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PROLOGUE


The rain pounded against the pavement outside the bar, and Rhoda sat on the customer side of the bar, ripping her bar napkin into tiny pieces as she bobbed her head to the upbeat pop music coming from the speakers. There was not a single customer in the bar at the moment, and I had taken the opportunity to fix some of the loose moldings around the bar, so I was up on the ladder with a nail gun in my hand. That left Rhoda with nothing else to do.

“As soon as I’m done with this, you can go home,” I told her as I eyed the slivers of paper scattered across the bar top. “I just need you here in case someone wanders in while I’m mid-repair.”

“It’s no problem,” she said cheerfully. “I’m good here. Take your time. It’s not like I want to go out in this weather, anyway.”

“Good point,” I conceded.

I knew Miami thunderstorms were usually short-lived, but today’s bad weather seemed never-ending. The rain had stopped and started all day, and it had chased everyone away, even my regulars.

So I nearly fell off the ladder when the door swung open a couple of minutes later, revealing not one but three customers.

“It’s raining cats and dogs out there!” a familiar voice shouted as all three figures stumbled over the threshold, spilling puddles of water across the bar floor in their wake.

“My hair is ruined,” a female voice replied with disdain.

I peered around the edge of the bar, nail gun still in hand.

“Hey, guys,” I greeted them fondly. “What the heck are you three doing here?”

“Well, we figured you’d be a captive audience,” Charlie responded as he bellied up to the bar. Ty did the same beside him, but Mac lingered behind, squeezing the rest of the water out of her hair and across the floor.

“Yeah, but we didn’t realize you’d be working,” Ty added. “I mean, you’re always working here, but now you’ve got a ladder? Maybe now isn’t a good time.”

“After all that?” Charlie argued. “Look! Mac ruined her hair for a story!”

“It’s not ruined,” Mac argued as she joined the guys at the bar. She hesitated and then sighed. “Okay, yeah, it’s kind of ruined. But Ethan, if you’re too busy, that’s totally fine!”

“It’s not fine!” Charlie retorted.

Mac shot him a look that made him recoil slightly.

“I mean, of course, it’s fine,” Charlie amended. “I understand you’re busy. It just would suck, is all.”

“Yeah, no pressure,” Rhoda said with a laugh. She hopped off the stool, collected the remnants of her napkin, and circled around to get behind the bar. She threw her scraps into the trash can and looked up at me, an unspoken question in her eyes.

“You guys really walked here in the rain just for a story?” I asked in disbelief.

“Yes!” Charlie insisted.

“We took a cab,” Mac corrected, shooting Charlie another look. “But it really is pouring out, so we got drenched anyway.”

“We don’t need a story if you’re busy, Ethan,” Ty chimed in. “But since we did come here, I’d still like a drink if you’re… umm…” He looked around at the completely empty space. “If you’re even open?”

“We’re open,” I assured him with a chuckle. I looked down at Rhoda and gave her a curt nod.

Rhoda took that as her cue to start slinging drinks, and she got all three drinks set up without any further prompting.

“If you guys really went through all that for a story, which I find hard to believe, I’ll tell you one,” I said as I shifted my weight on the ladder. “I’m almost done up here, though, so if you don’t mind, I’ll finish this up first and get this ladder out of here.”

“Sure, no problem!” Mac assured me.

“Why don’t you believe us?” Ty asked.

I turned my attention back to the moldings while Rhoda slid the drinks across the bar. It distracted everyone for a moment, which allowed me to send a few more nails into the molding, but then I turned to address Ty’s question.

“You guys are young,” I pointed out. “Yes, it’s raining, but it’s still Friday night. Barring any special duty schedules, you’re facing a nice weekend. There is no way you decided to forgo any other plans to come here to an old fart’s empty bar to hear an old story from back in the day on the first day of what I know will shape up to be a busy weekend. So ‘fess up. Why are you here?”

The three of them remained silent for a moment, and as they sipped their drinks, I went back to sending nails into the trim. The silence dragged on a bit too long, though, and when I looked back down at them, Charlie was looking at his friends a bit sheepishly.

“All right, so this has something to do with Charlie,” I hedged. I came down from the ladder, and his eyes widened slightly as he got called out. I slid the ladder around the corner and grabbed the last short strip of molding, then paused as I met his eyes. “Is everything okay?”

He paused a bit more, but then the answer came tumbling out of him all at once.

“I was working on a group thing with a couple of other guys in my crew,” he began, “and everything was going fine until it wasn’t. I had to step back for a couple of days to help another department, and when I came back, the project was done, and the other guys took all the credit. They completely cut me out of it, which would be fine, except it’s worth points to advancement. And now, I’ve lost out on points that could make or break my chances of advancing.” He flung his hands up in the air in exasperation. “I’m just frustrated, and these guys are hanging around the same lounge we usually hang out in, and I’m too angry right now and just needed space.” He hung his head when he finished his rant.

Mac and Ty were both staring at him in shock by the time he’d finished talking, and I understood why. I certainly hadn’t expected to hear all that.

“Charlie, I didn’t know that,” Rhoda said sympathetically. “I’m sorry. That’s not cool.”

“It’s not,” Mac added. “I know firsthand how that feels.” She lifted her glass to Charlie. “But I’ve also watched karma in action. Don’t worry, Charlie. They’ll get it back tenfold.”

“Karma…” Ty muttered. “She’s right, Charlie.”

“I don’t even care about karma,” Charlie rebutted. “I don’t want to get back at them. I just wish it hadn’t negatively impacted me.”

“That’s a great way to think,” I chimed in. I held the last bit of molding up and sent the last couple of nails in, then pulled back to admire my handiwork. “Wishing karma on those who wronged you can be a one-way ticket down the wrong path.”

“Uh-oh,” Ty mumbled as he elbowed his friend in the ribs. “I sense that story you wanted coming.”

I laughed to myself as I eased myself down the ladder and set the nail gun down in the corner.

“I actually do have a story about that, believe it or not.” I dusted my hands off and rounded the corner of the bar to approach them.

“Oh, I believe it,” Rhoda quipped as she finished making my drink and held it out to me. She grinned at me.

“Yeah, you have a story for everything,” Mac added, not unkindly.

Charlie sighed. “Does it have a happy ending?”

I thought to myself. “Yes and no. Depends on whose point of view you’re looking at it from.”

“Okay.” Charlie nodded. “It sounds like I need to hear it, so I’m game. What’s it about?”

I took a sip of my drink and looked over at Rhoda, who’d perched herself on a bar stool of her own and looked like she was in no hurry to go home.

“All right,” I decided. “It all started when a man got chased out of his home in one of the less exciting places I’ve ever been sent.” I leaned back against the edge of the bar. “Let me tell you about the time I got sent to South Carolina.”
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Taylor sat in front of his computer, his eyes wide with disbelief and shock. The video playing on the screen showed him, or someone who looked exactly like him, brutally attacking a young girl. The footage was grainy, but there was no mistaking the man’s face. It was his own.

A bead of sweat ran down the back of Taylor’s neck, tickling as it went. Chills racked his entire body, and he somehow felt both freezing cold and unbearably hot all at once. His heart pounded furiously in his chest, so fast that it was enough to make him dizzy. His vision tunneled, darkening around the edges, but he could still very clearly see the words that glowed up at him from the computer screen.

It listed his full name and address, along with an account of his supposed crimes. Most damning was the video that accompanied the short blurb. Taylor had already watched it a dozen times, at least. He had no idea how many times, really. It had all blurred together after a while.

And still, he couldn’t help but watch it again. As he did, his already racing heart sped up even more, and Taylor was certain that it was going to burst through his chest at any moment. It was amazing that his ribcage managed to contain it at all as he watched himself viciously attack the girl in the video.

His face was clearly visible, as was his own basement. He recognized the old baseball poster and the chipped brick wall. There was no mistaking what was going on in the video, either. There was no plausible deniability that it was somebody else and not him. There Taylor was, furiously swinging his fists as the little girl, who couldn’t have been older than seven, lay helplessly beneath him, so small and defenseless.

Taylor ground his teeth together as he smashed his fist down onto the desk. He was so screwed. The video had been uploaded publicly, and it already had thousands of views on just this one website. By now, it had probably been downloaded and re-uploaded a dozen times. There was no way a video this juicy wouldn’t immediately make the rounds on every form of social media.

“What the hell?” Taylor muttered as he leaned closer to the screen, trying to make sense of what he was seeing. The video ended abruptly, leaving him staring at his own reflection in the darkened monitor.

He cursed under his breath, already knowing who was responsible for this. It had to be her. She’d been threatening to ruin his life for weeks now, but he never thought she’d go this far.

Taylor rocked in his seat, jaw clenched. She had the skills and know-how to pull it off, but why would she have? Their partnership had been going so well—

No, Taylor thought to himself bitterly. It hadn’t been going very well at all, had it? Taylor had been keeping secrets. Had she found out? Even if that was the case, surely uploading a video like this and broadcasting his identifying information to the world was far too extreme of a reaction?

Taylor shot to his feet and forced himself away from his computer. He’d already wasted too much time sitting here. He needed to pack a bag and get the hell out of town, out of the country, even. His thoughts flew apart as he rushed around his bedroom, hands shaking as he struggled to figure out what to do and what to grab. He’d already collected a handful of random shirts before it occurred to him that he needed a bag to put them in. He ran to his closet and snatched a ratty old backpack off the floor before deeming it too small and tossing it back down. A suitcase would work better, especially if he wanted to take his computer and things with him.

He needed to make sure not to leave behind any evidence.

Taylor swore as he left his bedroom to head to the hall closet, where he kept the only suitcase he owned. Briefly, he recalled the last time he’d used it. It was that trip to Cancun they’d all gone on right after their first big payout. It had been a year since then, and somehow, they’d never gone anywhere since. The fact sent a surge of annoyance through Taylor. What had it all been for, in the end? What exactly had he spent all the money he made on? In the heat of panic, he couldn’t remember anything aside from that stupid trip.

He hadn’t quite made it to the hall closet when the sound of voices reached his ears. The din was a muffled, hazy thing, like the background noise of a crowd in a TV show. It was too close and too real to just be on the TV, though. Taylor turned toward the front window, and his heart sank.

A veritable mob had gathered on his doorstep, their faces twisted with anger and disgust. They held signs with his face crossed out, demanding justice for the child in the video.

Suddenly, they began to pound on the door, the sound reverberating through the house. Taylor looked around in a panic, his mind racing. He considered setting fire to his computer and other belongings, destroying any remaining evidence, but doing so would waste precious time he didn’t have. Luckily, as far as Taylor could see, nobody had come armed.

That was what he assumed, at least, until a bang rang out. It was followed immediately by the harsh, grating sound of shattering glass. The noise outside grew as people shouted in response to the gunfire. Another loud crash sounded as something came flying through a different window. Were they throwing bricks into his house?

Taylor supposed he shouldn’t be surprised, given that the video had included his full name and address, but he hadn’t expected people to show up so soon or for them to arrive so aggressively. In his mind, he’d pictured the police showing up to bang on his door, not a crowd of lunatics shooting through his windows.

Abandoning the suitcase and any thought of packing up at all, Taylor rushed back to his bedroom. They were pounding on the door now, demanding to be let in. Taylor would just grab his computer and leave everything else.

He stopped at his bedroom door, second-guessing himself once more. Should he even bother with the computer? The mob was already here. There was no hiding what he’d done. Maybe he should just burn it all. He groaned in frustration as he reached his hands up into his hair, gripping tight and pulling slightly at the strands.

After a split second of indecision, Taylor bolted for the backdoor. His backyard butted up against a dense forest, the only place he might be able to escape the mob’s fury.

As he fumbled with the lock, he once more heard the sickening sound of shattering glass. They were inside the house now. Heavy footsteps thundered through the hallway, growing closer by the second.

Someone began to pound on the door to his cellar, but Taylor ignored it and flung open the backdoor. Cool night air rushed over him as he stumbled outside, his heart hammering in his chest.

He ran, his feet pounding against the damp earth as he entered the forest. Branches whipped at his face and tore at his clothes, but he barely felt them. All he could focus on was putting as much distance as possible between himself and the angry horde behind him.

Gunfire rang out, shattering the stillness of the night. Taylor ducked instinctively, but not fast enough. Pain bloomed along his shoulder, hot and searing. He cried out, stumbling forward, but somehow managed to keep his footing.

He was hit, but he had to keep going. If they caught him, they’d tear him apart. And even if he escaped them, he knew the police wouldn’t be far behind. The video was all the evidence they’d need to put him away for a long, long time.

Taylor clutched his bleeding shoulder, gritting his teeth against the pain as he ran deeper into the forest. The shouts of the mob grew fainter behind him, but he didn’t dare slow down.

Questions raced through his mind as he fled. How had she gotten that footage? And, more importantly, how was he going to prove it was fake? Because it had to be. He’d never attacked anyone, let alone a defenseless child.

But he knew that didn’t matter now. The court of public opinion had already found him guilty. His life, as he knew it, was over.

The forest grew denser around him, the trees blocking out the moonlight. Taylor stumbled blindly forward, his breath coming in ragged gasps. He had no idea where he was going, no plan beyond putting one foot in front of the other.

All he knew was that he had to find a way to clear his name, to make her pay for what she’d done. But first, he had to survive the night.

As the sounds of his pursuers faded into the distance, Taylor couldn’t shake the feeling that this was only the beginning of his nightmare.


2




As Robbie and I pulled up alongside the yacht in our small, unmarked boat, the gentle waves lapped at the hull. The only other sound aside from that was the distant thrum of music and laughter coming from the party on board.

“Looks like Lo Bianco’s in full swing,” Robbie remarked, nodding toward the brightly lit deck. “Probably thinks he’s untouchable out here.”

I smirked, already pulling on my scuba gear. “Well, he’s about to learn otherwise. You ready to crash this party?”

Robbie grinned, grabbing his own gear. “Born ready, partner. Let’s do this.”

We quickly donned our scuba gear, double-checking each other’s equipment with practiced efficiency. For this mission, we’d opted for full-face masks with built-in communicators, allowing us to stay in constant contact underwater.

“Comms check,” I said, my voice slightly muffled by the mask. “You reading me, Robbie?”

“Loud and clear,” he replied, giving me a thumbs up. “Let’s hope these fancy new masks are worth the hype.”

I chuckled, adjusting the straps on my BCD. “I still stand by my opinion. I hate these things. One of the perks of diving is that no one can talk to you.”

Robbie laughed as he stepped up to the edge of the boat. “Well, too bad for you. You get to listen to me talk underwater now, too.”

“Yay,” I deadpanned. I met him at the side of the boat, and one at a time, we stepped off the deck and into the water.

“All good?” Robbie asked beside me as we bobbed at the surface.

I held up an “OK” symbol, and together, we slowly deflated our BCDs.

As Robbie and I slipped beneath the surface of the crystal-clear waters off the coast of Bermuda, the muffled sounds of the yacht party above faded, and a familiar peace settled in my chest in the semi-silence. The gentle hum of the boat’s music barely vibrated through the water, a constant reminder of our target: Christian Lo Bianco, another dime-a-dozen drug lord.

We had it on good authority that Lo Bianco was on this very yacht, conducting a major drug deal under the guise of a lavish party. Approaching by boat or chopper would have given us away, allowing him to flee once more. So, we opted for a stealthier approach—sneaking in underwater, undetected.

We wouldn’t have to swim too far, as our boat had pulled up close enough to make out a positive ID for the yacht. We’d wanted to maintain as much distance as possible, but by the time we’d been able to confirm that this was the yacht we were looking for, we were closer than ideal. Robbie and I would just have to hope that we hadn’t been spotted. It would ruin our element of surprise, to say the least.

As we swam closer to the yacht, our scuba gear allowing us to blend in with the marine life, I couldn’t help but feel a sense of anticipation. This was it, the moment we’d been waiting for. We were so close to finally bringing Lo Bianco to justice.

Robbie tapped my shoulder, pointing toward the yacht’s underside. “Ethan, look,” he said, his voice muffled by his regulator. “There’s the propeller. We need to be careful not to get too close.”

I nodded, adjusting my course to give the spinning blades a wide berth. The last thing we needed was to get sucked in and chopped to bits before we even had a chance to confront Lo Bianco.

Suddenly, the yacht’s engine roared to life, the propeller churning the water just a few feet away from us. Robbie, who was slightly ahead of me, was caught off guard and nearly sucked into the whirling blades. My heart leapt into my throat as I lunged forward, grabbing his arm and pulling him back just in time.

“Whoa!” Robbie exclaimed, his eyes wide behind his mask. “That was way too close for comfort. Thanks for the save.”

“Any time,” I replied, giving him a quick nod. “Let’s just try to avoid any more near-death experiences today, okay?”

We exchanged a relieved chuckle before continuing our approach, this time being a bit more cautious of the propeller’s vicinity. The boat wasn’t moving all that fast, but it could shift at any moment, and I didn’t want to be in the danger zone. Instead, we opted to hug the side of the yacht to avoid any more close calls.

When we were up against the hull and tucked beneath it just enough to hide us from view, I inflated my BCD enough to break the water’s surface. Robbie did the same, and with one hand on the hull to keep us in place, we scanned the length of the boat.

I spotted a ladder built close to the rear of the boat, and after ensuring Robbie saw it, too, we made our way over to it. He was closer, so after removing his fins, he began his climb first, and I waited just out of sight for the all-clear. I saw his hand stick out over the edge with an “okay” symbol, so I swam over to the ladder, removed my own fins, positioned myself at the bottom, and made my way up the rungs as quickly and silently as possible. As I climbed out of the water and stepped onto the deck, I saw that we were well and truly alone, so we quickly shed our BCDs and scuba tanks and stashed them out of sight behind a utility box.

“All right, let’s do this,” Robbie said. He unzipped his drysuit and adjusted his sidearm, which he’d had tucked in a makeshift holster at his hip just out of the way of his BCD. The drysuit had kept our guns protected from the salt water, making it the most efficient way to bring them with us. Now, we needed to make the minor adjustments necessary for quick and efficient holster draws. “Lo Bianco’s not getting away this time.”

I nodded, mirroring his actions with my own weapon. “Agreed. Let’s try to keep things clean and quiet, though. No need to spook the civilians on board.”

Once I knew my pistol was easy to access, I pulled the zippered edge of my drysuit back over it to hide it from plain view. It wasn’t a perfect solution, but hopefully, no one would look at us too closely.

No sooner had we taken a step forward than a man in a crisp white suit rounded the corner. His eyes widened in surprise at the sight of us.

“Hey, who are you guys? You can’t be back here!” he exclaimed, reaching for his radio.

Robbie and I exchanged a quick glance before springing into action. We approached the man with easy smiles, our hands raised in a non-threatening gesture.

“Whoa, whoa, easy there, buddy,” I said, trying to be as calm and friendly as possible. “We’re supposed to be here. Mr. Lo Bianco invited us.”

The man hesitated, his hand hovering over his radio. “Mr. Lo Bianco? He didn’t mention any guests coming from the rear.”

Robbie chuckled, clapping the man on the shoulder. “You know how he is, always keeping things close to the vest. But hey, since you’re here, why don’t you take us to him? We don’t want to keep him waiting.”

The man looked us over, still uncertain, but finally nodded. “All right, follow me. But if Mr. Lo Bianco says he doesn’t know you, you’re both going overboard.”

“Fair enough,” I agreed, falling into step behind him as he led us through the yacht’s luxurious interior.

As we walked, I couldn’t help but marvel at the opulence surrounding us. Plush carpets, gleaming wood paneling, and tasteful artwork adorned every surface. It was clear that Lo Bianco spared no expense when it came to his personal comfort.

“Quite the setup Lo Bianco’s got here,” Robbie murmured low enough so White Suit couldn’t hear, echoing my thoughts. “Too bad it’s all built on the backs of ruined lives and broken families.”

I nodded. “All the more reason to take him down. He’s been living the high life for far too long.”

Our guide led us through a maze of corridors, the sound of laughter and clinking glasses growing louder with each step. Finally, he came to a stop outside a set of double doors, gesturing for us to wait.

“Mr. Lo Bianco is just inside,” he said, his hand on the doorknob. “I’ll let him know you’re here.”

As he disappeared into the room, I turned to Robbie, my expression serious. “Remember, we need to play this cool. We don’t want to spur him into doing something stupid.”

Robbie nodded. “Got it. I’ll follow your lead, partner.”

Moments later, the doors opened, and our guide ushered us inside. As we entered the lounge, the first thing I noticed was the tension in the air. Lo Bianco stood at the center of the room, surrounded by several men in dark clothing, their expressions emotionless. On the table in front of him was a sleek briefcase, no doubt containing the product of the drug deal we had come to disrupt.

Lo Bianco looked up as we entered, his eyes narrowing in suspicion. “Who the hell are these guys?” he demanded, his gaze darting between us and the man who had brought us in.

Before the man could respond, I stepped forward and flashed my badge. “Christian Lo Bianco, you’re under arrest for drug trafficking and a whole host of other charges. I suggest you come quietly.”

For a moment, the room was silent. Then Lo Bianco let out a harsh laugh. “You’ve got to be kidding me. Boys, take care of these clowns.”

At his command, the men stationed around the room sprang into action, reaching beneath their jackets and pulling out an assortment of firearms. The metallic clicks of safeties being disengaged and rounds being chambered filled the air, and I felt my heart skip a beat as the barrels of a dozen guns swung in our direction.

But before they could fire, Robbie stepped forward, his hands raised in a placating gesture.

“Easy there, fellas,” he said, his voice calm and even. “Let’s not do anything rash. You start shooting in here, and you’re going to have a lot of panicked rich folks on your hands. And trust me, that’s not a headache any of us want to deal with.”

Lo Bianco’s men hesitated, glancing at each other uncertainly. I could see the gears turning in their heads as they weighed the consequences of opening fire on a crowded yacht.

Robbie pressed on, sensing their indecision. “Plus, I’m pretty sure your boss here doesn’t want any innocent blood on his hands. Bad for business, you know? So why don’t we all just take a deep breath and handle this like professionals?”

For a moment, I thought Lo Bianco might actually listen to reason. But then his face hardened, and he shook his head.

“No deal,” he spat. “These two are leaving here in body bags. And if a few rich idiots get caught in the crossfire, well, that’s just the cost of doing business.”

And with that, all hell broke loose. Lo Bianco’s men opened fire, the deafening roar of gunshots filling the air. Robbie and I dove for cover, overturning tables and chairs as we went. Screams erupted from the partygoers in the next room as they scattered, desperate to escape the sudden violence that echoed throughout multiple spaces.

We ended up together, and as we crouched behind a heavy wooden bar, bullets whizzing overhead, I turned to Robbie, my heart pounding in my chest.

“So much for handling this like professionals,” I quipped, trying to keep my voice steady.

Robbie flashed me a grin. “Hey, I had to try,” he said with a shrug. “But if these guys want to play rough, I say we show them how it’s done.”

I nodded, steeling myself for the fight to come. “Agreed. Let’s do this.”

And with that, we burst from behind the bar, weapons at the ready. The lounge erupted into chaos as we fought, furniture overturning and glass shattering. One of Lo Bianco’s goons, a hulking brute with a shaved head and a scar running down his cheek, leveled his gun at me with a sneer on his face. I ducked just in time, feeling the heat of the bullet as it whizzed past my ear.

