, right?” one of the girls asked, and I quickly shook my head.

      “No.” I laughed. “It wasn’t that bad. He did get glass in his eye, but it healed well. I think he did lose some vision, but nothing a pair of glasses couldn’t fix. Actually–” I paused as I turned to reach up toward the shelves above our booth to pluck off one of the objects there. “Look. This is the mask he was wearing that day.”

      “It still has blood on it,” Mac pointed out, her face twisting up in disgust. “Ethan, you couldn’t clean those off before displaying them?”

      “They look cooler this way,” Jeff argued, his eyes lighting up as he looked at the mask. “Gives it character.”

      “I agree,” I replied with a smile. “And Robbie did eventually grow proud of that scar, despite Muñoz poking fun at him for it. I think he’d like it better with the blood, too.”

      “I bet,” Charlie replied excitedly. “Sounds like a badass scar, right across his eye like that? I bet the ladies really liked it.”

      “He had a girlfriend,” Jeff pointed out with a roll of his eyes. “Unless–” He turned to look at me, expression burning with curiosity.

      “Nope,” I replied, unable to keep an impish grin from forming on my face. “You won’t get anything else out of me tonight.”

      “And you claim you’re not trolling us,” Ty grumbled, scowling at me with a look of betrayal.

      “Well, I thought it was amazing,” the girl who’d joined us swooned. “I can’t believe you guys saved those people. But there’s no way I’m ever going diving after hearing that.” She leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms.

      “Well, that wasn’t my intention,” I replied, feeling a little bad as I reached up to set the mask back on the shelf. “Diving isn’t all that dangerous if you’re careful.”

      “Yeah,” Jeff chimed in. “I mean, think about all those divers that helped rescue everyone! If it wasn’t for them, Robbie and all those people wouldn’t have been saved! And diving is super fun. I love it.”

      “Just not when you’re drunk,” I added pointedly, and some of the girls giggled sheepishly.

      “Well, I guess that does sound cool,” the girl who’d joined us agreed reluctantly. “And we do have a few days left in Miami… Maybe we could try again tomorrow. Just not too deep.”

      “That’s the spirit,” I commended her, happy to bolster her confidence. What had happened to Holm and the others was a one in a million situation, and whatever activity the girls had planned probably wouldn’t take them any deeper than the shallow coast off Miami Beach.

      “Ethan’s found some amazing stuff while diving,” Mac pointed out. “All the Dragon’s Rogue stuff, for example.”

      “Right, you mentioned that,” the girl replied. “That’s a ship you were looking for, right? Did you ever find it?”

      “He won’t tell us that, either,” Charlie muttered with annoyance.

      “I will,” I insisted. “Eventually. They’re right, though. Take this, for instance.” I reached up and plucked another object off the same shelf. It was small and shaped like a rock, but it gleamed under the low light of the lamp that hung above the booth.

      “Is that gold!?” Mac asked, her eyes shooting wide open.

      “Sure is,” I confirmed as I turned the nugget around between my fingers.

      “Why do you have a lump of gold just sitting on a shelf in the bar?” Jeff asked me incredulously.

      “Decoration.” I shrugged. I wasn’t particularly worried about anyone stealing it. From a distance, it just looked like a rock, and most people didn’t pay that much attention to the stuff I had around the bar. It all blended into a sea of “stuff.”

      “Wow,” the girl gasped as she and all her friends eyed the nugget with awe. “You found that while diving?”

      “I did,” I replied as I felt the nugget in my hands. It was soft, and warm, as pure gold was. The girls all started to chatter excitedly about the cool things they might see underwater during their dive, which was what I wanted. As much as I wanted to instill a sense of safety, I didn’t want to make them fear the ocean or kill their desire to dive.

      That was precisely why I didn’t mention the details about how I’d acquired the nugget. It was certainly true that I’d found it on a dive, but what I’d failed to mention was how close Holm and I had come to death on that exact same dive.

      Before that, I’d known it was possible for explosions to go off underwater, but that was the first time I’d ever experienced one firsthand.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      Hey, if you got here, I just want you to know that you’re awesome! I wrote this book just for someone like you, and if you want another one, it is super important that you leave a review.

      The more reviews this book gets, the more likely it is there will be a sequel to it. After all, I’m only human, and you have no idea how far a simple “your book was great!” goes to brighten my day.

      Also, if you want to know when the sequel comes out, you absolutely must join my Facebook group and follow me on Amazon. Doing one won’t be enough because it relies on either Facebook or Amazon telling you the book is out, and they might not do it.

      You might miss out on all my books forever, if you only do one!

      Here’s the link to follow me through e-mail.

      Here’s the link to my Facebook Group.
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