Springing back up, I lunged forward, grabbing his gun arm and twisting it violently. The weapon clattered to the floor as he howled in pain. I followed up with a swift uppercut, putting my entire body weight behind the punch. My fist connected with his jaw with a satisfying crack, sending him stumbling backward, his eyes glazed and unfocused.

But there was no time to celebrate. Two more men were already charging at me, their pistols drawn. I sidestepped the first, driving my elbow into his solar plexus and leaving him gasping for air. The second managed to get a shot off, the bullet barely missing my ribs.

Adrenaline surged through my veins as I grabbed his gun hand, forcing it upward just as he fired again. The shot went wide, the bullet embedding itself in the ceiling. I followed up with a flurry of punches, targeting his face and torso with lightning speed. He managed to block a few, but most found their mark, leaving him battered and bloodied. A final punch to the temple sent him crumpling to the floor, unconscious.

Beside me, Robbie disarmed one man with a deft twist of the wrist, then spun to deliver a bone-shattering kick to another’s kneecap. One of the men managed to get behind him, but Robbie was ready for him. He drove his elbow back into the man’s ribs once, twice, three times, each blow more vicious than the last. He followed up with a devastating elbow to the back of the head, sending the man sprawling as the fight got knocked out of him.

Another goon came at Robbie with a knife in one hand and a pistol in the other. Robbie dodged the first swipe of the blade, then grabbed the man’s gun hand, forcing it upward. The shot shattered a nearby mirror. Robbie then twisted the man’s wrist viciously, and the knife clattered to the floor. A knee to the groin doubled the man over, and a final elbow to the temple sent him into unconsciousness.

I had just dispatched another attacker, disarming him with a bone-breaking kick to the arm, when I heard the unmistakable click of a gun being cocked behind me. I spun around to see one of Lo Bianco’s men leveling a pistol at me, a smug grin on his face.

“Looks like playtime’s over,” he sneered, his finger tightening on the trigger.

But before he could fire, a chair came flying out of nowhere, slamming into him and sending the gun skittering across the deck. Robbie stood behind him, breathing hard, the remnants of the chair still clutched in his hands.

“Why don’t you have a seat?” he huffed as the man roared in anger, turning to face Robbie as he scrabbled for another weapon.

But that momentary distraction was all I needed. I lunged forward, my fist connecting with his temple in a haymaker that would have made Mike Tyson proud. He dropped like a sack of bricks, out cold before he hit the deck.

Robbie and I stood back to back, surveying the surrounding carnage. Lo Bianco’s men lay strewn about the room, some unconscious, others groaning in pain, their weapons scattered uselessly at their sides. The once-pristine lounge looked like a war zone. Furniture was overturned, shattered glass littered the floor, and bullet holes pockmarked the walls.

But Lo Bianco himself was nowhere to be seen. In the chaos of the fight, he had managed to slip away through the dissipating crowd, no doubt hoping to escape while we were distracted.

“Dammit,” I cursed, wiping blood from a cut on my cheek. “Where the hell is Lo Bianco? He can’t have gotten far. We need to find him before he has a chance to rabbit.”

Robbie nodded, his eyes hard. “Lead the way, partner.”

And with that, we sprinted out of the lounge, hot on Lo Bianco’s trail. The hunt was on, and we would not rest until he was in cuffs. His reign of terror was finally brought to an end.

When we burst through the double doors at the far end of the lounge, I caught a glimpse of Lo Bianco making a run for it up the stairs, but there was nowhere for him to go. We were on a boat, after all.

“Robbie!” I shouted. I slapped my partner on the shoulder with the back of my hand and gestured loosely up the steps.

Robbie grunted in acknowledgment and fell into step behind me. Together, we gave chase, taking the steps two at a time and bursting out onto the deck just in time to see Lo Bianco scrambling toward the railing.

“Not so fast, scumbag!” Robbie yelled, raising his gun. “One more step, and I’ll put a hole in you big enough to drive a truck through.”

“What?” I muttered under my breath with a snort.

“Shut it,” Robbie retorted in a whisper. When I stole a glance at him, it was clear he was biting the inside of his cheek to keep himself from laughing at my reaction to his corny line.

Lo Bianco froze, his hands gripping the railing so tightly that his knuckles turned white. Slowly, he turned to face us, his expression full of fear and rage.

“You think you’ve won?” he spat, his eyes darting between us. “You have no idea who you’re messing with. I’ve got friends in high places, and they’ll bury you for this.”

I stepped forward, my own weapon trained on his chest. “Yeah, where have I heard that before? Save it for the judge, Lo Bianco. You’re done.”

I moved in, pulling out a pair of handcuffs. Lo Bianco struggled briefly as I snapped them around his wrists, but he knew it was futile. It was either us or the open water, and at least with us, he’d be dry and alive.

“I want a lawyer,” he snarled, his face inches from mine. “You can’t do this!”

I couldn’t help but chuckle. “With the mountain of evidence we have against you? A lawyer’s not going to do you much good. But sure, you’ll get your phone call.”

As I handed Lo Bianco off to Robbie, who was already on the radio calling for our backup, I took a moment to survey the scene. The deck was fine. Downstairs, I knew the lounge was a mess, but miraculously, none of the civilians on board had been hurt in the scuffle.

Lo Bianco continued to spit threats and demands as Robbie led him back to the aft deck, where the Coast Guard response boat was already pulling up alongside the yacht.

“I won’t say another word without my lawyer present!” Lo Bianco shouted, his face red with anger.

Robbie grinned at me as he handed our prisoner over to the Coast Guard crew. “Good. I could use a bit of silence on the trip back to shore.”

Lo Bianco struggled to keep his balance as he transferred over to the small boat since his hands were cuffed behind him, but one of the Coasties kept him steady, and within moments, the sleek boat was cutting through the water back toward the larger Coast Guard cutter.

“Another one bites the dust,” Robbie said, clapping me on the shoulder as we watched the exchange. “I swear, Ethan, we must be the luckiest SOBs in the agency. How many times have we pulled off stunts like this and come out unscathed?”

I chuckled, shaking my head. “Too many to count, partner. But let’s not get cocky. We both know that luck can run out at any time in this line of work. We’ve had more than our fair share of close calls, too.”

Robbie sobered, nodding in agreement. “True that. But for now, I say we enjoy the win. How about a couple of drinks at Mike’s when we get back? I think we’ve earned them.”

“You read my mind.” I grinned. “Let’s get out of here before the paperwork catches up to us.”
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As the Coast Guard cutter pulled up to the base in Miami, I couldn’t help but feel a sense of relief wash over me. Another mission accomplished, another scumbag behind bars. Beside me, Robbie stretched his arms over his head, a satisfied grin on his face.

“Ah, there’s nothing quite like the smell of justice in the morning,” he quipped, inhaling deeply.

I chuckled, shaking my head. “It’s three in the afternoon, Robbie.”

“Details, details,” he replied with a dismissive wave of his hand.

After the boat came to a stop and the Coast Guard crew got everything tied up, we hauled a sullen, silent Lo Bianco to his feet. He hadn’t spoken a word since we’d taken him into custody, but the defiant glare he shot us spoke volumes.

We thanked the Coast Guard crew for their assistance and stepped off the boat, our prisoner in tow. The bright Miami sun beat down on us as we made our way to our MBLIS-assigned car.

After securing Lo Bianco in the back seat, Robbie and I climbed in front. As I started the engine, Robbie turned to me with a mischievous glint in his eye.

“Hey, at least we’ve got a quiet ride back to the office,” he said, jerking his thumb toward our silent passenger. “I don’t think I could handle any more of Lo Bianco’s witty banter.”

I snorted, pulling out of the parking lot and onto the highway. “Yeah, he’s a real chatterbox, isn’t he?” I knew Robbie was just trying to get under Lo Bianco’s skin. I really wanted to make another quip about my partner’s own one-liners, but I had to force myself to let it go. It wouldn’t be a good look in front of Lo Bianco. We’d need to wait until we got to Mike’s.

The drive back to MBLIS was uneventful; the only sound was the hum of the engine and the occasional honk of a passing car. Robbie and I kept the conversation light, neither of us wanting to discuss anything sensitive in front of our captive audience.

Robbie had recently run into issues with his car despite the care and effort he’d put into its maintenance, which was why we were using an MBLIS-issued car. I didn’t hate it. The silver color would blend into the background much better than the bright blue paint job of Robbie’s personal car, and the interior was more spacious as well. What I did find annoying was the need to park it in the garage. Our personal cars usually sat outside in the lot, which forced us to get some more sunlight and fresh air as we went to and fro. I’d grown to love my strolls through the lot to get into the building, but today, we pulled into the dark, slightly damp underground parking garage instead. It just set a dreary tone to the day.

As we pulled into the garage, I couldn’t help but feel a little uneasy. The events of the past few weeks—Chapman’s betrayal, Dechart’s treachery—had left a pall over the office, and the tension was so thick you could practically cut it with a dull spoon. The combination of the sour mood of the office and the dreary concrete of the garage made me want to head straight home instead of back to work.

“Hey, when are you getting your car back?” I asked as Robbie shifted into park and unbuckled his seatbelt. I released my belt as well before stepping out of the car and stretching out my back.

“Next week, probably,” Robbie replied as he joined me outside. “Why?”

I opened the rear door so we could access Lo Bianco.

“No reason,” I muttered. I didn’t feel like going into detail in front of our perp.

We hauled Lo Bianco out of the car and marched him into the building, riding the elevator up to the holding cells. After handing him off to the processing agents, Robbie and I made our way up to the bullpen, the weight of the case finally lifting from our shoulders.

“Man, I thought we’d never catch that slippery bastard,” Robbie groused as we walked, his hands shoved deep in his pockets. “I mean, he was a small fry, all things considered. It should have been a quick in-and-out job.”

I nodded, running a hand through my hair. “Instead, we spent over a week chasing him all over the Caribbean. I’m just glad it’s finally over.”

“You and me both, partner,” Robbie agreed, clapping me on the shoulder. “But you know what the worst part is? We can’t even really celebrate. Not with everything that’s been going on around here.”

I sighed, my earlier unease returning full force. “You’re not wrong. Ever since Chapman and Dechart, it feels like everyone’s just waiting for the other shoe to drop. Like there’s another mole or traitor lurking around every corner.”

Robbie nodded. “And the worst part is, there’s not much we can do about it.”

“Not when the corruption goes all the way up to Senator Paxten,” I grumbled. “The only way to fix this is to take him down, and to do that, we need to cut off his support system.”

“Easier said than done,” he replied, frustration coloring his tone. “We don’t even know who half his connections are. It’s like trying to untangle a spider’s web in the dark.”

“Yeah, and hunting him down via fieldwork is useless,” I complained as we reached our desks. I plopped down into my chair and promptly ignored the stack of paperwork awaiting my attention.

“That’s why it all falls on Price and Rivers,” Robbie reminded me. “They’re the ones with the skills to dig up his dirty secrets. Price seems to think the key is in his financials, so I guess all we can do is sit back and let them work their magic.” He pulled out his own chair and sat down a bit more gracefully than I had.

I groaned, rubbing the bridge of my nose. “You know how much I hate sitting on my hands, Robbie. Waiting around isn’t exactly my strong suit.”

“Preaching to the choir, buddy,” he commiserated. “But hey, at least the Lo Bianco case kept us busy for a bit. Gave us something to focus on besides the impending sense of doom.”

I couldn’t help but shrug at that despite the grim subject matter. Trust Robbie to find the silver lining in even the darkest of situations.

Our voices must have carried because, just a moment later, the door to Diane’s office swung open. When I looked up, I was surprised to see her waiting for us, her face grave. Beside Diane stood Agent Price, her normally cheerful demeanor replaced by a look of concern.

“Ethan, Robbie, my office. Now.” Diane’s tone brooked no argument, and we got up and followed her and Price into her glass-walled sanctuary without a word.

Robbie and I both headed for our usual seats in front of Diane’s desk, but although she went to her desk as well, she remained standing.

Once Price closed the door, Diane turned to us, her arms folded across her chest. “We may have a new case,” she began, her voice tight. “A few days ago, a man in South Carolina was attacked in his home.”

I frowned, glancing at Robbie. “Okay, so what’s the catch? Why is this our jurisdiction?”

“Yeah, and why so serious?” Robbie added. “Who is he? Usually, a single victim wouldn’t demand such a serious mood.”

“He isn’t the victim,” Diane clarified, her eyes hard. “Actually, I’m not entirely sure how many victims there are or the full extent of the crimes committed.”

My confusion must have shown on my face because Price stepped forward, her tablet in hand. “The man was attacked after a video of him went viral,” she explained, tapping the screen. “In the video, he’s seen brutally assaulting a young girl.”

She turned the tablet around, and I felt my stomach lurch as the video played. The man’s face was clearly visible as he rained blows down on the small, helpless figure beneath him. Bile crept up to my throat, but I forced myself not to look away. It wouldn’t do me any good to avoid watching this, not when I knew it would come to my mind’s eye again later in the case. I’d seen a lot of horrible things in my line of work, but there was something about seeing violence against a child that never failed to turn my stomach. Whoever this man was, if he was still alive, I’d make it my life’s mission to hunt him down and make him pay.

“Jesus,” Robbie breathed, his face pale.

“Is this the guy who got attacked?” I asked.

“Yes, that’s him,” Diane replied sullenly.

“No wonder he got attacked,” Robbie added. “I’m surprised they didn’t tear him limb from limb.”

“That’s not all,” Diane said grimly. “When the authorities arrived, they found a terrified, confused woman in the man’s basement. She spoke very little English, but with the help of a translator, she revealed that the man had lured her in with the promise of a job.”

Price nodded, swiping to another page on her tablet. “She was a former hotel cleaner who’d been laid off when the hotel went under. The man approached her on the street and basically strong-armed her into servitude.”

I felt a flash of anger at the thought of someone taking advantage of a vulnerable person like that. “Was she...?” I couldn’t bring myself to finish the question, but Price seemed to understand.

“No, thankfully, there’s no evidence of sexual assault,” she replied, and I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. “It’s not uncommon in cases of human trafficking. While sex trafficking is the most prevalent, there are plenty of people out there who basically keep modern-day slaves.”

“Where is she from?” I asked. “Do we think there are more victims out there who need help?”

Diane shook her head, frustration evident in the set of her jaw. “We’re not sure yet. The local authorities are still investigating, but...”

“Why is this our case?” Robbie interrupted, voicing the question that had been nagging at the back of my mind. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m all for taking down scumbags like this, but it seems like a pretty straightforward human trafficking case. Why is MBLIS getting involved?”

Price and Diane exchanged a loaded glance, and a feeling of unease settled in the pit of my stomach.

“Because,” Price said slowly, as if choosing her words carefully, “I’ve received correspondence from someone involved. Someone with insider knowledge of the operation.”

I leaned forward in my seat, my heart racing. “What kind of correspondence? What do they know?”

Price tapped a few buttons on her tablet, and a series of images popped up on the screen. They were grainy and poorly lit, but I could make out the figure of a man handing a woman what looked like a wad of cash outside a nondescript building.

“These were sent to me anonymously,” Price explained, zooming in on one of the images. “I received all of this, along with a message claiming that the man in the video is just one small part of a much larger trafficking ring operating out of South Carolina.”

Diane nodded, her expression grave. “And that’s not all. The message also claims that this ring has ties to some very powerful people. People with the influence to make this all go away if we’re not careful.”

I exchanged a glance with Robbie, seeing my own trepidation mirrored in his eyes. This case was already shaping up to be much more complex than we’d anticipated.

“For once, I’d like a case where the perp doesn’t have ties to powerful people,” I muttered.

Robbie snorted. “Same.”

“I’ll work on that,” Diane quipped. Her arms remained crossed over her chest, but the twinkle behind her eyes reassured me that she was still her old self. She’d been taken hostage by Chapman not long ago, which would be enough to rattle almost anyone, but Diane seemed as unflappable as ever since her return.

“So, what’s our play?” Robbie asked, leaning back in his chair. “How do we take these bastards down without tipping them off?”

“That’s where you two come in,” Diane replied, a hint of a smile playing at the corners of her mouth. “I need my best field agents on this. You’ll be heading to South Carolina first thing in the morning to start digging into this trafficking ring. Price will be your point of contact here, feeding you any new information that comes in.”

I nodded. “We’ll need to tread carefully. If these people are as connected as our anonymous tipster claims, they’ll have eyes and ears everywhere.”

“Agreed,” Robbie said, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. “But we’ve faced worse odds before and come out on top. We’ll get to the bottom of this, one way or another.”

“I’ll send you over some flight info,” Diane added. She finally took her seat across the desk from us. “In the meantime, you two can go home, pack, and take the day to do whatever you need.”

“When do you want us to head out?” I asked.

“ASAP,” Diane replied. Her eyes turned to her computer monitor. “Price has received more of these videos. We need to get on this before the situation gets worse.”

Robbie and I nodded, the gravity of the situation settling on our shoulders like a weight.

I sat back in the chair. We were facing a potential trafficking ring operating out of South Carolina, exposed by an anonymous tipster with insider knowledge. And we had a man caught on video assaulting a helpless girl—the catalyst that had brought this whole tangled web to light.

It was a lot to process, but one thing was certain—Robbie and I had our work cut out for us. This case was going to push us to our limits, both physically and mentally. But we’d faced impossible odds before and come out on top.

We’d get to the bottom of this, no matter what it took. Because that’s what we did. We brought monsters to justice, no matter how high up the food chain they were.

It was time to get to work.
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“What are the other videos?”

As much as I hadn’t wanted to ask that question, I knew it was an important one. If Price had received multiple videos from the same source, we needed to know their contents. Which meant I couldn’t go home and pack just yet.

“I’ll show you,” Price replied. She looked over at Diane, but our boss’s focus was now solely on her computer monitor as she presumably set up our flights to South Carolina.

As Price turned her tablet to face us once more, a sense of dread settled in the pit of my stomach. The screen was filled with a grid of video thumbnails, each one depicting the same man from the first video in various stages of brutal violence against women and children.

I leaned in closer, my eyes scanning the horrific images that filled the screen. Each thumbnail was a window into a nightmare, a frozen moment of pure, unadulterated violence.

In one video, the thirty-something-year-old man had a young girl pinned to the filthy floor of what appeared to be a basement. She couldn’t have been more than eight or nine years old, her tiny body dwarfed by his hulking frame. Her face was filled with terror, her eyes wide and gleaming with tears as she stared up at her attacker. The man’s fist was raised above his head, his knuckles white with the force of his grip. I could almost hear the sickening crack of bone as he brought his hand down, the girl’s scream echoing in my mind.

Another thumbnail showed the long-haired man wielding a thick, heavy belt, the kind that could leave welts and bruises with even the lightest touch. He had it raised above his head, his arm blurred with the force of his swing. The woman cowering beneath him was covered in cuts and bruises, her face a swollen mess of blood and tears. She had her arms raised in a feeble attempt to protect herself, but it was clear that she was no match for his brutal strength.

As I clicked through the videos, each one worse than the last, I felt a rising tide of nausea and rage. In one, the man had a teenage boy bent over a table, his pants around his ankles. The boy’s face was twisted in agony as the man rained down blow after blow with a wooden paddle, the sound of the impacts making me flinch even through the computer speakers. In another, he had a woman tied to a chair, her clothes torn, and her skin covered in cigarette burns. He was circling her like a predator, a sadistic grin on his face as he flicked open a switchblade.

But the worst one, the one that made me want to put my fist through the screen, was the video of the toddler. She couldn’t have been more than two or three, and her chubby cheeks streaked with tears as she wailed in pain. The man had her by the arm, twisting it behind her back until I was sure it would snap. His other hand was clamped over her mouth, muffling her screams as he dragged her toward a door at the back of the room.

I had to look away then, my stomach churning with a mixture of disgust and fury. This man, this monster, was the worst kind of predator. He preyed on the weak and the innocent, on those who couldn’t fight back or defend themselves. And he did it with a smile on his face as if their pain and suffering brought him some kind of twisted pleasure.

I clenched my fists, my nails digging into my palms hard enough to draw blood. I had seen a lot of evil in my time as an agent, had looked into the eyes of killers and terrorists, and felt nothing but contempt. But this was something different, something that went beyond the pale. This was the kind of evil that needed to be stamped out, to be burned from the face of the earth like the cancer it was.

“Holy…” Robbie muttered, his face pale. “How many of these are there?”

Price shook her head, her expression grim. “At least a dozen, from what I can tell. And those are just the ones that were sent to me.”

I tore my eyes away from the screen, unable to bear the sight any longer. The images seemed to be seared into my mind, a horrifying tableau of human suffering and cruelty. I had seen my fair share of violence in my time as an agent, but there was something about the raw, unfiltered brutality of these videos that shook me to my core.

“Do we have any idea who’s sending these? Or why they’re sending them to you specifically?” I asked.

I could see the wheels turning behind Price’s eyes.

“We have some theories,” Price said carefully. “But nothing concrete yet.” She swiped through the videos with a finger. “The only message that came with the emails was a vague plea for me to stop the man responsible. No names, no details. Just a desperate cry for help.”

She paused, her brow furrowed as she looked closer at one of the videos. The man had a woman by the throat, and his face contorted in a snarl of rage as he slammed her against a wall. The woman’s eyes were wide with fear, her hands scrabbling uselessly at his grip.

“I’ve seen a lot of sick things in my time,” Price said softly. “But this... this is something else entirely. The level of violence, the sheer sadism... it’s like he’s not even human.”

I nodded as a cold knot of anger settled in my gut. Monsters like this didn’t deserve to be called human. They were animals, pure and simple. And it was our job to hunt them down and cage them like the beasts they were.

“But why you?” I asked again. “Why not go to the police or the FBI?”

Price hesitated for a moment as if weighing her words. “The emails came from a spoofed account,” she explained. “Whoever sent them is going to great lengths to cover their tracks. Before I joined MBLIS, I was part of groups that did things like this. Tracking down child predators, scammers, anyone who preyed on the vulnerable.”

She perched on the edge of Robbie’s desk, her eyes distant as if lost in memory. “We were like modern-day vigilantes, I suppose. Hackers and tech experts using our skills to bring justice to those who thought they were untouchable. It wasn’t always pretty. But we got results.”

Robbie raised an eyebrow, a hint of skepticism in his voice. “Isn’t that kind of thing illegal? Taking the law into your own hands like that?”

Price shrugged, a wry smile playing at the corners of her mouth. “Technically, yes. But we always sent the information to the proper authorities anonymously. We just... helped them along, so to speak. You know, pointed them in the right direction, made sure they had all the evidence they needed to make an arrest.”

She sighed, running a hand through her hair. “But it was a fine line we walked. Too often, people in these groups would get carried away and start to think they were above the law. That’s when things would go south and fast.”

I nodded, the pieces starting to fall into place. “So you think one of your old contacts might be reaching out to you for help without wanting to reveal themselves.”

“It’s possible,” Price admitted. “But it’s also concerning. Like I said, these vigilante groups, they’re unregulated. Full of amateurs who often do more harm than good, even if their hearts are in the right place.”

“That’s probably true,” Robbie said as he rubbed his chin. “It’s pretty easy to whip people into a frenzy on the internet with nothing more than a few well-placed posts and accusations.”

“Yeah, remember that case a few years back?” I asked, glancing between Price and Robbie. “The one with the guy who was accused of being a pedophile?”

Price nodded, her expression grim. “Yeah, I remember. People were posting his name and address all over social media, calling for blood. They even showed up at his house with weapons, ready to take matters into their own hands.”

Robbie shook his head in disgust. “And the worst part? He wasn’t even guilty. It turned out to be a case of mistaken identity, but by then, the damage was done. The guy’s life was ruined, all because some keyboard warriors decided to play judge, jury, and executioner.”

Diane suddenly shifted her focus. She pushed back from her computer, turned her chair so she was facing us directly, and leaned forward, her elbows resting on the desk. “Which brings us to the angry mob that attacked our suspect,” she chimed in, having apparently been listening the entire time. “It’s likely they were sent by the same group who sent the videos. Someone found his address and incited people to take matters into their own hands.”

I felt a flash of anger. As much as I despised the man for what he’d done, vigilante justice was never the answer. It was too easy for things to spiral out of control and for innocent people to get caught in the crossfire. I had seen it happen too many times before. Good intentions often paved the road to Hell.

“So what’s our play?” I asked. “How do we investigate this without tipping off the wrong people?”

Diane stood and began to pace. “We’re going to collaborate with the local police in South Carolina and pool our resources and expertise to get to the bottom of this trafficking ring. But we need to move fast. Price received all these other videos, which means there are more victims out there. We don’t know if they’re even still alive.”

A chill ran down my spine. Every minute we wasted, every lead we failed to pursue, was another minute those victims spent in hell.

“Robbie and I will head up to the police as soon as we land,” I said, my mind already racing ahead. “We’ll also start digging into this guy’s background to see if we can find any connections to a larger operation.”

Robbie nodded in agreement, but I could see the hesitation in his eyes. “What about Senator Paxten?” he asked, voicing the concern that had been nagging at the back of my own mind. “We can’t just drop that investigation.”

Diane held up a hand, cutting off any further protest. “Price and I were just discussing that before you arrived. She’s going to focus on these new leads while Rivers continues to work on the Paxten case. As long as this trafficking ring doesn’t get too complicated, it shouldn’t slow us down too much.”

Robbie snorted, shaking his head. “Famous last words, boss. You just jinxed us for sure.”

“Hopefully not,” I said with a sigh.

We stood to leave, and as we made our way out of Diane’s office, I couldn’t shake the images of those videos from my mind. The brutality, the sheer evil on display... it was enough to make even the most hardened agent question their faith in humanity.

Robbie glanced over at me, his expression serious.

“You think we’re ready for this?” he asked.

“We have to be,” I said with a sigh. “Those victims are counting on us. We can’t let them down.”

Robbie took a measured breath. “Then let’s go catch some monsters.”
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As the MBLIS jet touched down on the tarmac of the small South Carolina airport, I couldn’t help but feel a sense of familiarity wash over me. It had been some time since I’d last set foot in the Palmetto State, but the memories of my previous visits were still fresh in my mind.

Beside me, Robbie stretched his arms over his head, letting out a yawn. “Man, I forgot how much I hate these early morning flights,” he grumbled, rubbing the sleep from his eyes.

I chuckled, shaking my head. “You say that every time we have to travel for a case. You’d think you’d be used to it by now.”

“Yeah, well, maybe if the bad guys could stick to a more reasonable schedule, I wouldn’t have to complain so much,” Robbie retorted, a grin tugging at the corners of his mouth.

As we disembarked from the plane and made our way through the quiet terminal, my thoughts drifted back once more to the last time I’d been in South Carolina. It had been for a case, of course—a particularly nasty one involving a string of brutal home invasions. But that wasn’t the only reason the state held significance for me.

It seemed like my entire MBLIS career carried an eerie parallel to my hunt for Grendel and the Dragon’s Rogue. I’d discovered things here, and on top of that, I knew the local university had a library chock-full of information tangentially related to my search. I knew a hell of a lot more now than I had the last time I’d been here, and I wondered if I’d have the time to duck into the library and lose myself in some research.

I shook my head, trying to clear my thoughts. Now wasn’t the time to dwell on personal vendettas. We had a job to do, and lives were on the line.

Robbie and I made our way out of the airport and into a waiting cab that would take us to the local police station. The drive was a short one, the scenery a blur of lush green foliage and quaint suburban neighborhoods.

As we pulled up to the station, I took in the squat, boxy building while Robbie paid our driver. It was nothing to write home about, but most police stations weren’t. I got out of the car and stretched, and Robbie did the same a moment later on the other side of the vehicle. The cab took off again almost as soon as Robbie shut his door. I met my partner’s eyes over the now vacant space, and with a reluctant sigh, I turned and led the way into the station to face what I knew would be a harrowing and emotional case.

As soon as I crossed the threshold, I couldn’t help but notice the air of tension that seemed to hang over the place. Behind the front lobby area, officers milled about, their faces drawn and their conversations hushed. It was clear that the events of the past few days had taken their toll on the small community. I don’t know that I’d expected anything different, but I found myself a tad disappointed that I’d left MBLIS’s office tension only to replace it with the same tension in a different bullpen.

After we’d only been waiting a couple of minutes, a young woman approached us with a confident stride. She had shoulder-length chestnut brown hair that framed her face in soft waves, and her piercing green eyes seemed to sparkle with intelligence. Her fitted blazer and tailored slacks hugged her curves in all the right places, and I couldn’t help but notice the way her badge glinted against her hip.

She bypassed the front welcome desk and headed right for us, then extended a hand toward us with a warm smile on her face. “Agents Marston and Holm, I presume?”

I took her hand, feeling the firmness of her grip. “That’s us. I’m Marston, he’s Holm. And you are?”

“Detective Lisa Peterson,” she replied, her voice smooth and professional. “I’ve been assigned as your liaison for the duration of the case.”

Robbie laughed. “Wow. Usually, we have to talk to a few people first. I don’t think we’ve ever met our liaison so quickly after entering a police station.” He then turned to me and smiled even wider. I knew right then that he’d not only noticed how pretty she was, but he was also already prepared to give me some lighthearted grief about it.

That was fine. I had a feeling we’d need some levity.

Peterson raised an eyebrow, a smirk playing at the corners of her mouth. “I could go get some other people involved first.”

Robbie laughed again, which elicited a warm giggle from Peterson as well.

“No need,” he replied. “This is much more efficient.” He turned to me again, and he had that same familiar look in his eyes. It told me that as soon as Peterson was out of earshot, his teasing would begin.

I shot Robbie a warning look, but I couldn’t help but agree with his assessment. Peterson was certainly easy on the eyes, with her high cheekbones and full lips. There was also a sharpness to her gaze that suggested she was not to be underestimated.

“Nice to meet you, Detective,” I said, trying to steer the conversation back on track. “We’re just grateful for any assistance you can provide. I understand this case has been a difficult one for your department.”

Peterson nodded, her expression turning serious. “That’s putting it mildly. We’ve never seen anything like this before. The whole community is on edge, and my officers are working around the clock to try to make sense of it all.”

I could see the weariness in her eyes, the toll that the case had taken on her. But there was a determined set to her jaw that told me she wasn’t about to give up any time soon.

“Well, that’s why we’re here,” I said, trying to project an air of confidence. “With any luck, we’ll be able to put the pieces together and bring this guy to justice.”

Peterson smiled, and I couldn’t help but notice the way it lit up her whole face. “I hope you’re right, Agent Marston. God knows we could use a win right about now.”

She gestured for us to follow her deeper into the station, her hips swaying slightly as she walked. I exchanged a glance with Robbie, seeing the same smug smirk still in his eyes.

This case might have been a nightmare, but at least we had a competent and attractive partner to help us through it. And who knew? Maybe when it was all over, there might be time for a little off-duty socializing. It would at least justify Robbie’s inevitable teasing.

She led us through the heart of the station, navigating the maze of desks and uniformed officers with practiced ease. As we walked, she filled us in on the details of the case.

“The woman we found in Taylor’s basement was originally from Ecuador,” Peterson explained. “Poor thing barely spoke a word of English. We had to bring in a translator just to get her statement.”

I felt a pang of sympathy for the woman as I imagined the terror and confusion she must have felt. “Has she been able to provide any useful information?” I asked.

Peterson shook her head. “Not much. She was pretty traumatized by the whole ordeal. As soon as we had her statement, she requested to be sent back home. We didn’t have much choice but to comply.”

Robbie frowned, his brow furrowed. “And what about Taylor? Any leads on his whereabouts?”

“None,” Peterson said, clearly frustrated. “The bastard disappeared into the woods behind his house, and no one’s seen hide nor hair of him since. We’ve had search parties combing the area, but it’s like he vanished into thin air.”

I sighed, rubbing the bridge of my nose. This was not the news I’d been hoping for. With no witness to interview and no suspect to interrogate, we were at a dead end before we’d even begun.

Peterson stopped by an empty desk and picked up a case file. She handed it to me, and Robbie came up beside me to look over my shoulder as I flipped through it. Behind her, the desk she’d stopped at was neat as a pin, but the pink pens and filigree design on the pencil cup and paperwork outbox suggested this was a woman’s desk. A brief scan of the bullpen confirmed she was the only female around—at least for now.

“What about his house?” I asked, grasping at straws as I looked back up at her. “Has it been searched for evidence?”

Peterson nodded, a grim smile playing at the corners of her mouth. “Oh, it’s been searched all right. But not by us. The place was a mess when we finally got there… Broken windows, overturned furniture, you name it. If there was any evidence to be found, it’s long gone by now.”

I exchanged a glance with Robbie, seeing my own frustration mirrored in his eyes. This case was going to be even tougher than we’d anticipated.

“Well, I guess we’d better take a look for ourselves,” I said, trying to sound more confident than I felt. “Maybe we’ll get lucky and find something the locals missed.”

Peterson shrugged, gesturing for us to follow her. “Be my guest. But I wouldn’t get your hopes up.”

As we made our way out of the station and over to an available police-issued car, I couldn’t shake the feeling that we were walking into a dead end. But I knew we had to try. Those women, those children... they were counting on us to bring their abuser to justice.

The drive to Taylor’s house was a short one, and the view wasn’t too impressive. I’d been to Charleston before, but this was the outskirts of it, and it looked like a lot of other American towns. It didn’t take us long before we did reach our destination—a modest bungalow situated on a quiet suburban street—and I expected that address to be more of the same cookie-cutter American style. But as we pulled up to the curb, it was clear that the place had seen better days.

The front lawn was overgrown and littered with debris, and the windows had been boarded up with plywood. The front door hung off its hinges, the frame splintered and broken. It was as if a tornado had torn through the place, leaving nothing but destruction in its wake.

The three of us stepped out of the car and took in the scene. The neighborhood surrounding the house was untouched, leaving a stark contrast to the shambles that was Taylor’s home.

We picked our way through the debris-strewn grass, stepping carefully over shards of broken glass and splintered wood. When we reached the front door, Peterson lifted it clean off the floor and placed it to the side, allowing us entry to what, at some point recently, must have been a pretty nice home.

Now, though, the inside of the house was even worse than the outside. The walls were covered in graffiti, and the floors were sticky with spilled beer and rotting food. It was a sad sight, and yet I couldn’t bring myself to feel sorry for the man who lived here. We went through most of the ground floor, and nothing jumped out at me as significant other than a horrible stench and a debris-strewn floor that was difficult to traverse.

But it was the basement that truly turned my stomach. As we descended the creaky wooden stairs, the stench was almost overwhelming. And when we rounded the corner at the bottom of the stairs, I stopped in my tracks.

In the corner, a stained and tattered mattress lay on the ground, surrounded by piles of fast food wrappers and empty beer cans. It didn’t take a genius to figure out what had been going on down here.

A surge of anger washed over me as I surveyed the scene, my fists clenching at my sides. This was where he had kept them, those poor, innocent souls. This must have been where he had brutalized and terrorized them, all for his own sick pleasure.

Robbie let out a low whistle, his face pale in the dim light. “Jesus,” he muttered, shaking his head. “This guy was a real piece of work.”

I nodded. “And he’s still out there, somewhere. We need to find him, Robbie. Before he has a chance to do this to anyone else.”

We searched the rest of the house from top to bottom, but it was clear that anything of value had long since been looted. Taylor’s computer, his phone, any documents or records that might have provided a clue to his whereabouts... all of it was gone.

Frustrated and exhausted, we finally emerged back into the sunlight, blinking against the sudden brightness. Peterson led us back to the car, her arms folded across her chest.

“Find anything useful?” she asked, though the look on her face suggested she already knew the answer.

I shook my head, feeling a wave of defeat wash over me. “No. The place has been picked clean. If there was anything here that could have helped us, it’s long gone by now.”

Peterson sighed, running a hand through her hair. “Well, I guess that’s that, then. We’re back to square one. Let’s find you a hotel room. Then at least I can say I accomplished one thing today.”
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Our hotel room wasn’t anything elaborate, but it did the job. Robbie and I had been able to book adjacent rooms the night before, and with no leads to obsess over yet, I’d been able to get some decent sleep.

I sent a message out to Peterson, asking if she’d heard anything more about the computer that had been obviously missing from Taylor’s house. She responded quickly, informing me that she was still following up on a couple of things but that she could meet up after lunch. With my morning now free, my mind drifted back to Grendel and the university library. I briefly wondered how Robbie would feel about the side trip before this case had a chance to take off—if it took off at all.

I got myself ready. As I was about to head out the door to see if the hotel offered a complimentary breakfast, I heard a familiar knock.

“You awake, brother?” Robbie’s voice called out. “I’m hungry.”

I couldn’t help but laugh at his predictable stomach. “Yeah, hold on!”

I yanked the door open to find Robbie standing there, dressed and ready for the day.

“You all set?” he asked as he eyed my outfit.

“Sure am,” I replied. “Want to see if they have free food?”

Robbie crinkled his nose. “They do,” he responded. “I already checked. It’s… not good.”

“You already checked? All right, let’s find a good spot to eat then,” I assured him with another laugh. “I spotted a few places within walking distance last night.”

“Sounds perfect,” he agreed.

Together, we walked down the hall, down the one flight of stairs, and out through the lobby. The sun was bright, but we hadn’t yet reached the balmy late morning hours, and for that, I was thankful.

“Hmm,” I wondered as I scanned the storefronts in both directions. “I think we should go left. I remember seeing some sort of bistro over there yesterday.”

Robbie shrugged nonchalantly and fell into step beside me. “Anything is better than what the hotel had to offer,” he griped. “We should have gone over so you could see. The eggs looked cold and… gelatinous.” He shivered in disgust.

“Wow,” I quipped. “So says the guy who’ll eat anything. It must have been bad.”

“You weren’t there, man,” he stage-whispered. When I looked over at him, his eyes were comically wide, like he’d seen a ghost. “It was horrible.”

“Do me a favor,” I deadpanned. “Don’t ever get into acting.”

Robbie let out a guffaw, and we walked the rest of the way to the bistro in good spirits. It wasn’t long before I spotted the black-and-white striped awning ahead of us, and I elbowed Robbie and pointed to it.

“That’s it?” he asked.

“Yeah,” I confirmed. “I know nothing about this place, but hopefully, the eggs aren’t ‘gelatinous.’”

“Har har,” he replied good-naturedly. “I’m down.”

As we approached the place, I realized it had a sizable outdoor seating area, which was only half full. I decided I wouldn’t mind some morning sunlight with my coffee, so when I spotted the sign asking that we seat ourselves, I made a beeline toward a two-top in the corner.

“Ooh, good spot,” Robbie agreed.

We settled ourselves in, and each of us grabbed a menu that was tucked between the napkin dispenser and the ketchup bottle. As soon as I opened it, I knew I’d like the place. The menu was well-worn and only had a handful of breakfast selections. The coffee list was almost as long as the food list, which was impressive despite the fact that I only really wanted a black coffee.

“Hello, gentleman.”

I looked up to find a young waiter approaching us. He had a bright smile and a thin build, and he clasped his hands in front of him when he reached our table.

“My name is Danny, and I’ll be your server today. What can I get for you both?” he asked kindly.

“Hi, I’ll have a black coffee and the scrambled eggs and bacon,” I requested. The man nodded but made no move to write anything down.

“I’ll also have a black coffee,” Robbie added, “along with the Breakfast Supreme. Over easy, sausage, rye toast.”

“No problem at all!” the man replied. “I’ll get that going for you.”

“Thanks,” I replied. He hadn’t jotted anything down, but then again, we hadn’t ordered anything overly complicated.

“Any word from Peterson?” Robbie asked once we were alone again. “Or Price? Or Diane? Or Rivers? Or, hell, anyone?”

I snorted. “Yeah, I texted Peterson right before you knocked on my door. She’s looking into Taylor’s laptop, seeing if anything got turned in or if anyone she works with knows something she doesn’t. She said she’d meet up with us after lunch.”

Robbie’s eyes widened slightly. “Okay,” he replied slowly. “Has anyone else reached out yet?”

“Nope.” I shifted in my seat to try to get the worst of the sun out of my eyes.

“Okay, so we have the entire morning free,” he concluded. “Not sure what to do about that.”

“Well,” I hedged, “I have an idea, but I’m not sure you’ll want to tag along.”

Robbie shrugged. “It’s either that or go back to my room and watch the thirty-second tour of Charleston on my motel TV. I’m in.”

I raised a single eyebrow at him. “I want to go to the library at the local university.”

“Umm, wow.” Robbie pursed his lips and bobbed his head. “Whatever I thought you’d say, it sure wasn’t that. That’s awfully specific.”

I leaned forward in my seat and rested my elbows on the table. “I’ve been there before,” I informed him. “A while back. Before I knew everything I know now about Grendel. Now that I know more, I can do better research. I know there is information in there that I haven’t found yet. I just didn’t know how to find it before, and I think I stand a better chance of finding it now.”

“Pirate ship stuff?!” Robbie replied with a gasp. “Why didn’t you start with that? Of course I’m in! Let’s go! Where is it? Do we need that rental car?”

“Nah, it’s walking distance,” I assured him. “I looked it up last night. We may still need a rental at some point, but we don’t need it now.”

“Okay, sounds good.” Robbie got a faraway look in his eyes for a moment. “If I’m bored at any point, I’ll wander off to another section of the library. I’ve been… looking into something.”

I opened my mouth to ask Robbie exactly what he’d been looking into that would involve research at a university library when Danny came back with two piping hot mugs of coffee.

“Here you go,” the man said cheerfully as he set the mugs down before us. “Your food will be right out. How long are you two staying in town?”

“Unsure,” I replied vaguely.

“Do you have any plans for the day?” he asked.

“Yeah, the library,” Robbie said with a teasing eye roll.

“Oh, at the university?” Danny perked up, and when I nodded my head in response, he looked absolutely delighted. “Oh! That place is wonderful. The history behind it… Sorry. So sorry. I went to school there. It has a special place in my heart. I can get carried away.”

“It’s quite alright,” I replied as I attempted to hide the amusement in my voice. “I’ve heard great things about it.”

“Well, if you need any other local suggestions, I’m happy to help,” Danny said with a smile. “I hope you enjoy your visit here, and I’ll be right out with your food.”

Danny practically skipped off, and I looked back at Robbie to find him staring at me in shock.

“What?” I asked as I took a tentative initial sip of my coffee.

“I mean, I thought you were the giant nerd for wanting to go to the library in your downtime, but that guy got way too excited.” He snorted and tried to hide a smirk as he reached for his own mug.

“It’s a great library,” I mumbled as I set my mug down. “Also, be careful. You already admitted you want to look something up yourself.”

“You know what else?” Robbie pointed out. “He pegged us as tourists. I don’t know how to feel about that. Do we really look like tourists?”

“Maybe not tourists,” I amended. “Definitely out-of-towners, though. He didn’t even ask. He just assumed.”

“Maybe this town is just smaller than we think,” he guessed.

Danny came back right then with our plates of food. He set them all down quickly, checked to see that we had everything that we needed, and then skipped off again. Once he was gone, I unwrapped my utensils to dive in.

My plate looked predictable. There were only so many ways to plate scrambled eggs and bacon. Robbie’s meal, on the other hand, took up three plates and looked like it could feed an entire family. His face lit up, and he attacked it immediately.

It was then that I realized that we’d both skipped dinner the night before. I decided I couldn’t exactly blame him for being so ravenous.

We both ate in relative silence, and since he was eating so much faster than I was, we finished at about the same time. When Danny came by with the check, we paid the bill, and he sent us off with well wishes for a fun day at the library, which was a sentence I never thought I’d hear in my lifetime. Before long, we were on our way back past the motel and headed toward the university.

The university’s campus was situated on one large block in Charleston. The main building boasted thick columns in front, and the pathway up toward it was lined with a perfectly manicured lawn on either side. It was picturesque, and so were the rest of the buildings on the campus. The architectural details were impressive, and when we did find the library, the interior was also something to behold.

“Whoa,” Robbie muttered from beside me as we looked up at the multiple levels overlooking the ground floor. “This is huge.”

“Yeah,” I agreed. “It’s pretty cool. Come on. The computers are this way.”

“Wait, computers?” Robbie asked, but he followed along anyway.

I found an open computer and had a seat, leaving Robbie to stand behind me. When I opened the archives, I hovered over the search bar. This computer had records of old newspapers and other historical records. If I could figure out the right thing to type into the search bar, something new would pop up. I was sure of it.

“Umm, this seems like a one-man operation,” Robbie said behind me. “And also, not gonna lie, it looks like a snooze fest. I’m gonna go do my own thing. Yell if you find something cool.”

“Yell? In a library?” I teased. “Sure thing.”

Robbie flashed me a good-natured grin and wandered off. I knew he didn’t mind being here, or else he wouldn’t have come along in the first place, so I settled in and refocused on the task at hand.

My first instinct was to type in Grendel’s name, so I did just that. Only one result popped up, but when I opened it, it looked too familiar. It was just one of many documents that I’d come across in my travels, so I closed the document again and cleared the search bar.

I hesitated for a moment, and then, on a whim, I searched for the last name Finch-Hatton. The icon swirled as the results loaded, and when the search was complete, I was taken by surprise.

Finch-Hatton had landed several hits. I clicked each one to read through them, and I was intrigued by what I found. Most of the results pertained to a dangerous and highly feared fugitive who was wanted for a huge litany of crimes. I thought back to the wanted poster I’d found in the wall of my grandfather’s old room, and I was immediately fascinated. Considering the career paths of myself and the men I admired who came before me, I was surprised to find that an ancestor of mine was apparently the kind of person I’d hunt down if he were alive today.

I continued my search, but no matter what I typed in, I couldn’t figure out what happened to this particular ancestor. I was about to give up when something curious caught my eye.

Buried in a newspaper article, I found a quote by a woman identified only as “Mrs. Hunt.” She claimed that this particular Finch-Hatton was innocent of all his accused crimes and that “Blackbeard Bernard” was the man behind all the false claims.

I wasn’t sure what to make of that. “Blackbeard Bernard” sounded like a generic version of the infamous pirate, and the woman’s story honestly sounded made up. I knew better than to take all this at face value, but I felt in my gut that there was more to this story.

I pulled up the search bar again and typed in “Blackbeard Bernard,” but the only result that popped up was the same newspaper article. I sat back, frustrated. More research would be potentially helpful, but I needed to keep an eye on the time. Before I got too wrapped up, I decided to print everything I’d found so far. The printer was across the aisle from the row of computers, so once I’d sent out the print command for everything, I stood up, stretched, and then wandered across the way. It took a few minutes to get everything printed, but once it was done, I folded the papers neatly and tucked them away in my pocket.

Once that was done, I decided to wander up and down the nearby aisles for a moment. I felt that this library could hold more answers for me, but I wasn’t sure what else to type into the search bar now that I was here. I needed inspiration, and for that, I needed to move around a bit.

The books back here were old and dusty research monsters. It was possible that the answers were also hidden in one of these texts, but again, I needed a starting point.

Frustrated with my mental block, I let my mind wander back to the case we were working. That was similarly frustrating since it felt like we were stuck. We had no real leads and no direction to go in, and I wasn’t hopeful that the situation would change after lunch.

But then everything did change when a loud noise pierced through the silence, echoing down the halls and sending my heart into my throat.
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My panic turned sheepish as I recognized the ringtone of my phone ringing in my pocket. The ringtone was loud and piercing, and I’d nearly jumped out of my skin until I realized what the sudden noise was. I quickly yanked the phone out and silenced it. Then, I took a second to catch my breath and glanced at the screen, seeing Price’s name flash across the caller ID. I hesitated for a moment, then answered the call.

“Price, what’s up?” I asked, keeping my voice low to avoid disturbing the other library patrons any more than I already had.

“Ethan, I need you and Robbie to see something,” Price said urgently. “I’m still working on tracing the source of this link I just received, but in the meantime, I need you to watch the video I just sent you.”

“Oh?” I frowned, glancing around the library. “Give me a second. We’re at the library, and I’ll have to find Robbie and then step outside.”

“Hurry. Trust me, you’re going to want to see this,” Price insisted. “I’ll wait here while you find Robbie and get outside. Call me back ASAP.”

“Okay.” I sighed, then ended the call. I abandoned my research and made my way through the winding shelves, finally spotting Robbie in a nearby section, flipping through a book about sailboats.

“Hey, man, we need to step outside,” I said, keeping my voice low. “Price just called. She’s got something for us.”

Robbie looked up, his brow furrowed. “What is it?”

I shrugged. “A video. It sounded important.”

Robbie dropped his book on the table and immediately abandoned it in favor of joining me as I speed-walked out of the library. He didn’t ask any further questions. Although he hadn’t heard the urgency in Price’s voice for himself, he knew that she wouldn’t have called if it wasn’t important.

We made our way out of the library, blinking in the bright sunlight. I led Robbie to a quiet spot near a grove of trees, then called Price back, putting her on speakerphone.

“All right, Price, we’re outside,” I said. “What’s this about?”

“I just emailed you a link,” Price said, her voice tinny through the phone’s speaker. “Click on it and watch the video. But Ethan... brace yourself. It’s not easy to watch.”

I exchanged a glance with Robbie, then opened my email app. Sure enough, there was a message from Price with a video link attached. I clicked on it, and the screen filled with a grainy, shaky image.

At first, I couldn’t make out what I was seeing. But as the camera steadied, my stomach lurched. It was the woman from Ecuador, the one the police had found in Taylor’s basement. I recognized her face from the photo I’d seen in the case file Peterson had shown me earlier. She was being beaten, viciously and mercilessly, by a shadowy figure that I could only assume was Taylor himself.

I watched in horror as the woman was slammed against a wall, her face filled with terror and pain. She crumpled to the floor, her body wracked with sobs, as Taylor rained blow after blow down upon her.

Beside me, Robbie cursed under his breath. “Unbelievable,” he muttered, his face pale. “That’s the same woman, isn’t it? The one they found in the basement?”

I nodded, unable to tear my eyes away from the screen. “Yeah, it’s her. But Robbie... they said she was fine when they found her. Scared, sure, but not a scratch on her. How is this possible?”

“What?” Price’s voice crackled through the phone. “That doesn’t seem possible. The video’s timestamp puts it at least a week ago. But if what you’re saying is true...”

“Then something doesn’t add up,” I finished, my mind racing. “Price, keep working on tracing that source. Robbie and I are heading back to the station. We need to talk to the responding officer and find out exactly what condition she was in when they found her.”

We ended the call, my mind buzzing with questions. If the woman had been beaten as badly as the video suggested, there would have been bruises or broken bones. Peterson had said the woman was physically unharmed. It didn’t make sense.

We’d been left at the hotel by Peterson, and while the cafe and the library had been within walking distance, the police station was not. As we hadn’t yet had the time to get ourselves a rental car, the best solution was to call a cab for now. Once we had a clearer idea of what this case would involve, we could consider trying to find a rental.

The cab arrived a few minutes later, and Robbie and I piled in wordlessly. The only thing I uttered was our destination, and then we were off, hopefully to follow through on a promising lead.

As soon as we arrived at the station, we found Peterson, who was loitering around the front desk, looking a little anxious.

“Are you always this easy to find, or did we just luck out twice?” I teased as I approached the desk.

Peterson’s entire body seemed to relax slightly as she noticed us.

“You must be particularly lucky,” she replied. “I usually have the opposite effect. I spend most of my time either out in the field or hiding in the break room next to the coffee pot.”

“Hopefully, this luck extends to our case,” Robbie chimed in.

“It probably won’t, knowing us,” I muttered. I then turned to Peterson. “We want to speak to the responding officer who found the woman from Ecuador. We have questions for him.”

Peterson’s eyebrows furrowed as she tried to figure out what we could need from the responding officer, but she didn’t argue. “Of course. Follow me.” She then led us through the bullpen and over to a gruff, older man with a salt-and-pepper beard and a weary look in his eye. He was sitting behind a cluttered desk and looked to be overwhelmed by the amount of paperwork in front of him. I noticed his eyes darting to our hands, no doubt dreading the arrival of even more paperwork. I didn’t envy the guy at that moment.

“Hey, Rivera,” Peterson called out as we approached him. “Have a moment?”

“For you?” Rivera replied, his expression lightening. “What’s going on?”

I reached out to shake the man’s hand as he stood up. Robbie mimicked my movements.

“This is Agent Marston and Agent Holm from MBLIS Miami,” Peterson said by way of introduction. “They have some questions for you. Agents, this is Officer Rivera. He’s the man you’re looking for.”

“Oh?” he replied. He looked over at me. “What can I help you with?”

“Officer, we need to ask you about the woman you found in Taylor’s basement,” I said, trying to keep my tone neutral. “Can you walk us through what happened when you arrived on the scene?”

The officer’s facial expression hardened slightly as he sighed, rubbing a hand over his face. “It was a mess,” he said, his voice rough with exhaustion. “The place had been torn apart by the time we got there. Some of the mob was still around, trying to play the hero.”

I leaned forward, my heart pounding. “And the woman? What condition was she in?”

The officer shook his head. “Scared out of her mind, but physically? Not a scratch on her. Malnourished, sure, but no signs of abuse.”

Robbie and I exchanged a glance.

“Are you sure?” Robbie asked. “Because we’ve seen video evidence that suggests otherwise.”

The officer’s eyes widened. “Video evidence? What are you talking about?”

I pulled out my phone and played the video for him, watching as his face drained of color. When it was over, he looked up at us, and his expression was full of confusion.

“That’s not possible,” he said, his voice shaking. “When was this taken? I was there when we found her. She told us herself through the translator. She said she’d only been there a few weeks. Kept track of the days by scratching marks on the wall.”

I remembered seeing the scratch marks in the basement. I hadn’t known what they were at the time, but now they were a chilling reminder of the woman’s captivity. But if what the officer was saying was true...

“None of this makes sense,” Robbie said, voicing my own thoughts. “If she was only there a few weeks, how could she have healed from those kinds of injuries? It’s not possible. Especially since the timestamp on that video was about a week ago.”

“I don’t know what to tell you, boys,” he said with a sigh.

“Well, thank you anyway,” I replied, more confused than ever.

“You’re welcome… I think,” he replied. He looked as confused as we were, but he let us go without delving further into the issue.

Peterson led the way back through the lobby, and then she held the front door open so we could leave the station.

“Come on,” she urged. “Let’s get some fresh air and figure this out.”

As we stepped outside, our minds were reeling. The case had taken a turn for the bizarre, and we were left with more questions than answers.


8




“So, what’s the plan?” Robbie asked, breaking the heavy silence that had settled over us.

I sighed in frustration. “We go back to Taylor’s house and search every inch of it. There has to be something we missed the first time around.”

“I guess that’s an option.” Peterson glanced at me, and her face told me she wasn’t convinced it was a good use of our time.

“I know it’s not ideal, but it’s our best shot at finding a lead,” I shrugged. “Maybe things would be different if we could have talked to the victim before she left. It feels like we’re stumbling around in the dark.”

“Maybe, but we’ve worked with less before.” Robbie crossed his arms over his chest. “We’ll find something, Ethan. We always do.”

“I know, but sometimes I wish stuff would just fall in our lap.” I smacked my palms together. “Like, what if Taylor just showed back up, and we found him? Case closed. All done.”

“Well, maybe he will,” Robbie replied. “Crazier things have happened.”

“I’ll go grab the car keys then,” Peterson added hesitantly. She walked back inside, and I turned back to Robbie once she was gone.

“She’s pretty,” Robbie said almost immediately.

I rolled my eyes as Robbie chuckled in amusement, but before he could say anything further, the front doors to the station swung open again. Peterson stepped out with her car keys in one hand.

“Let’s do this,” she said as she walked swiftly past us.

“You disagree with this plan,” I pointed out as Robbie and I fell into step behind her.

She seesawed her free hand as we approached the police car. “I don’t disagree,” she amended. “I don’t think it’s the wisest use of our time, but then again, we don’t have much else to go on. So, it’s better than doing nothing, I suppose.”

“That was my thinking, anyway,” I agreed.

We once again piled into the police car, and I noticed that Robbie had purposely let me get the front seat again. I thought it was a tad suspicious, but I didn’t bring it up. I was sure I’d regret asking, anyway.

The ride was as uneventful as it had been the day before, and as we pulled up to Taylor’s house, Robbie turned to me.

“So, what’s the plan, Ethan?” Robbie asked.

I sighed, running a hand through my hair. “We go over the entire house with a fine-toothed comb. We might have missed something the first time around. We were too focused on the obvious signs of the mob’s destruction.”

Peterson nodded, her gaze fixed on the house ahead. “The place looks like a war zone. It’s not going to be easy to find anything useful in that mess.”

“I know,” I said. “But we don’t have a choice. This is our only lead right now. We have to make the most of it.”

As we approached the house, a sense of unease crept up my spine. The front door stood slightly ajar, and a strip of police tape across the entryway fluttered in the breeze as if taunting us to enter.

“Hold up,” I said, placing a hand on Robbie’s chest to stop him. I glanced around, my eyes landing on a car parked nearby on the street. It wasn’t directly in front of the house, and its presence struck me as odd. “That car over there, it’s not in the driveway. What’s it doing parked so close to the crime scene?”

Robbie frowned, his hand instinctively reaching for his gun. “Could be nothing, but we can’t be too careful. Let’s keep our eyes peeled.”

“It’s just a car?” Peterson asked. “Cars park on the street all the time.”

“Call it a gut feeling,” I replied.

“Okay,” she agreed. “I tell you what… Why don’t I stay out here and keep an eye out, just in case something happens?”

“That’s a smart idea.” I looked over at Robbie, and he met my gaze and nodded in agreement.

“Yeah, let’s do that,” he said.

“Okay, just call out if you need me,” Peterson replied. She doubled back to her car and leaned back against the hood. Then, she crossed her arms over her chest and watched us closely from afar.

As Robbie and I finished our approach and climbed the creaky wooden steps of the porch, a flicker of movement caught my eye through the window.

“Someone’s inside,” I whispered, my hand flying to my gun.

Robbie flanked me, his weapon at the ready. My heart pounded in my chest as we crept toward the front door, the anticipation of a confrontation making my palms sweat.

“MBLIS!” I shouted, kicking the door open with a loud bang that reverberated through the empty house.

We rushed inside, our guns drawn. The musty smell of abandonment assaulted my nostrils, mixing with the faint scent of old food that still lingered in the air. But instead of the perp we were expecting, we found ourselves staring at three wide-eyed teenagers, their faces frozen in a mix of fear and excitement.

“Don’t shoot!” one of them cried out, his hands trembling as he held up his phone. “We’re just filming a documentary!”

Peterson rushed in behind us, having been drawn in by the commotion, but she stopped short when she realized there was no immediate danger.

I lowered my gun, a wave of annoyance washing over me. “Put your hands where I can see them,” I ordered. “And turn off that damned camera.” I then holstered my pistol.

The teenagers complied, their enthusiasm quickly replaced by a look of sheepish guilt. Robbie and Peterson holstered their weapons as well, and Robbie’s expression mirrored my own frustration.

“What the hell are you kids doing here?” Peterson asked, her hands on her hips. She stepped forward, her presence intimidating despite her small stature. “This is an active crime scene. You’re trespassing.”

The tallest of the three, a lanky boy with a mop of curly hair, stepped forward. “We’re sorry, officer. We just wanted to see where it all happened. You know, for our documentary. We thought it would be cool to get some footage of the actual crime scene.”

I pinched the bridge of my nose, trying to keep my temper in check. “Listen, kids. This isn’t a game. You could be arrested for this. Do you understand the gravity of the situation? People’s lives have been destroyed here.”

The girl with the camera flushed with embarrassment as she spoke up. “We didn’t mean any harm. We’ll go, we promise. We won’t come back.”

As the teenagers shuffled past us toward the door, I couldn’t help but feel a twinge of sympathy for them. Their curiosity, while misguided, was understandable. But this was no place for amateur sleuths. The horrors that had taken place within these walls were not meant for the eyes of the innocent.

Once they were gone, I turned to Robbie and Peterson. “Well, that was unexpected. I can’t believe they had the nerve to come here and try to film a documentary.”

Robbie shook his head ruefully in disbelief. “Kids these days, always looking for their fifteen minutes of fame. They have no idea what they’re getting themselves into.”

Peterson sighed, her eyes scanning the room. “At least they didn’t contaminate the scene too badly. The mob did a thorough job of that already. Let’s just hope they didn’t disturb any evidence we might have missed.”

We began our search of the house, and the musty smell hung heavy in the air and made me a bit queasy. The silence was oppressive, broken only by the creaking of floorboards beneath our feet and the occasional rustle of paper as we sifted through the debris. The living room was a mess of overturned furniture and shattered glass.

As we made our way deeper into the house, the sense of unease grew stronger. The walls seemed to close in on us, and the shadows lengthened with each step we took. In the kitchen, the faucet dripped steadily, the sound echoing in the empty space like a metronome counting down to some unknown fate.

Finally, we descended the stairs into the basement. The space bore the marks of the mob’s frenzied search, with boxes and belongings strewn haphazardly across the floor.

As I looked around, a glint of metal caught my eye. I crouched, my heart pounding in my chest as I brushed away the layer of dust that had been disturbed by the mob’s hasty search. There, partially obscured by the chaos, were a series of scratch marks near a loose floorboard.

My fingers traced the jagged lines, a chill running down my spine as I realized the significance of my discovery. The marks were deep and numerous as if someone had repeatedly pulled the floorboard off over time.

“Robbie, Peterson, come take a look at this,” I called out.

Their footsteps drew closer, and together, we knelt beside the loose floorboard.

“What do you think it means?” Peterson asked.

I shook my head. “I don’t know, but there’s only one way to find out.”

With a nod to Robbie, we grasped the edges of the floorboard and pulled. With a lot less effort than I’d expected, the floorboard finally gave way. We peered into the dark recess beneath. The space was small, no more than a few inches deep, but it was what lay within that made my heart skip a beat.

There, nestled in the shadows, was a book of some kind. After donning gloves to protect any potential evidence, I reached in and retrieved it, and as I flipped through the pages, my eyes widened in disbelief. It was a ledger filled with transactions and a list of names, each one a potential piece of the puzzle we had been trying to solve. I scanned the entries, my heart racing as one name in particular kept coming up: John Uhrich.

“These could be accomplices or victims,” I said. “This is unbelievable.”

Peterson quickly pulled out her phone and snapped photos of the documents. “I’ll send these over right away. In the meantime, put the board back into place. Let’s bring this all with us.”

“Agreed,” I said as Robbie did what Peterson suggested.

As we climbed the stairs, I couldn’t shake the feeling that we were on the cusp of something big. This could be the single stone needed to topple the entire trafficking ring.

“Where to next?” Robbie asked.

I glanced down at the list of names, my finger landing on John Uhrich. “We follow up on these addresses, starting with Uhrich. Something tells me he’s more than just a name on a page. He might be the key to unlocking this whole mess.”
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The shrill ring of my phone pierced the silence of the car as Robbie, Peterson, and I drove away from Taylor’s ransacked house. I glanced at the screen, seeing Price’s name flash across the display.

“Price, please tell me you have some good news,” I said, putting the call on speaker.

“You know, it’s polite to answer the phone with a hello, maybe ask how I am,” she quipped. There was a pause, “Anyway, I’ve confirmed the address for John Uhrich. I’ve sent the details to your phone.”

“Thanks, Price,” I said as a surge of adrenaline coursed through my veins. I’d texted her as soon as I’d seen his information in the ledger, and she’d worked fast to verify the information. “We’re on our way.”

Robbie leaned forward from the back seat, his eyebrows raised. “What do you think we’ll find?”

“Who knows?” I shrugged. “Hopefully, some answers. But I’ve got a bad feeling about this.”

As we navigated the quiet suburban streets, the houses seemed to blur together, each one a carbon copy of the next. But as we approached Uhrich’s address, wariness crawled down my spine. The house looked unassuming enough, with its well-manicured lawn and freshly painted exterior, but there was an air of neglect that hung over the property like a dark cloud. I couldn’t say what it was exactly, but something told me it had been at least a few days since anyone had bothered to care for the place.

Peterson parked a few doors down, likely not wanting to alert anyone to our presence. We all stepped out of the car, and as we approached the house on foot, I noticed a cracked window on the ground floor. A faint, unpleasant odor wafted through the air.

Robbie wrinkled his nose, his hand instinctively reaching for his sidearm. “You smell that? It’s faint, but it’s there.”

Peterson frowned, her eyes scanning the surrounding area. “Could be a gas leak or something rotting inside. We need to be careful.”

“Agreed.” I nodded, my hand resting on the butt of my gun. “Let’s take a closer look at that window.”

We made our way to the side of the house, the smell growing stronger with each step. As we peered through the cracked glass, the source of the odor became apparent. The room beyond was in disarray, furniture overturned and papers scattered across the floor. But it was the dark, motionless shape in the center of the room that made my blood run cold.

“We need to get inside,” I said. “That smell, the state of the room... it all points to something bad.”

Peterson looked hesitant, her brow furrowed. “Do we have probable cause? We can’t just break in without a reason.”

I gestured to the window. “The smell and the visible signs of distress give us enough reason to enter. We have to make sure no one’s in danger.”

Robbie nodded. “I agree. Let’s find a way in.”

Peterson tried the front door first, but it was locked tight. She shook her head in frustration and then doubled back to join us.

I made a circular motion with my hand, and then we circled the house, our senses on high alert as we searched for a way inside. The cracked window had been too small to climb through, so hopefully, there’d be another option. Peterson and I moved along the side of the house, testing each window we passed. Robbie took the opposite side, his footsteps soft and cautious on the manicured lawn. Eventually, we rounded the back of the house.

“Ethan, over here,” Robbie called out urgently from his end.

I joined him at a window near his side of the house, and Peterson was right behind me. The window was slightly ajar, and the latch was not quite catching in the frame. Robbie glanced at me, his hand hovering over the sill.

“It’s our best shot,” I said, nodding in agreement.

Robbie holstered his weapon and carefully slid the window open, wincing as it creaked in protest. The smell that wafted out was even stronger now, a sickening combination of decay and stale air. I fought back a wave of nausea as Robbie hoisted himself up and through the opening. I holstered my own weapon and followed close behind, my heart pounding in my chest as I landed softly on the other side. Peterson climbed in after me, her face filled with disgust. We found ourselves in a small laundry room, the washer and dryer silent and still.

I motioned for Robbie and Peterson to take up positions on either side of the door leading into the main part of the house. With a final glance at each other, we drew our weapons and prepared to enter.

Robbie reached out and turned the knob slowly, the click of the latch sounding like a gunshot in the heavy silence. Adrenaline coursed through my veins as he pushed the door open, revealing a narrow hallway beyond.

The moment we crossed the threshold, the stench of death assaulted our nostrils. It was a thick, cloying odor that clung to the back of my throat and made my eyes water. Step by step, we made our way down the hall, our footsteps muffled by the thick carpet.

I signaled for Robbie to take the lead, my heart hammering against my ribs as he rounded the corner. Peterson and I followed close behind, our weapons at the ready. Unfortunately, nothing could have prepared us for the sight that greeted us as we stepped into the room.

John Uhrich lay sprawled on the floor, his lifeless eyes staring up at the ceiling. A pool of dark, congealed blood had formed around his head, and a gun lay just inches from his outstretched hand.

“Dammit,” Robbie muttered, his face pale. “We’re too late.”

“We need to secure the scene.” I swallowed hard, forcing myself to focus on the task at hand. “Peterson, call it in. Robbie, let’s start processing the area.”

As Peterson stepped away to make the call, Robbie and I began a methodical search of the room. We donned gloves and carefully sifted through the scattered papers and debris, looking for anything that might shed light on Uhrich’s death.

“Ethan, take a look at this,” Robbie called out, holding up a crumpled piece of paper. “It looks like a printout of some kind of chat log.”

I took the paper from him, my eyes scanning the contents. What I saw made my stomach churn. The log detailed explicit conversations between Uhrich and someone who appeared to be a minor. The exchanges were graphic and disturbing, painting a picture of a man who had been engaging in predatory behavior.

“Wow,” I breathed, my mind reeling. “This is bad, Robbie. Really bad.”

As we continued our search, we found more evidence of Uhrich’s illicit activities. His laptop sat open on the desk, and when I ran the pad of my finger over the touchpad to wake it up, the window that appeared on the screen contained countless images and videos of children in various states of undress.

“Robbie,” I gasped. I heard his footsteps come up beside me, and as soon as I was confident he’d seen what was on the screen, I minimized that page as fast as I could, only to find his email account open with an open chat box beside it.

Uhrich’s emails and messages revealed a network of individuals who seemed to be involved in the same sordid business, but it was the series of messages from Uhrich’s family and colleagues that truly struck a chord. They were filled with anger, disgust, and a sense of betrayal. It seemed that Uhrich’s secrets had been exposed, and those closest to him had turned their backs on him in the face of his heinous actions.

“No wonder he took his own life,” Robbie grumbled. “The pressure must have been unbearable.”

I nodded, my mind racing with the implications of our discovery. “We need to dig deeper. There’s no way Uhrich was acting alone. We have to find out who else is involved.”

“The forensics team is on their way,” Peterson said as she returned to the room. “What have you found?”

“This.” I gestured to the chat log open on the laptop screen, watching as her expression shifted from shock to revulsion while she read through it. “Uhrich was involved in something much bigger than we thought. We need to start piecing together the whole picture.”

“As disgusting as it is,” she replied hesitantly, “it’s a lead. We can use this.”

“Yeah,” Robbie agreed, though he sounded unhappy about it.

I left the laptop as is and walked away. I’d usually opt to put it back the way I’d found it, but I couldn’t bring myself to do that this time. Together, we went outside for fresh air. We didn’t even need to discuss it. Robbie unlocked the front door from the inside, and we stepped out onto the front porch together, letting the now-unlocked door shut behind us.

It wasn’t long before the forensics team arrived and began processing the scene, but after we spoke to the man in charge, we remained outside to regroup.

“Okay, here’s the plan,” I said. “Robbie, can you get Price to start digging into Uhrich’s financials? Look for any suspicious transactions or transfers that might point us to his associates.”

Robbie nodded, already pulling out his phone. “On it. I’ll see if she can find any patterns or recurring names.”

“Peterson,” I continued, turning to face her. “I need you to coordinate with local law enforcement and start mapping out Uhrich’s known associates. We have to move fast on this. Every minute counts.”

With that, I took a deep breath to steel myself and headed back inside.
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The Atlas Shipping office building was a sturdy, functional structure that looked like it had seen its fair share of storms and sunshine. It was a far cry from the flashy, modern high-rises back in Miami, but there was something reassuring about its no-nonsense appearance. The building was mostly concrete and glass, with a few touches of weathered metal that gave it a bit of character.

Robbie and I had rolled up early, along with Peterson, hoping to catch John Uhrich’s boss before the day got too crazy. Price had gotten back to Robbie quickly with Uhrich’s employment information, which was unsurprising. As helpful as the Cyber Crimes team had been on our recent cases, I had a hard time remembering what we’d even done before Diane had hired them.

As we stepped inside, a blast of cool air hit us, a welcome relief from the sticky South Carolina heat. The lobby was pretty standard fare, with some generic landscape paintings on the walls and a couple of potted plants that had seen better days. The receptionist, a middle-aged woman with a friendly smile, greeted us from behind a simple wooden desk. It wasn’t anything fancy, but it got the job done. The whole place had a kind of down-to-earth vibe as if the people here were more interested in getting things done than impressing anyone with flashy decor.

“Good morning, gentlemen. How may I assist you today?” she asked, her voice pleasant and professional.

I flashed my badge, watching as her eyes widened slightly in recognition. “Agents Marston and Holm, MBLIS, with Detective Peterson. We’re here to see Mr. Collins regarding an employee, John Uhrich.”

The receptionist nodded, her smile faltering for a moment. “Of course. Just a moment, please.” She picked up the phone, speaking in hushed tones to the person on the other end.

“Mr. Collins will see you now,” the receptionist said, hanging up the phone. “Please follow me.”

She led us down a long hallway, our footsteps muffled by the plush carpet. The walls here were lined with photographs of massive cargo ships and bustling ports, clearly meant to signify Atlas Shipping’s global reach. We stopped in front of a small conference room, its glass walls offering a view of the city beyond.

“Please wait here,” the receptionist said, gesturing for us to enter. “Mr. Collins will be with you shortly.”

As the three of us settled into the comfortable chairs, the door opened, and a man in his mid-fifties entered the room. He was tall and broad-shouldered, with a head of graying hair and a neatly trimmed beard. His expression was stern, his eyes sharp and assessing as he took in the sight of us.

“Agents,” he said, extending his hand. “David Collins. I understand you’re here about John Uhrich.”

I stood, shaking his hand firmly. “That’s correct, Mr. Collins. I’m Agent Marston. This is my partner, Agent Holm, and this is Detective Peterson. We’re investigating the circumstances surrounding John’s recent behavior and subsequent death.”

Collins frowned. “It’s a terrible thing. I just found out about it. I can’t believe it.” He sat down across from us, his hands clasped tightly in front of him.

Robbie leaned forward, his elbows resting on the table. “Can you tell us a bit about John? What was he like as an employee?”

Collins sighed, his eyes distant. “John was a good man. Hardworking, reliable, always went above and beyond. He’d been with the company for almost a decade and worked his way up from the bottom. I never had any complaints about him.”

I nodded, making a note on my tablet. “But something changed in the months leading up to his death, didn’t it?”

Collins hesitated, his brow furrowing. “Yes, I suppose it did. It was subtle at first, just little things. He seemed more withdrawn and less talkative. I chalked it up to personal issues, maybe stress at home.”

“Did you notice any specific changes in his behavior? Anything that stood out to you?” Robbie asked.

Collins rubbed his chin, his eyes narrowing. “Now that you mention it, there was one thing. John started dating this woman a few months back. I can’t remember her name, but I remember him mentioning her a few times. After that, he seemed more anxious, more on edge.”

I leaned forward, my interest piqued. “Did he ever introduce you to this woman? Did she ever come by the office?”

Collins shook his head. “No, I never met her. John was pretty private about his personal life. But I remember him taking more time off, coming in late, leaving early. It was out of character for him.”

Robbie and I exchanged a look. “Mr. Collins,” I said. “We have reason to believe that John was involved in some very disturbing activities. We found evidence of him engaging in explicit conversations with minors online.”

Collins’ face paled, his eyes wide with shock. “What? That’s... that’s impossible. Not John. He would never...”

“At the moment, it appears to be true.” I held up a hand. “We have chat logs, videos, and other evidence that paint a very different picture of the man you thought you knew.”

Collins slumped back in his chair, shaking his head in disbelief. “No. I don’t believe it. John, of all people? It’s like I didn’t know him at all. No. That’s… that’s not right.”

“We understand this is a lot to take in, Mr. Collins.” Robbie sat back. “But we need to know if you ever suspected anything, even the slightest hint that something was off.”

Collins looked up, his eyes haunted. “No, never. Like I said, he was a model employee. I never would have guessed he was capable of something like this.”

I nodded, making another note. “Thank you for your time, Mr. Collins. We appreciate your cooperation. If you think of anything else, no matter how small, please don’t hesitate to contact us.”

We stood, shaking Collins’ hand once more before making our way out of the office. As we stepped into the elevator, Robbie turned to me, his expression troubled.

“This mysterious woman, the change in John’s behavior... it all points to something bigger, doesn’t it?” he asked.

I nodded. “It has to be connected. We need to find out who she is and what her role is in all of this.”

We stepped out into the lobby, but as we made our way toward the exit, I heard a phone buzzing. I glanced around and spotted Peterson pulling her phone out of her pocket.

“Wilson, what’s up?” she asked after she put the phone to her ear. She listened for a moment and then glanced our way.

“Okay,” she replied. “Thank you, Wilson.” She hung up the phone and turned to face us.

“We’ve got a lead,” she said, her voice tight with excitement. “Someone just called the station claiming they have Taylor’s laptop.”
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“Are you serious?” I asked, “Someone ‘found’ Taylor’s laptop?”

Robbie let out a short laugh. “Yeah, when has anything ever been easy for us? It’s like every time we think we’re getting somewhere, another curveball comes our way. You did ask for things to fall in our lap.”

“Yeah, well, that was the station,” she said with a shrug. “They got a call from a young woman who claims she bought Taylor’s laptop off Craigslist. Apparently, she found some disturbing stuff on it.”

“What? Really?” I asked, still confused by the sudden turn of events. As Robbie had said, we were never that lucky. “Where is she now?”

“At a coffee shop nearby,” Peterson replied, already heading for the door. “She’s waiting for us to pick up the laptop.”

Robbie and I exchanged a glance before quickly following her out. As we got in the car, I couldn’t shake the nagging feeling that something wasn’t quite right. It all seemed a little too convenient like pieces of a puzzle falling into place just a bit too easily.

“Am I the only one who thinks this seems a bit off?” I asked, voicing my concerns. “I mean, what are the chances that someone just happens to buy Taylor’s laptop and find incriminating evidence?”

“I dunno, someone buying a stolen laptop? Probably pretty good.” Peterson glanced at me, her brow furrowed. “I get what you’re saying. It does seem a bit coincidental, but we can’t afford to ignore a lead, no matter how it comes to us.”

“You’re right,” I conceded.

Still, something about the whole situation didn’t sit right with me, and I could tell from the look on Robbie’s face that he felt the same way.

“Hey, Peterson,” I said after a few minutes, breaking the silence that had settled over us. “Did the officer say why the woman didn’t just bring the laptop to the station herself?”

“No, he didn’t mention anything about that,” Peterson said with a shrug. “All he said was that she was adamant about us picking it up from the coffee shop.”

Robbie leaned forward, his elbows resting on the back of the front seats. “That seems a bit odd, don’t you think? I mean, if she found something disturbing, wouldn’t it make more sense for her to come to the station and hand it over directly?”

“Yeah,” I said with a nod. “My thoughts exactly. This, on the other hand, feels suspicious.”

“Again, what choice do we have?” Peterson sighed, her fingers tapping on the steering wheel as we navigated the busy streets. “If there’s evidence on that laptop, we need to get our hands on it.”

“That’s true,” Robbie agreed. “As much as I don’t like it, we can’t ignore a potential lead. We’ll just have to be extra cautious when we get there.”

“Fine,” I grumbled. “But let’s keep our eyes open and be ready for anything. This whole situation doesn’t sit right with me.”

As we pulled into the parking lot of the generic twenty-four-hour coffee shop, I scanned the area for anything that looked out of place. A few tired-looking customers were visible through the windows, hunched over their laptops or sipping from oversized mugs, but there was no sign of a young woman waiting for us.

“I don’t like this,” I muttered.

Peterson gave me a skeptical look as she put the car in park. “It’s a busy coffee shop. Why would someone set up a trap here, with so many potential witnesses around?”

“Maybe that’s exactly why,” Robbie countered as he stepped out of the car and scanned the surrounding buildings. “Hide in plain sight, catch us off guard when we least expect it.”

Peterson and I stepped out as well, and we all gathered by where Robbie stood. Just as I was about to respond, the sound of screeching tires filled the air. A fleet of SWAT vans came tearing into the parking lot, their sirens blaring. Every instinct in my body screamed that this was bad news, that we were in danger.

“Get down!” I yelled, yanking Peterson and Robbie behind the car just as the doors of the vans flew open and heavily armed officers poured out, their weapons trained on the coffee shop.

“What the hell is going on?” Peterson hissed, her hand already on her own gun.

I shook my head, my mind racing to make sense of the situation. “I don’t know, but something’s not right here.”

We watched in disbelief as the officers stormed the coffee shop, their shouts and commands barely audible over the sound of shattering glass and screaming customers.

“We have to get in there,” Robbie growled. “If this is a trap, we’re walking right into it, but we can’t let innocent people get caught in the crossfire.”

“Agreed,” I replied. “Peterson, these are your people. You take the lead. Robbie and I will flank you. Stay low, stay alert, and be ready for anything.”

We moved as one, our badges held high as we approached the coffee shop.

“Put your weapon down!” I shouted, my voice cutting through the mayhem as we entered. “We’re federal agents!”

The scene inside was pure chaos. Officers were shouting, customers were cowering, and in the middle of it all stood a young, twitchy-looking cop with his gun pointed directly at the barista.

And the cop wasn’t listening. His eyes were wide and wild, his finger trembling on the trigger. I could see the panic in his face, the fear that had taken hold and refused to let go.

“He said put it down!” Peterson yelled.

Beside me, Robbie tensed, his hand hovering over his own gun. “This guy’s gonna blow,” he muttered anxiously.

The other officers in the room turned their attention to us, their expressions filled with confusion and suspicion. A burly officer with a thick mustache stepped forward, his hand resting on his holstered weapon.

“Who the hell are you?” he demanded.

I held up my badge, my eyes never leaving the twitchy cop. “MBLIS. We’re here to help. But we need your men to stand down before this situation escalates any further.”

The burly officer hesitated, his gaze flicking between us and the twitchy cop. “We have this under control,” he said, but the uncertainty in his voice was clear.

Peterson stepped forward, her own badge held high. “Like hell you do. Your man over there is about to have a nervous breakdown, and he’s got a loaded weapon pointed at an innocent civilian. You need to get him under control now.”

“Wait, Peterson? Why are you here?” he asked, now totally confused.

The other officers exchanged glances, the tension in the room rising with each passing second. Finally, the burly officer nodded.

“All right, everyone, stand down,” he ordered, his voice booming through the small space. “Let’s all take a deep breath and figure this out.”

But even as the words left his mouth, the twitchy cop’s finger spasmed on the trigger, and the sound of gunfire filled the air. The barista screamed, dropping to the floor as the bullet shattered the espresso machine behind her, sending shards of metal and plastic flying.

“Get down!” I yelled, tackling Peterson behind the counter as more shots rang out in response, the sound of gunfire echoing in the confined space.

Glass shattered, wood splintered, and the acrid smell of gunpowder filled the air. I risked a glance over the counter, my heart pounding in my ears, and saw Robbie crouched behind an overturned table, his gun drawn and ready.

“Robbie, you good?” I called out.

He nodded, his eyes scanning the room for threats. “I’m good. But we need to end this now before it gets any worse.”

Peterson was already moving, her badge held high as she stepped out from behind the counter, her voice ringing with authority. “Cease fire!” she shouted, her words cutting through the chaos. “Stand down, all of you!”

For a moment, it seemed like her words had no effect. The officers kept firing, their faces twisted with fear and confusion, and the sound of gunshots and screams blended into a terrifying cacophony. But then, as suddenly as it had begun, the shooting stopped. The twitchy cop lowered his gun, his face pale and shaken, his body trembling with the aftershocks of what had just happened.

“Peterson?” he asked uncertainly. “Is that you?”

Peterson stepped forward angrily. “You’re damned right it’s me. Now, someone better start explaining what the hell is going on here, and they better do it fast.”

The other officers lowered their weapons, some looking ashamed. I stood up slowly, wincing as a sharp pain lanced through my shoulder from where I’d landed on it.

Peterson was already in action, her phone pressed to her ear as she barked orders into the receiver. “I need backup and medical assistance at the coffee shop on Fifth and Main. Officer-involved shooting, multiple civilians injured. And someone get me the chief on the line, now. We have a lot of explaining to do.”

As the adrenaline began to fade, the reality of the situation started to sink in. We had walked into a trap, just as Robbie and I had feared. But the question remained: who had set it, how had they set it, and what was their endgame?
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The hospital room was a welcome respite from the chaos of the coffee shop, even if the reason for our visit was less than ideal. At the insistence of Robbie and Peterson, I found myself sitting on an exam table, my shoulder freshly bandaged and my mind still reeling from the events that had just transpired.

The medical staff had brought us to a private room, and now that they had left, it was just the three of us. Peterson sat in a chair near the window, her gaze distant and her hands clasped tightly in her lap. Robbie leaned against the wall, his arms crossed and his expression pensive.

“How’s the shoulder?” Robbie asked, breaking the silence that had settled over the room.

“It’s fine.” I shrugged, wincing slightly at the movement. “Just a graze, like I said. I’ve had worse. I didn’t even realize I’d been shot until you pointed it out afterward.”

Peterson looked up, her eyes meeting mine. “You shouldn’t have had to take a bullet at all, Ethan. Not from one of our own.”

I could see the shock and disbelief on her face, and I couldn’t blame her. As a police officer, she was no stranger to dangerous situations and shootouts. But to be on the receiving end of friendly fire, to have a fellow officer pull the trigger... that was something else entirely.

“Hey, it’s not your fault.” I stood up and walked over to her, placing a hand on her shoulder. “You did everything right back there. Those guys were out of control, and you kept your cool. That takes guts.”

She smiled faintly, nodding in appreciation. “Thanks. But still, I can’t shake the feeling that something’s not right about all of this. I mean, what the hell were those guys thinking, storming in there like that?”

Robbie pushed off the wall, his brow furrowed. “That’s the million-dollar question, isn’t it? And let’s not forget about the laptop. If it wasn’t really there, then we’re right back where we started.”

I sighed, running a hand through my hair. “It’s frustrating as hell, that’s for sure. But we can’t let it get to us. We have to stay focused and keep digging until we find something that cracks this case wide open.”

Before anyone could respond, the door to the room opened, and two men in suits walked in. They had the unmistakable air of Internal Affairs, and I felt a knot of tension form in my gut.

“Agents Marston, Holm, and Detective Peterson,” the taller of the two men said, his voice crisp and professional. “I’m Lieutenant Davis, and this is Sergeant Callahan. We’re with Internal Affairs, and we need to ask you a few questions about what happened at the coffee shop.”

I exchanged a glance with Robbie and Peterson, seeing the same wariness in their eyes that I felt in my own.

“Of course,” I said, straightening up. “We’ll do whatever we can to help.”

Lieutenant Davis nodded, pulling out a small notebook. “We appreciate your cooperation. Now, we’ve already spoken to some of the other officers on the scene, but we need to hear your version of events. Can you walk us through what happened, starting from when you arrived at the coffee shop?”

I took a deep breath, my mind flashing back to the moment we had pulled into the parking lot. “We received a call from a woman claiming to have found Taylor’s laptop. She said she’d bought it off Craigslist and found some disturbing things on it. We were on our way to meet her and pick up the laptop when we saw the SWAT vans pull up.”

Sergeant Callahan jotted something down in his own notebook. “And what happened next?”

Robbie picked up the thread, his voice tight. “The officers stormed the place, guns drawn, shouting at everyone to get down. It was chaos. We identified ourselves as federal agents, but they didn’t seem to hear us. And then that one cop, the young guy, he just lost it. Started waving his gun around, screaming at the barista...”

Peterson shuddered, the memory clearly still fresh in her mind. “I tried to calm him down, but he was too far gone. And then he fired, and all hell broke loose.”

Lieutenant Davis nodded, his expression grave. “We understand this must be difficult for you, especially you, Detective Peterson. The use of force against fellow officers and federal agents is not something we take lightly. I can assure you that the officers involved will be questioned thoroughly and that any misconduct will be dealt with swiftly and severely.”

Peterson looked up, her eyes glassy with unshed tears. “I just don’t understand how this could have happened.”

I squeezed her shoulder, trying to offer what little comfort I could. “We’ll get to the bottom of it, Peterson. One way or another, we’ll find out what really happened and why.”

Sergeant Callahan closed his notebook, his gaze sympathetic. “You have our word on that. In the meantime, we’ll need your full cooperation with the investigation. You’re not under any suspicion, of course, but your testimony will be crucial in determining what went wrong and how we can prevent it from happening again.”

After we answered the rest of their questions and the Internal Affairs officers left the room, I couldn’t help but feel a sense of unease. The investigation into the coffee shop incident was just beginning, and I knew it would be a long and arduous process. I glanced at Robbie and Peterson, seeing the same weariness and frustration etched on their faces.

I was just about to suggest we head back to the office when my phone rang. I fished it out of my pocket, my eyebrows rising in surprise when I saw Price’s name on the screen.

“Price, again… please tell me you have some good news for us,” I said, putting the phone on speaker so Robbie and Peterson could hear.

“Well, I do have some news,” Price replied, her voice crackling through the speaker. “But first, I need to let you know that Diane Ramsay is also on the line. This is a three-way call.”

I looked over at Robbie. If Diane was involved, it had to be serious. Robbie had called her after the shootout, so she was up-to-date on our progress. What she’d have to say with Price on the line, I wasn’t sure.

“Ethan, Robbie,” Diane’s voice came through, crisp and clear. “I’m looking into what happened at the coffee shop. Are you all okay?”

I cleared my throat, wincing slightly as I adjusted my bandaged shoulder. “We’re fine, Diane. A little banged up, but we’ll live. What’s going on?”

“That’s good to hear, anyway,” Price jumped in. “I’ve been doing some digging into the coffee shop incident, and I think I know what happened. Have you ever heard of ‘swatting’?”

I frowned, the term vaguely familiar. “Isn’t that when someone makes a fake report to get the cops to show up at someone’s house?”

“Exactly,” Price confirmed. “But it’s not just limited to houses. People will report fake threats anywhere just to watch the chaos unfold. It’s supposed to be a prank, but it’s incredibly dangerous. People have died as a result.”

I shivered at the thought. “You think that’s what happened at the coffee shop? Someone made a fake report to get the cops to come after us?”

“It looks that way,” Diane grumbled. “I can’t believe those officers would just open fire without confirming the threat first. That one cop, the young one, he was way too quick on the trigger.”

Peterson shook her head, clearly still frustrated. “I still can’t wrap my head around it. I mean, I know we’re trained to react quickly in high-stress situations, but this was just reckless.”

“Anyway,” I said, “if it was a set-up, then whoever made that call knew we were going to be there. They must have been watching us.”

“That’s the other thing,” Diane said. “I did some digging of my own, and I found out that someone called the police to report a group of drunk, unstable men in the coffee shop, waving guns around and making threats.”

Robbie’s eyes widened. “Wait, what? But that’s not what happened at all. We could see into the shop before the vans showed up. It was calm.”

I frowned, a thought occurring to me. “Hold on, how did the police not realize it was the same address we had just received from them? Shouldn’t that have raised some red flags?”

Diane sighed. “That’s the thing. According to the report, no address was ever mentioned. The caller just said the men were in a store ‘across the street’ from a gym. They deliberately left out the actual location, probably to avoid suspicion.”

Peterson’s jaw clenched. “So, in their rush to respond to the threat, the officers just assumed it was a different place altogether. They didn’t bother to double-check or confirm anything.”

“Unless it was the right place,” I considered. “What if we were supposed to be the unstable men? It was supposed to be a trap, right?”

“That makes a lot of sense,” Peterson agreed.

I ran a hand over my face, the pieces starting to fall into place. “The caller may have given them our descriptions, too. But how would they have known what we looked like?”

Price cleared her throat. “I think I can answer that. A little while before the coffee shop incident, a livestream popped up on social media. It was a bunch of teenagers exploring Taylor’s ransacked house. And guess who showed up in the video?”

I groaned, the realization hitting me like a punch to the gut. “Us. We caught those kids filming and told them to scram. You’re saying they were livestreaming the whole thing?”

“Bingo,” Price confirmed. “So, whoever was watching that stream got a good look at you three. They must have used that to give the police your descriptions when they made the fake report.”

Robbie shook his head. “I swear, the internet is making our job a hell of a lot harder. Whatever happened to good old-fashioned crime?”

I couldn’t help but chuckle at that despite the gravity of the situation. “Welcome to the twenty-first century, Robbie. Criminals have gone digital.”

Peterson leaned forward, her brow furrowed. “Okay, so we know how they set us up. But why? What’s the endgame here?”

“That’s the real question,” Diane grumbled. “But I have a feeling it’s all connected to the laptop and the evidence it might contain. Someone doesn’t want us to get our hands on it.”

I nodded. “So, we need to find out who made that call and why they’re so desperate to keep us away from the laptop.”

“Well,” Price’s voice crackled through the speaker excitedly, “I might have a lead on that front. I’ve been tracing the source of those videos, the ones of Taylor’s alleged victims. And I think I’ve found something.”

“Oh?” I asked. “What did you find, Price?”

“I think I found the person who’s been sending all this to me,” she replied, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper.
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The hospital room felt claustrophobic as Robbie, Peterson, and I huddled around my phone, listening intently to Price and Diane on the other end of the call. The revelation about the source of the videos had us all on edge.

“So, who is it?” I asked when she didn’t immediately tell us.

“I think it’s one of my old contacts. A man named Ryan,” Price said hesitantly. “Thing is, the Ryan I know wouldn’t do this. It makes me worried he is in over his head.”

“So, this guy, your old contact…” I said, my brow furrowed. “Why exactly do you think he’s in over his head?”

Price sighed, the sound crackling through the speaker. “That’s putting it mildly. Ryan’s always been a bit of a wild card, but this... this is a whole new level of reckless.”

“How do you know him, anyway?” Robbie asked, leaning in closer to the phone.

“We go way back,” Price explained, her voice tinged with both fondness and exasperation. “Ryan and I used to run in the same circles back when I was still doing my own digging into cybercrime. He was always the one pushing the boundaries, taking risks that the rest of us wouldn’t dare.”

I frowned, trying to picture the type of person who could make even Price sound cautious. “So, what changed? Why did you two lose touch?”

There was a pause on the other end of the line, and I could almost hear Price choosing her words carefully. “Let’s just say that Ryan’s methods started to cross lines that I wasn’t comfortable with. He became obsessed with the thrill of the chase, the rush of uncovering secrets, no matter the cost. I tried to talk sense into him, but he wouldn’t listen.”

Diane’s voice cut in, her tone sharp with concern. “And now he’s involved in this mess with the videos. Do you think he realizes how much trouble he could be in?”

Price let out a humorless chuckle. “That’s the thing about Ryan. He’s always been convinced that he’s untouchable, that he’s too smart to get caught. But this time... I don’t know. Something feels different.”

Peterson leaned forward, her eyes narrowed. “Different, how?”

“It’s hard to explain,” Price said, hesitation creeping into her voice. “But the Ryan I knew, he was always careful to cover his tracks, to make sure he had an escape route. This time, it’s like he’s not even trying to hide. It’s like he wants to be found.”

I felt a chill run down my spine at her words. “You think he’s trying to send a message? To us, or to someone else?”

“I don’t know,” Price admitted. “But whatever his reasons, we need to find him.”

Robbie nodded. “Agreed. So, what’s our next move? How do we track him down?”

“I’ve been digging into his recent activity,” Price said, the sound of typing echoing in the background. “And I think I might have a lead. Ryan’s been spending a lot of time in New York lately, specifically in Queens. I’ve narrowed it down to a few possible locations where he might be holed up.”

“New York, huh?” Robbie muttered. “Guess we’re going on a little field trip.”

I nodded, my mind already spinning with the logistics. “Price, can you send us everything you have on Ryan? We need to know what we’re walking into.”

“Already done,” she said, still typing from the sound of it. “I’ve compiled a dossier on him, including his last known address and any associates he might have. But Ethan, be careful. Ryan’s not the type to go down without a fight.”

“Don’t worry, Price. We’ll handle him.” I couldn’t help but chuckle. “Well, we better get going.”

“I’ll drive you to the airport.” Peterson stood up. “The sooner we find this guy, the better.”

“Thanks, Peterson. We appreciate it,” I said.

Getting out of the hospital took a bit, but once we were, heading straight for the airport seemed like the most logical move. It wasn’t like there was much in the way of time-sensitive leads nearby. Hopefully, this Ryan character could shed some light on this whole situation. With that decision made, we made a pit stop at the hotel room first to pick up our bags and check out, then left immediately for the airport from there.

Thankfully, the ride to the airport wasn’t long. Peterson drove, her eyes fixed on the road ahead, while Robbie and I sat in the back, looking over the dossier Price had sent us.

“Ryan O’Neal, age 28,” Robbie read aloud, his eyebrows rising with each word. “Hacker, activist, and all-around pain in the ass. Sounds like a real charmer.”

I snorted and shook my head. “Price wasn’t kidding when she said he was a wild card. Look at this rap sheet—cyber intrusion, identity theft, and even a few misdemeanor charges for trespassing. Guy’s been busy.”

“Is this the kind of stuff Price used to do?” Robbie muttered in disbelief, more to himself than anyone else.

Peterson glanced at us in the rearview mirror. “Sounds like you two have your work cut out for you. Sure you don’t need backup?”

“What, worried you’ll miss out on all the fun?” I grinned, meeting her gaze in the mirror. “Anyway, I think Robbie and I can handle one rogue hacker.”

She laughed, the sound sending a little thrill through me. “Famous last words, Marston. Just promise me you’ll be careful out there. I don’t want to have to come bail your asses out of trouble.”

“Aww, Peterson, I didn’t know you cared,” I teased.

“Don’t flatter yourself,” she shot back. “I just don’t want to start this case over with a new pair of MBLIS agents if you get yourself killed.” There was a mischievous twinkle in her eyes as she spoke.

Robbie made a gagging noise from the backseat, his face scrunched up in mock disgust. “Oh, get a room, you two,” he whispered. “Some of us are trying to work here.”

I punched him lightly on the arm, feeling my face heat up. “Shut up, Robbie. Nobody asked for your opinion.”

Peterson just shook her head, a small smile playing at the corners of her mouth. “Boys, behave. Don’t make me turn this car around.”

She looked up and met my eyes in the rearview mirror, then winked at me. I shot her a self-assured grin and fought against the heat rising up my neck.

There was something about Peterson that felt familiar. The banter and comfortable conversation were refreshing compared to the other liaisons we’d worked with in the past. We weren’t always paired with the friendliest of people, and a few had been downright hostile. Peterson, by contrast, already felt like a part of the crew, and, yeah, her stunning good looks didn’t exactly hurt. Her wink confirmed for me that there was a mutual attraction between us, and I found myself wondering if we’d have the opportunity to pursue that.

The rest of the ride passed in a blur of good-natured banter and comfortable silence. By the time we pulled up to the airport, I felt more relaxed than I had in days, despite the gravity of the situation we were facing.

As we climbed out of the car, Robbie grabbed his bag and headed toward the terminal, throwing a wink over his shoulder. “I’ll go on ahead. You two take your time saying goodbye.”

I rolled my eyes as I turned to face Peterson. She was leaning against the car, her arms crossed and a soft smile on her face.

“So, I guess this is it,” I said, suddenly feeling awkward. “Thanks again for the ride. And for everything else, too. I don’t know what we would have done without you today.”

She pushed off the car, taking a step toward me. “Just doing my job, Marston, but I appreciate the sentiment.”

For a moment, we just stood there, looking at each other. I could feel the electricity crackling between us, the unspoken tension that had been building.

But before I could say anything more, she stepped back, her expression turning serious. “Be careful out there, Marston. I mean it.”

I nodded, my throat suddenly tight. “I will do my best.”

She held my gaze for a long moment, her eyes searching mine. Then, with a final nod, she turned and climbed back into the car. “Good luck. And keep me posted, okay?”

“Will do,” I said, watching as she pulled away from the curb and disappeared into the flow of traffic.

With a sigh, I shouldered my bag and headed into the airport, my mind already racing ahead to the task at hand. Ryan O’Neal was waiting for us in New York, and I knew we couldn’t afford to waste any time.

I spotted Robbie immediately once I stepped inside. He was leaning against a wall across the way, his hands in his pockets and his eyes on the door. He shot me a huge grin when he saw me, and I held up my hand as I reached him.

“Don’t start.” I eyed him suspiciously.

“Start what?” he asked innocently as he pushed off the wall and began heading in the direction we knew the jet was waiting.

“Smartass,” I mumbled.

Robbie snorted. “I mean, I already started. There’s no backing down now.”

I barked out a laugh, which caused Robbie to chuckle as well. We continued our banter the entire time, and when we finally reached the jet, my cheeks hurt from laughing so much.

The MBLIS jet was fueled and ready to go when Robbie and I boarded, and the sleek interior was a welcome change from the cramped seats of commercial flights. As we settled in and buckled up, the serious nature of the case caught up to me again, and I couldn’t help but feel a sense of anticipation building in my gut.

We were closing in on the truth. I could feel it. The videos, the setup at the coffee shop, the mysterious woman in John Uhrich’s life… It was all connected, somehow.

And Ryan O’Neal was the key to unlocking the puzzle.
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The bustling chaos of JFK airport enveloped us as Robbie and I made our way through the terminal. I was anxious to get to our destination and find the next potential lead. We were chasing what felt like meager breadcrumbs up the East Coast, and I wasn’t sure what the rest of the day would bring.

We hailed a cab outside the airport, and as we slid into the back seat, Robbie shot me a grin, his eyes sparkling with anticipation.

“So, Queens, huh?” he began. I don’t think I’ve ever been there.”

“Our last rogue adventure up here was mostly in Brooklyn,” I reminisced. “Hopefully, the food in Queens is just as good.”

The cab driver, a grizzled man with a thick New York accent, glanced at us in the rearview mirror. “Where to, gentlemen?”

I rattled off the address, settling back into the worn leather seat as the cab merged into the heavy traffic. The city flew by outside the window, a blur of towering buildings and traffic congestion. Despite the gravity of our mission, I couldn’t help but feel a thrill of excitement at being back in the city that never sleeps.

As we headed deeper into Queens, my thoughts drifted back to Peterson. The charged goodbye at the airport, the electricity that had crackled between us... it was getting harder and harder to ignore the growing attraction I felt for her. There was just something about her that drew me in like a moth to a flame. Something about her felt… different.

Robbie must have noticed the faraway look in my eyes because he nudged me with his elbow, a knowing smirk on his face. “Thinking about a certain feisty detective, are we?”

I shot him a glare, but I could feel the heat once again rising in my cheeks. “Shut up, Robbie. We’ve got work to do.”

He held up his hands in mock surrender, but the smirk never left his face. “Hey, no judgment here, partner. Just don’t let it cloud your focus, all right? We need you sharp for this.”

“I’m sharp,” I retorted. “Have I ever let you down?”

Robbie brought his fingers to his chin and pretended to be in deep thought. “I mean, I have ended up in the hospital more times than I can count, but none of those were your fault, I suppose.”

“You and me both, brother,” I replied, gesturing to my latest wound.

I pushed thoughts of Peterson to the back of my mind as the cab pulled up in front of a nondescript apartment building in the heart of Queens. We paid the driver and climbed out, the humid summer air hitting us like a wall.

The building was old but well-maintained, and the red brick facade was weathered but sturdy. We buzzed the intercom for Ryan’s apartment, but there was no answer. Exchanging a glance, Robbie and I made our way inside, the cool air of the lobby a welcome relief from the heat outside.

We climbed the stairs to the third floor, the sound of our footsteps echoing in the narrow hallway. When we reached Ryan’s apartment, I took a deep breath, steeling myself for whatever lay on the other side of the door.

I knocked, the sound sharp and loud in the quiet of the building. For a moment, there was no response. Then, the door swung open, revealing a young man with tousled hair and piercing blue eyes. He looked startled to see us, his eyes widening in recognition.

“Well, well, well,” he said, leaning against the doorframe with a smirk. “If it isn’t the dynamic duo from the livestream. To what do I owe the pleasure?”

I held up my badge, my expression stern. “Ryan O’Neal? I’m Agent Marston, this is Agent Holm. We need to talk.”

Ryan’s smirk faltered for a moment, but he quickly regained his composure. “Of course, of course. Come on in, make yourselves at home.”

He stepped aside, gesturing for us to enter the apartment. It was small but tidy, with a lived-in feel that spoke of long hours spent hunched over a computer screen. We followed Ryan into the living room, taking a seat on the worn leather couch as he perched on the edge of an armchair.

“So, what can I do for you fine gentlemen?” Ryan asked, his tone light but his eyes wary.

I leaned forward, my elbows resting on my knees. “We know about the videos, Ryan. The ones you sent to Agent Price. We need to know everything you know about them and about the person who originally uploaded them.”

Ryan’s face fell, his cocky demeanor slipping away. “Look, I was just trying to help, all right? When I saw that first video of that scumbag attacking that girl, I knew I had to do something. I figured Price would make sure the guy got caught.”

Robbie raised an eyebrow, his expression skeptical. “And how did you get your hands on these videos in the first place?”

Ryan shifted uncomfortably in his seat, his eyes darting around the room. “I have my ways. Let’s just say I’m good at finding things that people don’t want found.”

I felt a flicker of impatience. “Cut the crap, Ryan. We need specifics. Were you the one who leaked Taylor’s address online?”

“What? No, of course not!” Ryan looked genuinely shocked at the accusation. “I would never do something like that. Whoever uploaded that first video leaked the address. I just followed the trail they left behind.”

I glanced at Robbie. If Ryan was telling the truth, it meant there was someone else out there with an agenda, someone who had set the wheels in motion for the mob attack on Taylor’s house.

“Okay, so walk us through it,” I said, leaning back on the couch. “How did you find the other videos?”

Ryan ran a hand through his hair, his eyes taking on a faraway look. “After I saw the first one, I started digging. I managed to trace the IP address back to the original source and gained remote access to their system. That’s where I found the rest of the videos.”

Robbie frowned, his brow furrowed. “And you didn’t think to, I don’t know, find out who this person was? Maybe get their physical address instead of just stealing their files?”

Ryan shot him an exasperated look. “It’s not that simple, all right? I’m good, but I’m not a magician. Tracing an IP address back to a specific location takes time and resources that I don’t have. Besides, I figured the videos were the important part. You know, proof of what that bastard did.”

I sighed, rubbing a hand over my face. As much as I hated to admit it, Ryan had a point. Hindsight was always 20/20, and there was no use dwelling on what could have been.

“All right, so what can you tell us about the original uploader? Anything at all that might help us track them down?” I asked.

Ryan thought for a moment, his brow furrowed. “Not much, to be honest. The IP address was from somewhere in South Carolina, the same as Taylor. But beyond that, I couldn’t tell you anything specific. I tried, but it takes time, and the person must have been onto me because I got locked out.”

I nodded as I considered our next move. We needed to get back to South Carolina, start combing through the evidence we had, and look for any clues that might lead us to the mysterious uploader.

“Thank you, Ryan,” I said as I pulled my card out of my pocket. “I know you can contact Price, but here’s my card as well. If there is any further information you can share with us, it’d be greatly appreciated.”

“Sure thing,” he replied hesitantly as he took my card from my hand and held it loosely between his thumb and index finger.

As Robbie and I stood to leave, Ryan held up his free hand, his expression suddenly nervous. “There’s one more thing. Something I didn’t tell Price.”

“What is it?” I asked.

Ryan swallowed hard, his eyes darting to the closed door of his bedroom. “I still have more videos. And photos. There are more people I think might be victims.”
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Istruggled to keep my frustration in check as Ryan led us into his bedroom, my mind reeling with the implications of his revelation. Why had he waited until now to mention these other videos and photos? What else might he be hiding?

The bedroom was small and cluttered, with an unmade bed pushed up against one wall and a desk overflowing with computer equipment that took up most of the remaining space. Ryan made his way over to the desk, pushing aside a tangle of wires and empty energy drink cans to retrieve a sleek laptop.

“I didn’t tell Price about these because, well...” He trailed off, his expression sheepish. “I wasn’t sure what to make of them at first. And I didn’t want to overwhelm her with too much information all at once.”

I raised an eyebrow, my patience wearing thin. “And what, exactly, are ‘these’? More videos of Taylor attacking people?”

Ryan shook his head, setting the laptop down on the bed and gesturing for us to take a look. “Not exactly. These are different. They’re not as... violent.”

Robbie shot me a puzzled look before leaning in to get closer to the screen. Ryan pulled up a folder filled with images and video files, each one labeled with a string of numbers and letters that meant nothing to me.

He clicked on the first image, and it filled the screen. It was a photo of a young woman, probably in her early twenties, with long dark hair and wide, frightened eyes. She was standing against a plain white background, her arms wrapped tightly around herself as if trying to make herself as small as possible.

“Who is she?” Robbie asked. “Another one of Taylor’s victims?”

“I’m not sure.” Ryan shrugged, clicking through to the next image. “But she’s not the only one.”

The next photo was of a man, older than the woman but with the same haunted look in his eyes. He was also standing against a plain background, his posture stiff and unnatural.

We watched in silence as Ryan clicked through the rest of the images, each one showing a different person but with the same eerie, clinical feel. Some faces were familiar from the videos Ryan had sent to Price, but others were new to us.

“I don’t get it,” I said, shaking my head. “If these people are victims, why take photos of them like this? It’s almost like...”

“Like a catalog,” Robbie finished, his expression grim. “Like someone’s keeping track of them.”

Ryan nodded, his face pale. “That’s what I thought, too. But then I found these.”

He clicked on one of the video files, and the screen came to life. It was a short clip, no more than thirty seconds long, but it was enough to send a chill down my spine.

The video showed a man, bound and gagged, being beaten by a figure in a black mask. The attacker’s face was hidden, but their movements were vicious and calculated, each blow landing with sickening precision.

My stomach turned as I watched. If this video was real, if the person behind the mask was the same one who had exposed Taylor...

“Wait,” Robbie said, his eyes narrowing. “I’ve seen this before. This is one of the videos that was released online from Taylor’s house.”

Ryan nodded, his expression serious. “Exactly. But here’s the thing... I don’t think these videos are real.”

Confusion flickered through me, my brow furrowing. “What do you mean? They look pretty damned real to me.”

“That’s the point,” Ryan said, his voice taking on an excited edge. “They’re supposed to look real. But the more I studied them, the more I started to notice little inconsistencies. The lighting, the camera angles, the way the blows land... it’s all just a little too perfect.”

Robbie leaned back, his arms crossed over his chest. “So, what are you saying? That these videos are staged? That someone’s faking them?”

“I think so,” Ryan said, nodding vigorously. “And if that’s true, it means that whoever’s behind this is even more dangerous than we thought. They’re not just exposing abusers... they’re creating them.”

I felt a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach as the pieces started to fall into place. If Ryan was right, if the videos that had started this whole chain of events were nothing more than elaborate fakes...

I turned to Ryan. “Thank you for bringing this to our attention. I know it couldn’t have been easy, looking through all that.”

Ryan shrugged, a small smile playing at the corners of his mouth that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Hey, I’m just trying to do the right thing. Plus, I figure if anyone can get to the bottom of this, it’s you guys.”

“Do me a favor,” Robbie said as he stared angrily down at the laptop screen. “Send this on to Price. It’s important evidence that we need in our possession. And text Marston your number in case we have any more questions.”

Ryan picked up my business card again, which he had set down next to his laptop, and picked up his phone with his other hand. After typing on his phone for a bit, my phone chimed, and he met my gaze and gave me a short, confirming nod. He then turned the card over in his hands before slipping it into his pocket. “I’ll send those photos over right now. I’ll keep you and Price updated if I come across anything else. And hey, be careful out there. Whoever’s behind this... they’re not playing around.”

A grim smile tugged at my lips. “Neither are we.”

With that, Robbie and I took our leave, making our way out of the apartment building and back out into the humid city air. My mind was racing with the new information, trying to fit the pieces together into a coherent picture.

As we walked, I spotted a small park across the street, a welcome oasis of green amidst the cityscape. I nudged Robbie, gesturing toward the benches scattered throughout the space.

“Come on, let’s take a breather. I need to wrap my head around all of this,” I said.

We made our way over to the park, sinking down onto a bench and letting the sounds of the city wash over us. For a few moments, we sat in silence, each of us lost in our own thoughts.

Finally, I spoke, my voice low and serious. “We need to call Price. See what she makes of all this.”

Robbie nodded, already pulling out his phone. “Way ahead of you, partner.”

He dialed Price’s number, putting the call on speaker so we could both hear. It rang once, twice, three times before she picked up, her voice crackling through the speaker.

“Robbie, Ethan, I’m glad you called. I was just about to reach out to you myself.”

“Why? What’s going on?” I asked. The way she sounded both excited and apprehensive at the same time was concerning.

There was a pause on the other end of the line, and Price took a deep breath before speaking. “I think I’ve discovered something. Something big.”

“Us too,” I replied. “Did you see the new stuff Ryan just sent you? There’s serious trafficking involved here.”

“Yeah, I was just looking at that,” she said in a rush. “It’s huge, too, but it’s not why I wanted to call you.”

“What is it?” Robbie asked.

“The videos,” Price said, her voice rising with excitement. “The ones Ryan sent me, the ones that started this whole thing... I don’t think they’re real.”

“That’s why we were calling you,” I said with a laugh. “Ryan said he thought they were fake… Wait. How do you know?”

“I’ve been analyzing them, frame by frame,” Price said as she typed in the background. “And the more I look at them, the more I’m convinced that they’re fakes. Really good fakes, but fakes nonetheless.”

Robbie let out a low whistle, his expression one of disbelief. “Ryan said the same thing. He thinks whoever’s behind this is creating the videos, not just exposing them.”

“He’s right,” Price said, her voice grave. “And if that’s true, it means we’re dealing with someone who’s not just dangerous but incredibly skilled. They know how to manipulate people, how to play on their fears and desires.”

“If the videos are fake, if someone was going to such great lengths to create a false narrative…” I murmured. “Did Taylor even do anything?”

“That’s the thing, Ethan,” Price said after a long pause. “I don’t think he did. I think that video is fake, too.”
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Istared at the phone in my hand, my mind reeling from Price’s revelation. The videos, the ones that had started this whole chain of events, the ones that had led to a man being brutally attacked by a mob... they weren’t real?

Beside me, Robbie looked equally stunned, his eyes wide with disbelief. “What do you mean the videos aren’t real?” he asked, his voice rising with each word. “We saw them, Price. We watched them with our own eyes. How can they be fake?”

There was a pause on the other end of the line, the sound of Price taking a deep breath before speaking. “I know it sounds impossible, but hear me out. I’ve been studying these videos, frame by frame, pixel by pixel. And the more I look at them, the more convinced I become that they’re not genuine recordings of real events.”

I shook my head, trying to wrap my mind around the concept. “Right. Ryan said the same thing. But how? How could someone create something like that, something that looks so real?”

“AI,” Price said, her voice grave. “Artificial intelligence, deep fakes, whatever you want to call it. Technology has come a long way in recent years, to the point where it’s almost impossible to tell the difference between what’s real and what’s been generated by a computer.”

Robbie let out a low whistle, his expression one of dawning horror. “So you’re saying that someone used this technology to create videos of Taylor attacking people, even though he never actually did it?”

“That’s exactly what I’m saying,” Price confirmed, her voice heavy with the weight of the revelation. “And if that’s true, it means that everything we thought we knew about this case, everything we’ve been working toward... it’s all been based on a lie.”

“But why?” I asked. “Why would someone go to such lengths to frame an innocent man? What could they possibly have to gain from that?”

Price sighed. “I don’t know, Ethan. But I have a feeling it’s connected to everything else we’ve been investigating. The human trafficking, the mysterious videos, Uhrich’s death... it’s all part of a bigger picture, one that we’re only just starting to see.”

Robbie leaned forward, his elbows resting on his knees. “Okay, let’s think this through. If the videos of Taylor are fake, what about the other evidence against him? The woman who was found in his basement, the one who claimed he had held her against her will?”

I nodded. “That’s just it, Robbie. Remember what the officer said, the one who found her? She was scared, sure, but she was physically unharmed. No bruises, no cuts, nothing to indicate that she had been beaten the way the video showed.”

“Exactly,” Price chimed in, her voice rising with excitement. “And if you think about it, the whole sequence of events, from the video being posted online to the mob attacking Taylor’s house... it all seems a little too convenient, doesn’t it? Like someone was pulling the strings behind the scenes, orchestrating everything to lead to a specific outcome.”

Anger coursed through me, and my hands clenched into fists at my sides. “So Taylor was set up. Someone wanted him to be attacked, maybe even killed, and they used the videos to make it happen.”

“It’s a possibility,” Price said cautiously. “But we can’t jump to conclusions. We need to keep digging to find out who’s behind this and why they’re doing it.”

Robbie’s eyes widened as a thought occurred to him. “Wait a second. If the videos of Taylor are fake, what about the other guy, John Uhrich? Could the accusations against him have been fabricated, too?”

“It would make sense, wouldn’t it? His boss said the whole thing seemed out of character for him, that he couldn’t believe John was capable of something like that. And then he ends up dead, just like that? It’s all a little too neat, too tidy,” I grumbled.

“I agree,” Price said. “I think we need to take a closer look at the evidence against John Uhrich, see if there are any inconsistencies or red flags that might indicate it was faked as well.”

I nodded. “Okay, so let’s say for the sake of argument that both Taylor and John Uhrich were set up. That someone created these videos and accusations to make them look like monsters, to turn the public against them. But why? What’s the endgame here?”

Price took another deep breath before speaking. “I don’t know, Ethan. But I have a feeling it’s something big, something that goes beyond just these two men. But as I’ve said before, this isn’t my wheelhouse. You’re the field agents.”

“Don’t sell yourself short, Price,” I argued. “We’d be lost without you.”

“That’s for sure,” Robbie agreed. “Anyway, so what do we do now? How do we prove that the videos are fake and that Taylor and Uhrich were set up?”

I stood up from the bench, my mind made up. “We keep digging. We follow the evidence, no matter where it leads. And we start with the source of the videos themselves.”

“It’s too bad Ryan said he got locked out,” Robbie said. “Whoever was behind the videos caught onto him and cut off his access.”

“Yeah, well, I’m way smarter than he ever was,” Price said with a laugh. “I’ll talk to him myself. I’ve been doing this a lot longer than he has, and I know a few tricks that might help us get back in.”

“Okay,” I said. “But Price... be careful. We don’t know who we’re dealing with here, and the last thing I want is for you to get caught in the crossfire.”

“Don’t worry about me, Ethan,” she said. “I can take care of myself. And besides, I have you and Robbie watching my back. Together, we’ll get to the bottom of this. I know we will.”

“Okay,” I said, taking a deep breath. “Let’s do this. Let’s find out who’s behind these videos and why they’re doing this. And let’s make sure they pay for what they’ve done.”
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As the sun began to set over the busy Queens neighborhood, casting long shadows across the park, I realized just how late it had gotten. We had been so engrossed in our conversation with Price that time had slipped away from us, the hours melting into one another like wax from a burning candle.

“We should probably find a place to crash for the night,” I said, my voice sounding unnaturally loud in the stillness of the evening. “It’s been a long day, and we both could use some rest before we head back to South Carolina.”

Robbie nodded, stifling a yawn with the back of his hand. “Good idea. And hey, we’re in New York City. Think we can find a place with a view?”

“Seems like the odds will be in our favor there,” I replied. “Let’s find a ride out of this neighborhood and see what’s around.”

We made our way out of the park, the sounds of the city enveloping us once more. The streets were still bustling with activity, and we found a storefront down on the corner that announced they had a cab service inside. Robbie pulled out his phone to look for a decent hotel that would fit his criteria.

“Found it,” he declared after a few moments, and while he made the phone call to reserve us a couple of rooms, I led the way inside the store.

After a short conversation with the clerk inside, we were led to a nondescript white sedan that had seen a scrape or two in its time. A grizzly man who looked a tad unfriendly came out behind us, and before we knew it, we were being driven over a bridge into Manhattan.

“Manhattan, huh?” I asked. “Does Diane know about this? I’m sure it’s pricey.”

“Eh, it’s on me today,” he muttered, and when I looked over at him, his face was a bit red.

“Oh, excuse me,” I said with a laugh. “Must be nice dating an Italian wine heiress.”

“Shut it,” he mumbled without meeting my eyes, and his face was suddenly beet red.

I chuckled to myself and dropped the issue, and when the cab dropped us off outside the shining, towering hotel, I opted to tuck the jokes away.

“Thank you,” I said as he rounded the back of the cab and joined me. “This is nice. I appreciate it.”

“No problem, man,” he replied. His face had returned to its normal shade, and he smiled in response.

We walked inside, and I took a moment to take in the opulent decor. Everything inside was shiny chrome and black velvet. Oversized chandeliers hung from the ceilings, and the embossed wallpaper made the space feel warm and rich.

Robbie went ahead of me and checked in at the front desk before he returned a few minutes later with a set of room keys. We headed upstairs to drop off our bags and check out our rooms, and I was similarly impressed with those.

I wasn’t about to ask how much Robbie had dropped on this splurge, but I sure appreciated the gesture. The carpet beneath my feet was so plush I felt it even with my shoes on, and I knew it’d be an experience once I took them off. The bed was made up with a heavy comforter and silk bedding, and the pillows were so thick I knew I’d have to punch one down to make myself comfortable. When I went to the window and opened the curtain, I almost fell over in shock.

I hadn’t paid much attention to where we were going in the cab, but apparently, Robbie had booked us a hotel right on the water. Across the way, more buildings towered over the water, though not as tall as the ones in Manhattan. The waterway was busy. A yellow ferry puttered by, passing a few small police boats and other recreational boats. The setting sun let a gorgeous glow settle over the entire scene, and I knew I could sit in front of this window for hours and soak in the sights.

My stomach grumbled, though, and I knew that would have to wait until later.

I sent Robbie a quick text, and he responded immediately. I chuckled to myself at the speed of his response, and I met him out in the hall a moment later. We needed to take advantage of our unexpected stay in New York City. We were both hungry, and what better way to experience the Big Apple than by trying some of its food?

“Pizza?” Robbie asked as he fell into step beside me on our way back to the elevator.

“Perfect,” I replied with a smile. “Let’s ask the front desk where we should go.”

Once back in the lobby, we asked the hotel receptionist for a recommendation, and he directed us to a small, family-owned pizzeria just a few blocks away. The evening air was crisp as we walked, and the sounds of the city were a constant hum in the background.

The pizzeria was easy to spot, with its bright red awning and the mouthwatering aroma of baking dough and melted cheese wafting through the open door. As we stepped inside, we were greeted by a warm, inviting atmosphere. The walls were adorned with old family photos and Italian-themed decorations, giving the place a cozy, authentic feel. We made our way to the counter, where a friendly-looking man in his fifties stood, ready to take our order. The menu hung on the wall behind him, offering a variety of classic pizza toppings and combinations.

“What can I get for you, gentlemen?” the man asked, his accent hinting at his Italian roots.

I scanned the menu, and my eyes landed on the pepperoni pizza. “I’ll have a slice of pepperoni, please,” I said, my mouth already watering at the thought.

Robbie, ever the traditionalist, opted for a plain cheese slice. “When in doubt, go with the classic,” he said with a grin. “Actually, make that two.”

The man nodded, punching our order into the ancient-looking cash register. “Three slices, one pepperoni, two cheese. Anything else?”

We shook our heads, content with our choices. The man handed us our receipt and gestured toward the seating area. “Have a seat, and I’ll bring your slices out when they’re ready.”

We found a small table near the window, the red-and-white checkered tablecloth adding to the pizzeria’s charm. The hum of conversation and the clatter of dishes filled the air, and we soaked it up in comfortable silence.

A few minutes later, the man appeared at our table with three huge steaming slices of pizza on a tray. He set them down in front of us, the cheese still bubbling and the aroma making my stomach growl.

“Enjoy, boys,” he said with a smile before heading back behind the counter.

I picked up my slice, the crust crispy and the pepperoni glistening with grease. I took a bite, and the flavors exploded on my tongue. The dough was thin and a bit crispy, the sauce tangy and sweet, and the pepperoni spicy and savory. It was, without a doubt, the best pizza I had ever tasted.

Robbie seemed equally impressed with his cheese slice, his eyes closing in bliss as he chewed. “Man, they weren’t kidding about New York pizza,” he said, taking another bite and struggling momentarily with the stringy cheese. “This is incredible.”

As we devoured our meal, I couldn’t help but feel a sense of gratitude for this small, unexpected pleasure. It was a reminder that even in the darkest of times, there were still moments of joy and simplicity to be found.

We thanked the man behind the counter, promising to come back the next time we were in the city. As we stepped back out onto the street, my mind wandered to the artifacts I had sent to Professor Slade for analysis. I wondered if Slade had made any progress in his research or if he had uncovered any new clues that might shed light on the bigger picture. Part of me was tempted to give him a call and see if he had any updates or insights to share.

But then I remembered the plague scabs, the ones I had accidentally pulled from the ocean floor during a dive. Slade had assured me that they were inert and posed no danger to anyone who came into contact with them, but still, the thought of handling something that had once been responsible for so much death and suffering... it sent a chill down my spine.

I shook my head, trying to clear my thoughts. I needed to stay focused on the task at hand. The videos, the accusations, the web of lies and corruption that seemed to be closing in on us from all sides... that was what mattered now.

Once we were back at the hotel, Robbie and I parted ways and headed to our rooms. I was looking forward to a night to relax, and my eyes drifted toward the oversized window. The curtains were still open from earlier.

As I unpacked my toiletries and finished getting ready for bed, the exhaustion of the day finally caught up with me. I sat down on the luxurious mattress, my mind still racing with questions and doubts about the case. The peace I found from looking out the window didn’t last for long, and I found myself drifting off into a fitful sleep.
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Iwasn’t sure how long I had been out when the sound of my phone ringing jolted me awake. I sat up, my heart pounding in my chest as I fumbled for the device on the nightstand.

The number on the screen was unfamiliar, which immediately set off alarm bells in my head. In my line of work, unknown callers rarely brought good news. It could be a wrong number, a telemarketer, or something far more sinister.

I hesitated for a moment, my finger hovering over the answer button. Before I could make up my mind, the ringing stopped, and the call went to voicemail. I waited to see if the caller would try again, but the phone remained silent, the screen dark and lifeless.

Just as I was about to set it back down, a notification popped up, indicating that I had a new voicemail message. My curiosity got the better of me, and I dialed into my voicemail, putting the phone to my ear as I waited for the message to play.

At first, there was nothing but the faint crackle of static. But then, a voice began to speak, and my blood ran cold in my veins.

“Ethan... Ethan, you need to listen to me,” Diane began, but there was something wrong, something off about it. Her words were slurred and disjointed, her tone rambling and incoherent. “You’re in danger, grave danger. They’re coming for you, and they won’t stop until you’re dead.”

I listened, my heart hammering in my chest as she continued, her words becoming more frantic and disjointed with each passing second.

“They’ll make you suffer, Ethan. They’ll break your bones, one by one, until you’re begging for mercy. They’ll peel the skin from your flesh, slowly, painfully, savoring every scream. They’ll gouge out your eyes so you can’t even see the horrors they’ll inflict upon you.”

A wave of nausea washed over me as my stomach churned from the graphic nature of her words.

“And then, when you think you can’t take any more, when you’re on the brink of death... they’ll bring you back, only to start the whole process over again. An endless cycle of agony and despair until there’s nothing left of you but a broken, empty shell.”

But even as the shock and revulsion washed over me, I couldn’t shake the feeling that something wasn’t right. The cadence of her speech and the way her words seemed to jumble together didn’t sound like Diane at all.

“You can’t... you can’t let them win, Ethan. You have to give up, to walk away before it’s too late. Before they take everything from you, everyone you love. It’s the only way... the only way to survive.”

Her voice trailed off, replaced by a harsh, grating static. And then, as abruptly as it had begun, the message ended, leaving me sitting there in the darkness, my heart racing and my mind reeling.

But even through my fear and my shock, I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was off.

Diane never spoke that way.

If it hadn’t been for Price’s warning, if she hadn’t told us about the AI technology that was being used to create fake videos and audio, I might have believed it was real. I might have let the fear and the doubt take hold, let it cloud my judgment and my resolve.

But I knew better now. I knew that this was just another trick, another attempt to throw us off the scent. I closed out of my voicemail box, my hands shaking slightly as I set the phone back down on the nightstand. I took a deep breath, trying to calm my racing heart, before I swung my legs over the side of the bed and stood up.

I needed to check on Robbie and make sure that he was okay. And then, we needed to call Diane and let her know what had happened. I wondered if she had any idea who might be behind this latest attack.

I crept out of my room, careful not to make too much noise, as I made my way down the hallway to Robbie’s door. I knocked softly, my knuckles rapping against the wood. When there was no answer, I knocked again, this time with more force.

For a moment, there was no response, but then, I heard the sound of footsteps, and the door swung open to reveal Robbie, his hair tousled from sleep and his eyes bleary with confusion.

“Ethan?” he asked, clearly exhausted. “What’s going on? Is everything okay?”

“No, it’s not.” I shook my head. “I just got a voicemail from Diane, or at least someone who sounds like Diane. It’s bad, Robbie. Really bad.”

He stepped aside, ushering me into his room as he flipped on the light switch. “What do you mean, bad? What did she say?”

I took a deep breath, trying to steady my nerves. “I left my phone in the room, but I can play it for you. She... she was talking about my death, about how I was going to suffer if I didn’t back off this case. It was graphic, Robbie. Violent. Like something out of a slasher flick.”

Robbie’s eyes widened, his face paling slightly. “Jesus. Do you think it’s real? Do you think Diane is in trouble?”

“No, I don’t. In fact, I’m pretty sure it’s not Diane at all.” I shook my head, a grim smile tugging at the corner of my mouth. “Remember what Price said about AI technology, which can create fake videos and audio?”

Robbie nodded, understanding dawning on his face. “You think that’s what this is? Another fake, designed to scare us off the case?”

“I do,” I said. “And I think we need to call the real Diane right now.”

Robbie reached for his phone, his fingers already dialing Diane’s number. He put the call on speaker, and the sound of the ringing filled the room.

The phone rang once, twice, three times, each unanswered ring ratcheting up the tension in the room. But then, just as I was starting to fear the worst, the call connected, and Diane’s voice came through the speaker.

“Robbie? Ethan? Is everything all right?” Diane’s voice was groggy, heavy with sleep.

“Diane, it’s Ethan. I’m sorry to wake you, but we have a situation.” I tried to keep my voice steady, but I could hear the tension in it.

“Ethan? What’s going on? Is everything okay?” Diane sounded more alert now, and the concern was evident in her tone.

“I received a voicemail a little while ago. It was from you, but it wasn’t you. At least, I don’t think it was.” I rubbed my hand over my face, suddenly feeling exhausted.

“What do you mean it wasn’t me? What did the message say?” Diane asked, clearly confused and worried.

I took a deep breath, steeling myself to relay the disturbing content. “It was a threat, Diane. Whoever it was, they said I was going to die a gruesome death if I didn’t stop investigating this case. They went into... graphic detail about what they would do to me.”

There was a sharp intake of breath on the other end of the line. “My God, Ethan. And what do you mean it wasn’t me? I mean, I would never say anything like that, but… Why would you think it was me?”

“It was your voice,” I said, cutting her off gently. “It sounded like you, but there was something off about it. The way the words were put together, the cadence... it didn’t sound natural. I think it was a fake, created by the same AI technology Price warned us about.”

Diane was silent for a moment, processing the information. “This is bad, Ethan. Whoever is behind this, they’re escalating. They’re trying to intimidate you and scare you off the case.”

“I know,” I said, glancing at Robbie. “But it’s not going to work. We’re not going to let them win.”

Diane sighed, the sound heavy with worry. “I know you won’t. But please, be careful. Don’t take any unnecessary risks. And keep me informed, okay?”

“I will,” I promised. “And Diane? Try to get some sleep. We’ll handle this.”

Robbie chuckled softly as I ended the call. “Yeah, like she’s going to be able to sleep after hearing that.”

I managed a small smile, but it quickly faded. “I feel better having heard her real voice, at any rate. We need to call Price. She needs to know about this.”

Robbie nodded, already dialing her number. The call connected almost immediately, and Price’s voice filled the room, alert and focused despite the late hour.

“Ethan, Robbie, I was just about to call you. I’ve been analyzing the evidence against John Uhrich, and I found something.”

I leaned forward, my heart quickening. “What is it?”

“In the middle of the night?” I heard Robbie mutter beside me.

“The chat logs, the videos, all of it... It has the same markers as Taylor's fake videos. The same AI fingerprints, for lack of a better term.” Price’s voice was filled with a mix of excitement and trepidation.

Robbie let out a low whistle. “So Uhrich was framed, just like Taylor. He was another victim of this AI forgery scheme.”

“It looks that way,” Price confirmed. “But I’m guessing that’s not why you called?”

“Yeah.” I took a deep breath, the memory of the voicemail still fresh in my mind. “I received a voicemail from Diane. Except it wasn’t Diane. It was a threat, warning me to stop investigating or face the consequences.”

Price was silent for a moment, and I could almost hear the gears turning in her head. “Play it for me.”

“Sure, umm, hold on,” I said, regretting leaving my phone in my room. I ran out of Robbie’s room and back into my own, snagged my phone off the nightstand, and rushed back.

“Okay, I’m back.” I did as she asked, holding the phone up to Robbie’s so she could hear. When it was done, there was another beat of silence before she spoke.

“You’re right, it’s not Diane. The voice is close, but there are discrepancies and glitches in the audio that give it away. Whoever created this, they’re getting better, but they’re not quite there yet.”

A sense of relief washed over me, and I was glad to have my suspicions confirmed. But it was short-lived, replaced by a growing sense of unease.

“Why are they doing this, Price? Why go to all this trouble to create these fake videos and threats? What’s their endgame?”

Price sighed, the sound heavy with frustration. “Honestly? It could be any number of reasons. Maybe they’re just insane, getting a thrill out of causing chaos and fear. Maybe they have a personal grudge against the people they’re targeting. Or maybe there’s a bigger picture here, something we’re not seeing yet.”

Robbie went over to sit on the bed and leaned back against the headboard, his expression thoughtful. “Remember the Hollands? They messed with us just for the hell of it because they could. Maybe this is something similar.”

I shook my head, not convinced. “But why target Taylor and Uhrich specifically? And why the elaborate setup with the videos and the threats? It feels like there’s more to it than just some twisted game.”

“You’re probably right,” Price agreed. “But until we have more to go on, all we can do is speculate. The important thing now is to stay focused and keep digging.”

I nodded, my resolve hardening. “Agreed. But there’s one thing I don’t understand. How did they get my number? How did they know to send the threat to me specifically? And how do they know what Diane’s voice sounds like?”

Price paused for a moment, considering. “Remember what Rivers and I told you before about how easy it is to find personal information online if you know where to look? It’s possible they got your number that way.”

Robbie sat up suddenly, his eyes widening. “The livestream. From the house, when we confronted those kids. Ethan, you showed your badge to the camera. They could have used that to look you up, to find out who you are and how to contact you.”

The realization hit me like a punch to the gut. “Dammit, you’re right. I wasn’t thinking. I was just trying to get them to stop filming.”

“It’s not your fault,” Price said gently. “You couldn’t have known they would use it against you like this.”

I took a deep breath, trying to calm my racing thoughts. “So, what do we do now? How do we stop them?”

“You keep investigating,” Price said. “Eventually, they’re gonna mess up, or we’re gonna catch them. Until then, we just do our best.”

“Easier said than done,” Robbie grumbled.

“All right, thanks, Price,” I added. “Get some rest.”

“I’ll think about it,” she teased before hanging up.

I looked over at Robbie, who still looked sleepy but much less so than before.

“There’s not much else we can do right now,” I pointed out.

“Nah,” he replied. “Go try to rest. We can regroup in the morning.”

“Yeah, okay,” I replied, unconvinced I’d be getting much rest. “Good night.”

“Night,” Robbie mumbled as I headed out the door.

Even as we settled back into our hotel rooms, I couldn’t shake the nagging feeling that we were missing something, some crucial piece of the puzzle. It kept me up for a while, and I was grateful, at least, that I had the view outside my oversized window to keep me company while my mind raced.

And then, just as I was about to drift off, my phone buzzed with an incoming text message. I grabbed it from the nightstand. It was from the same number that had left the threatening voicemail.

I opened the message with slightly shaky fingers, my breath catching in my throat as I read the words on the screen.

“Stop investigating, or everyone you love will suffer. This is your last warning.”

For a moment, I couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe. The message was clear, the threat unmistakable.

And then it hit me.

They were scared. Whoever was behind this, they were running scared, getting desperate. They knew we were on the verge of uncovering the truth.

I grabbed my phone, my fingers flying over the keys as I typed out a response.

“Who are you? What do you want?”

Seconds ticked by, then minutes, the silence in the room broken only by the sound of my own breathing.

And then, just as I was about to give up hope, my phone buzzed again. I grabbed it, my eyes scanning the screen frantically.

“Stop asking questions. Walk away before it’s too late.”
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We checked out of the hotel the next morning and hailed a cab to the airport, where the MBLIS jet was waiting for us on the tarmac. I wished for a moment that the case would keep us in New York a bit longer. I knew that Tessa wasn’t around at the moment, and Slade was a bit too far out of the way for a pop-in visit, but this was still New York City. The combination of sights, sounds, and food to eat was enough to entice me to stay even a little longer.

But the false voicemail and threatening text from the night before still ran through my head, and I knew it was only a matter of time before this case took a turn for the worse. No, the allure of the city would have to wait. I watched the view of the skyscrapers fall away as we crossed over the bridge and back to JFK, and as the heart of the city grew farther away, my stomach tightened into an even bigger knot.

As we settled into our seats and the plane took off, Robbie and I began bouncing ideas off each other as we tried to piece together the fragmented clues we had gathered so far. By the time we landed in South Carolina, we had a plan—or at least, the beginning of one.

Our first stop was the police station, where we met with Peterson to fill her in on the latest developments, like the threatening messages and the revelation about John Uhrich’s supposed crimes being fabricated by AI.

“We need to find the woman from Taylor’s basement,” I said urgently, recalling the conversation Robbie and I had on the jet. “She’s the key to all of this. If we can track her down, get her to talk to us, maybe she can shed some light on who’s really behind this whole mess.”

Peterson nodded, her brow furrowed. “I agree, but it’s not going to be easy. She’s already back in Ecuador. Getting to her could be a logistical nightmare.”

“Well, let’s cross that bridge later,” Robbie said with a shrug. “In the meantime, maybe we can talk to the translator who interviewed her. Maybe they can give us anything to go on.”

Peterson sighed, running a hand through her hair. “I don’t know who it was, but let me ask around. One of my colleagues might be able to help.”

She disappeared into the bullpen, leaving Robbie and me to pace the hallways. Finally, after what felt like hours, Peterson returned with a woman in tow. The woman was petite and unassuming, with kind eyes and a gentle demeanor.

“Agents Marston and Holm, this is Maria,” Peterson said. “She’s the translator who interviewed the woman from Taylor’s basement.”

Maria shook our hands, her grip firm and her gaze steady. “I’m happy to help in any way I can,” she said, her accented voice soft but clear. “But I’m afraid I don’t know much more than what the woman told me during the interview.”

“Who knows?” I replied as we ushered her into a nearby empty conference room. “Maybe hearing it from you will be better than reading a report.”

“Fair enough,” Maria agreed as the four of us huddled around the table. “I never liked writing the reports, anyway.” Maria leaned back in her chair, a thoughtful expression on her face. “She was scared. That much was clear. Confused, too. The poor thing was shaking like a leaf as she told me her story.”

“I can imagine,” I said as I thought back to the case files. “Was there anything that stood out in particular?”

“Well, there was one thing,” she said, leaning forward conspiratorially. “She said there were two men and a woman holding her captive. A regular three-ring circus of scumbags.”

Robbie let out a low whistle. “A woman? That’s a new one. Usually, it’s just a bunch of sleazeball guys running these operations.”

“Exactly,” Maria said, tapping her finger on the table for emphasis. “It struck me as odd, too. I mean, what kind of woman gets involved in something like this? It’s a special kind of twisted.”

“John’s boss mentioned a woman, too,” I said, rubbing my temples. “A woman John had been dating in the months leading up to his death. What if it’s the same person?”

Peterson leaned forward, her eyes wide. “It would make sense, wouldn’t it? If John Uhrich was the second man, and this mysterious woman was pulling the strings behind the scenes...”

“Then she’s the one we need to find,” Robbie finished, his jaw clenched with determination. “She’s the key to unraveling this whole thing.”

“I agree.” I looked over at my partner. “We just need to figure out how.” I turned to Maria. “Did she say anything else? Any details about the woman, physical descriptors, accent, temperament, the way she engaged with the two men? Was she in charge, or were they equals?”

Maria shook her head and looked disappointed. “No, I’m so sorry,” she said with a sigh. Her shoulders slumped. “That wasn’t the focus of our conversation. I didn’t think to ask at the time. I feel like I’ve let you down.”

“Not at all,” I assured her. “Before we sat down with you, we had no idea a woman was even involved. If anything, you’ve helped us tremendously already.

Maria perked up a bit. “Okay, great!”

“Thank you, Maria,” Peterson added. “If that’s all for questions, I think you can return to what you were doing.”

“Yeah, I think we’re good,” I confirmed. “Thank you, Maria.”

“You’re very welcome,” she replied with a warm smile. “If anything else comes up, please come find me. I’m happy to help.”

“We will, thank you,” Robbie said.

Maria rose from her seat and let herself out of the conference room, leaving us reeling from this new information. The revelation that a woman was manipulating and orchestrating everything from the shadows was a chilling thought but one that gave us a direction.

“All right, gang,” I said, clapping my hands together. “Let’s put our thinking caps on. If this mystery woman is our puppet master, how do we track her down?”

Peterson tapped her chin thoughtfully. “What about John’s mother? If this was the same woman he was seeing, maybe she knows something.”

“Good call,” I said, already reaching for my phone. “Let’s give her a visit and see if we can’t shake a few apples out of the family tree.”

I pulled out my phone and dialed Price’s number, putting the call on speaker so everyone could hear. She picked up on the second ring, her voice alert and focused.

“Ethan, Robbie, what’s up?” she asked.

“Hey,” I said, glancing around the room at the others. “We spoke with the translator who interviewed the woman from Taylor’s basement. She mentioned being held by two men and a woman.”

Price was silent for a moment, the gears turning in her head. “Okay, that’s good. That’s a lead. What else?”

“We think the woman might be the same one John Uhrich’s boss mentioned,” Robbie chimed in. “The one John was dating before he died.”

“It would fit the pattern,” Price agreed, her voice thoughtful. “Manipulation, control, pulling the strings from behind the scenes. Do we have a name?”

I shook my head, frustrated. “No, not yet. But we might know someone who does.”

“Who?” Price asked, the eagerness in her voice palpable.

“John’s mother,” I said. “If John was dating this woman, if she was a part of his life, maybe his mother knew about her. Maybe she can give us a name, a description, something to go on. Can you find her for us?”

“It’s worth a shot,” Price said. I heard her typing in the background. “Give me a second. I’ll see if I can track down an address.”

“Got it,” Price said a few moments later. “Sending the address to your phone now.”

“Thanks,” I replied. “We’ll let you know what we find out.”

We ended the call and then gave Diane a quick call to update her as well. Once that was done, we gathered our things, ready to head out to John’s mother’s house. We had a lead and a direction, and that was more than we had had in days. We would find this woman, and we would make her pay for the lives she had destroyed.

The drive to John’s mother’s house was tense and silent, each of us lost in our own thoughts. When we finally pulled up to the modest, well-kept home, a sense of trepidation washed over me. This was a woman who had lost her son, who had been told horrible lies about the kind of person he was. How would she react to our questions?

As we walked up the path to the front door, I pushed my doubts aside, took a deep breath, and knocked, the sound echoing in the quiet neighborhood.

A few moments later, the door opened, revealing a woman in her late fifties. Mrs. Uhrich’s face was etched with lines of grief and confusion, her eyes wary as she regarded us.

“Mrs. Uhrich?” I asked gently. “I’m Agent Marston, and this is Agent Holm and Detective Peterson. We’re here to talk to you about your son, John.”

Her brow furrowed, and she hesitated, her hand still on the doorknob. “I don’t understand. I’ve already talked to the police. What more do you want from me?”

I held up my hands in a placating gesture. “We understand this is a difficult time for you, Mrs. Uhrich. But we have some new information about John’s case, and we were hoping you could help us.”

She sighed heavily, her shoulders slumping. “I don’t know what more I can tell you. It’s been so hard losing him like this. And the things they said about him...” Her voice trailed off, and she shook her head.

Peterson stepped forward, her voice soft and sympathetic. “That’s actually why we’re here, Mrs. Uhrich. We have reason to believe that the accusations against your son may have been fabricated.”

Mrs. Uhrich’s eyes widened, a flicker of hope sparking in their depths. “What do you mean? Fabricated how?”

Robbie cleared his throat. “We’ve uncovered evidence that suggests the videos and messages used to implicate John were created using advanced AI technology. It’s possible that he was targeted, manipulated by someone with an agenda.”

Mrs. Uhrich’s hand flew to her mouth, tears welling in her eyes. “I knew it,” she whispered. “I knew my boy couldn’t have done those terrible things. He was a good man.”

I nodded, my heart aching for her. “We believe you, Mrs. Uhrich. And we’re going to do everything in our power to clear John’s name and bring the real perpetrators to justice. But we need your help.”

She took a shaky breath, then stepped back from the door, gesturing for us to come inside. “Of course. Anything you need. Please, come in.”

As we entered her home, I couldn’t help but feel a sense of gratitude for her trust in us. We settled into her living room on one of her green plaid sofas, and I leaned forward, my voice gentle but urgent.

“Mrs. Uhrich, we have reason to believe that a woman may have been involved in targeting your son. Did John ever mention anyone he was seeing, anyone who seemed suspicious or out of place in his life?”

She thought for a moment, her brow furrowed in concentration. “There was someone,” she said slowly. “A woman he mentioned a few times. Gemma, I think her name was.”

Peterson’s eyes met mine, a silent communication passing between us. This was the lead we had been hoping for.

“Can you tell us more about her?” Robbie asked, his voice encouraging.

Mrs. Uhrich shrugged helplessly. “I don’t know much. John didn’t bring her around often. But there was something about her that just didn’t sit right with me. She was always so put together, so perfect. It felt like an act.”

“Did she say or do anything while she was here that would give you more information about her?” I asked. I sat back on the sofa as I spoke. “Where does she live? Does she have much in the way of family? Did you ever catch a last name?”

The woman paused as she considered my questions, but when she pursed her lips and shook her head slightly, my hopes sank.

“No,” she said with an unspoken apology behind her eyes. “She didn’t speak to me much. Kept to herself and only spoke to John. She never lingered. Never wanted to engage with me. She only showed up to pick him up or drop something off for him when he had come by to visit. And again, she only came by a couple of times. I didn’t get her last name, either. I get the feeling she didn’t care for me.”

“And she hasn’t shown up again since John’s death?” Peterson asked.

Mrs. Uhrich let out a pained sigh. “No, I haven’t seen hide nor hair since before the last time I saw my son. Guess they weren’t serious enough for her to check in on the man’s mother.” Her face soured, and then anger flared through her expression.

I looked over at Robbie to find him looking back at me with the same question behind his eyes. What other questions could we ask of this woman?

I nodded and stood up, and Robbie and Peterson both stood up as well.

“Thank you, Mrs. Uhrich,” I said kindly. “This is exactly the kind of information we needed. I promise you, we won’t rest until we get to the bottom of this.”

She smiled tearfully, reaching out to clasp my hand. “Thank you, Agent Marston. I know you’ll do right by my boy.”

“We’ll see ourselves out,” Robbie added. She shook his hand as well, then Peterson’s, and the three of us headed back out the front door.

As we left her home, we had a name to put to the shadowy figure potentially pulling the strings. Gemma, the woman who could be at the center of it all. It felt like we were closer to the truth than ever before, close enough to taste it.

As soon as we were back in the car, I called Price, my fingers drumming impatiently on the dashboard. “Price, we’ve got a name. Gemma. John’s mother said they were dating and that there was something off about her. Can you run it through your databases and see if anything comes up?”

“On it,” Price said. The furious typing in the background sounded louder than her voice. “Gemma’s not a common name, so that should help narrow things down. Give me a few minutes. I’ll call you back as soon as I have something.”

“Thanks, Price,” I replied. I hung up and turned to Robbie and Peterson. “Let’s go back to the station and regroup. Today is the day we get our break, and I want to be there when it happens.”
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The South Carolina police station buzzed with activity as Robbie and I scoured the evidence, desperately searching for any lead that could bring us closer to the mysterious Gemma or to Taylor’s location. The conference room table was strewn with files, photos, and hastily scribbled notes. It was a physical manifestation of the tangled web we were trying to unravel.

As we sat in the conference room, surrounded by the evidence and leads we had gathered so far, Peterson entered with a stack of papers in her hand.

“I ran a search for every Gemma in the state,” she announced, placing the printout on the table. “Figured it might give us a place to start if no other leads pan out.”

I reached for the list, my eyes widening as I saw the sheer number of names. “Jesus, there must be over a hundred Gemmas in South Carolina alone.”

Robbie leaned over my shoulder, scanning the pages. “A hundred and seventeen, to be exact. And that’s assuming our Gemma hasn’t used an alias or left the state entirely.”

I sighed, running a hand through my hair. “Even if we split up, it would take days, if not weeks, to visit every single one of these addresses. And that’s time we don’t have.”

Peterson nodded, her expression thoughtful. “Not to mention the legal hurdles. We can’t just go knocking on doors without probable cause. We’d need warrants, and that’s assuming we could even convince a judge that we have enough evidence to justify them.”

I sat back in my chair, frustration coursing through me. “So, what, we just sit here and wait for another lead to fall into our laps? There has to be something we can do.”

Robbie placed a hand on my shoulder, his voice calm and measured. “We focus on the lead we have, Ethan.”

“There’s got to be someone else who can tell us more about Gemma,” I muttered, frustration seeping into my voice. “A neighbor, a coworker, anyone. We can’t just wait on a call from Price that may or may not happen.”

Peterson sat in front of a stack of papers, her brow furrowed. “I found a few possible associates but nothing concrete. It’s like she’s a ghost.”

Robbie leaned back in his chair, rubbing his eyes. “Maybe we’re approaching this wrong. What if we–”

The shrill ring of my phone cut through the room, startling us all. I glanced at the screen, saw Price’s name, and quickly answered. “Price, please tell me you have something.”

“Ethan, I’ve been combing through the data,” Price said, her voice strained with exhaustion. “I think I finally have a location on a Gemma that seems to fit what we’re looking for. Her name is Gemma Thornton. It’s a long shot, but it’s the best lead we’ve got.”

I sat up straighter, my heart pounding. “Give me the address. We’re on our way.”

As Price rattled off the location, I signaled to Robbie and Peterson. They were already on their feet, gathering their gear and heading for the door.

“Why is this the Gemma you’re focusing on?” I asked as we moved.

There was a pause on the other end of the line.

“Price?” I asked.

“Yeah,” she replied after another beat. “So, I’m not going to tell you what I did, but there are loose threads connecting her with Uhrich and Taylor. They may have been at the same place at the same time on a few occasions, but that doesn’t mean they know each other. It could be the wrong Gemma, but there’s a chance this is the one you’re looking for.”

“Okay, that sounds promising,” I said as we gathered around the police car.

I paused while Robbie and Peterson climbed in. There was no way I was going to push Price to tell me how she’d acquired this information. I knew better than to do that. The woman had toed the lines of legality before during her time with MBLIS, not to mention the overt line-crossing she’d done prior to being hired. I didn’t need to know all of that.

“Thanks for this, Price,” I said instead. “I appreciate the lengths you’re going for us.”

“Any time, Marston,” she replied cheerfully. “Good luck!”

We hung up, and then I slid into the front seat of the car. I quickly punched the address into the GPS, and then we were off to track down the one Gemma that sounded even the least bit promising.

The address led us to the outskirts of Greenville, a quiet suburb with tree-lined streets and well-manicured lawns. It felt almost too idyllic, and as Peterson navigated the winding roads, I couldn’t shake the feeling that we were heading into the lion’s den.

“There, on the left,” Robbie said, pointing to a nondescript ranch-style house set back from the road. The curtains were drawn, and there was an eerie stillness about the place as if it were holding its breath, waiting for our arrival.

Peterson pulled the car to a stop, and we sat for a moment, surveying the scene.

“No movement, no signs of life,” she murmured, her eyes narrowed. “But that doesn’t mean anything. We need to be careful.”

I nodded, checking my weapon. “Agreed. We go in quietly and search the place from top to bottom. If Gemma’s here, we take her into custody. If not, we look for any clues that might lead us to her.”

Robbie and Peterson murmured their assent, and we exited the car, the gravel crunching beneath our feet as we approached the house. Unfortunately, as we neared the front door, a sudden realization hit me, and I held up a hand, signaling Robbie and Peterson to pause.

“Hold on,” I said, my brow furrowed. “Do we have probable cause to search this place without a warrant?”

Peterson’s expression mirrored my own concern. “Technically, no. Price’s information is a good lead, but it’s not enough to justify a warrantless search. If we go in now and find evidence, there’s a risk it could be thrown out in court.”

I cursed under my breath, weighing our options. Peterson was right. We couldn’t afford to jeopardize the case by cutting corners. That was assuming, of course, this was even the right Gemma. Breaking into the wrong house without a warrant… that would be a whole pile of red tape I didn’t want to even think about unraveling.

“What if we do a knock and talk?” Robbie suggested. “See if anyone’s home, try to get a read on the situation. If we see or hear anything suspicious, it could give us the probable cause we need to enter.”

“Okay, let’s do it.” I nodded. “But we need to be smart about this. If Gemma’s in there and she catches wind that we’re on to her, she could bolt.”

“Then let’s make sure that doesn’t happen,” Robbie replied.

We approached the front door, our senses on high alert. I raised my fist and knocked firmly, the sound echoing in the stillness. We waited, seconds stretching into an eternity, but no answer came. I knocked again, louder this time, my heart pounding in my chest. “Gemma Thornton, this is MBLIS. We need to speak with you.”

Silence greeted us once more, and a growing sense of unease settled in the pit of my stomach. Something wasn’t right.

“Let’s walk the perimeter,” I suggested.

Robbie and Peterson murmured their assent behind me, and we stayed together as we moved around the building, looking for anything that would lead us in the right direction.

It was at the back of the home that I finally saw a window with the curtains not quite perfectly pulled shut. I stepped up to it, peered into the small gap in the curtains, and saw what looked like a small dining room table. Beside it, a chair lay toppled over. The scrambled eggs on the plate looked almost congealed, as though they had been out for way too long.

“Check this out,” I muttered just loud enough for the others to hear.

Robbie took my place by the window first, then he stepped back to let Peterson look. When they both turned to face me, I glanced at both Robbie and Peterson, seeing the same realization in their eyes.

“Probable cause?” Robbie asked, his hand hovering over his weapon.

I nodded grimly. “Probable cause.”

Peterson took up position on one side of the door, Robbie on the other. I stood in front, my hand poised over the handle. With a final nod, I turned the knob, finding it unlocked. The door swung open with a soft creak, revealing a darkened interior.

Cautiously, we stepped over the threshold, our senses on high alert. The house had the stale, musty smell of a place that had been abandoned in haste. Dust motes danced in the thin shafts of light that filtered through the drawn curtains, adding to the sense of unease that permeated the space.

As we moved deeper into the house, the signs of a hurried departure became more apparent. The half-eaten meal sat on the kitchen table, and now that we were inside, we could confirm the food had long been cold. Another chair lay overturned in the living room as if someone had knocked it over in their rush to leave. And then, the most chilling discovery—a makeshift bed in the corner, complete with a small pile of children’s toys.

My stomach churned as the implications sank in. This wasn’t just about trafficking women—they were targeting children, preying on the most vulnerable among us. The thought of the horrors that had likely taken place within these walls made my blood boil and my heart ache in equal measure.

But Gemma Thornton was nowhere to be found. The house was empty, and I couldn’t help but feel that we were one step behind, chasing shadows that danced just out of reach.

Anger and disgust churned in my gut as Robbie, Peterson, and I combed through the house, searching for any clue that could lead us to Gemma Thornton and her victims. As I rifled through a closet, my eyes fell on a backpack haphazardly shoved in the corner. With a sense of foreboding, I pulled it out and unzipped it, revealing a laptop inside.

“Robbie, I think I found something,” I called out.

Robbie came over, although Peterson wasn’t close enough to hear me, and I pulled out the laptop and set it down on a nearby side table to open it. As we powered on the laptop, it quickly became apparent that it belonged to none other than Taylor, our original suspect. The laptop greeted him by name upon startup.

Then we discovered the laptop’s contents.

The photos and correspondence we found painted a sickening picture—a group of predators systematically targeting homeless and impoverished women, particularly those with young children, manipulating them with false promises and then forcing them into a life of servitude.

The messages were cold and calculating, discussing their victims as if they were nothing more than commodities. A wave of nausea washed over me at the depths of human cruelty laid bare before my eyes. We had answered some questions, but so many more remained. Who was Gemma Thornton, and what was her role in this twisted operation? How many more victims were out there, suffering in silence?

Lost in thought, I almost didn’t register Peterson as she emerged from one of the bedrooms, holding a piece of paper. “Found this on the nightstand. It’s a receipt for a storage unit, dated two days ago.”

“Then that’s our next stop,” Robbie said. “Let’s move.”

With a nod, I grabbed the laptop, but before we even exited the house, my phone rang again.

“It’s Price,” I said as I answered the phone.

“Ethan, I need you to stay calm,” she began. “We’re already handling it, but there’s something you need to see.”

My stomach twisted into knots as I asked, “Price, what’s going on?”

There was a pause, a moment of hesitation that spoke volumes. “I’m forwarding you a video. Ethan, it’s... it’s of you.”
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The world seemed to tilt on its axis as I stared at the screen of my phone. Beside me, Robbie and Peterson watched in stunned silence.

The woman on the screen, her face a patchwork of bruises and fear, cowered in the corner, her desperate pleas for mercy tearing at my heart. But it was the sight of my own face, twisted with rage and cruelty, that made my stomach drop. I watched, transfixed and nauseated, as my digital doppelgänger stalked toward the woman.

When his hands closed around her throat, slamming her against the wall with a force that made me flinch, I felt bile rise in the back of my throat. This wasn’t me. It couldn’t be me. And yet, there it was, playing out in horrifying detail right before my eyes.

“You thought you could run from me?” he growled in my own voice. “You thought you could escape?” The woman’s eyes bulged, her face turning a sickly shade of purple as she struggled for breath.

The woman flailed, her hands clawing weakly at the fingers wrapped around her neck, but it was clear she was no match for the brute strength of her attacker. The words he spat at her, the venom in his voice—it was like looking into a funhouse mirror. My own features and voice were distorted into something monstrous and unrecognizable.

When the final blow came, and the woman’s head slammed against the unforgiving concrete with a sickening crack, I felt a part of myself shatter along with her. As her body crumpled to the ground, lifeless and broken, I saw the smile on my digital twin’s face, and it was like a knife to the gut. How could anyone believe that I was capable of such cruelty, such brutality?

And yet, as the screen faded to black, the damage was done. I knew, with a sinking certainty, that this video would haunt me, haunt my career, my reputation, and my very sense of self. It didn’t matter that it was a lie, a twisted fabrication born of malice and cutting-edge technology. In the eyes of the world, in the eyes of all those who would see this vile piece of propaganda, I would be a monster.

A monster wearing my face, speaking with my voice, committing unspeakable acts in my name. I knew, with a bone-deep weariness, that no matter how hard I fought to clear my name, to prove my innocence, there would always be those who would look at me and see the man in the video, the man with blood on his hands and ice in his heart.

“Ethan, breathe.” Price’s voice broke through the haze of shock that had enveloped me. “Remember, it’s not real. Diane is already on top of this. We’ll get to the bottom of it, I promise you.”

I nodded, not trusting myself to speak. My throat felt like it was lined with sandpaper, and my tongue was heavy and useless in my mouth. I knew, logically, that the video was a forgery, but seeing myself, even a false version of myself, committing such a heinous act shook me to my core.

“The court of public opinion can be a real bitch, though,” I managed to croak out, my voice sounding foreign to my own ears. “Even if we prove it’s fake, there will always be those who believe it’s true.”

Robbie clapped a hand on my shoulder, his grip firm and reassuring. “Screw them,” he said, his tone uncharacteristically serious. “Anyone who knows you, Ethan, knows that you’d never do something like that. You’re one of the good guys. Always have been, always will be.”

“Besides,” he added, a hint of his usual humor creeping back into his voice, “I’m a little offended that they didn’t choose me for their little smear campaign. Am I not photogenic enough for their AI?”

Despite the gravity of the situation, the corner of my mouth twitched upward in a half-smile. “Count yourself lucky,” I said, shaking my head. “Trust me, you don’t want to see yourself doing... that.”

Peterson cleared her throat, her expression troubled. “I hate to bring this up, but... why Ethan? Why target him specifically?”

“The livestream,” Price said through the speaker. “Ethan was front and center when those kids were recording. He’s the most recognizable, the most high-profile. It makes sense that they’d choose him to maximize the impact.”

“Okay, well,” I took a deep breath, “I have something else interesting. We found a laptop.”

“Oh?” Price asked. “That’s great. Send it to me, and I’ll do my thing.”

“Right, but I was wondering,” I said, forcing myself to focus on the task at hand. “Can you access it remotely? We need to know what else is on there, any clues that might lead us to Gemma and the others.”

“Let me give it a shot,” Price replied, the sound of rapid typing filtering through the phone. “First things first, I need you to connect the laptop to the internet. Is there a Wi-Fi network you can use?”

I glanced around the room, my eyes landing on a small router tucked away in the corner. “Yeah, I see a router. Hang on.” I made my way over to the device, squinting at the network name and password printed on the side. “Okay, got it. Connecting now.”

As the laptop linked to the network, Price continued her instructions. “Great. Now, I’m going to need you to download a remote access application. It’s secure and will allow me to control the laptop from here. I’m sending you the link now. Open that on the laptop.”

My phone buzzed with an incoming message, and I quickly opened the link Price had sent on a browser. The download began, and a progress bar inched across the screen as the application installed itself on the laptop. “All right, it’s downloading. What’s next?”

“Once it’s finished, open the application and read the access code it generates to me. It should be a string of numbers and letters,” Price replied.

The download completed, and I clicked on the newly installed icon. The application opened, and a complex-looking access code appeared on the screen. “Got it. The code is...” I read out the combination, double-checking each character to ensure accuracy.

“Perfect. Give me just a moment to input that on my end.” The sound of typing intensified, and I could practically feel Price’s concentration through the phone. Seconds ticked by, each one feeling like an eternity as we waited for the connection to establish.

Suddenly, the laptop’s screen flickered, and a message appeared: “Remote access granted.” I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding.

“It worked.” I looked over at Robbie in anticipation. “You’re in.”

“Excellent,” Price said, a hint of satisfaction in her voice. “Now, keep the laptop plugged in and powered on. I’m going to start digging through the files and see what I can find. If anything pops up on your end, let me know.”

I nodded, then remembered she couldn’t see me. “Will do. And Price... thanks. Keep me posted.”

“Sure thing!” she replied. “I’ll call you back in a minute.”

It took a bit longer than a minute, but a few minutes later, Price called me back.

“Ethan,” she said triumphantly. “Looks like our hunch was right. There’s a goldmine of information here. Email exchanges, financial records, and... oh.”

The sudden change in her tone sent a jolt of unease through me. “What is it, Price?”

“Properties,” she replied. “Looks like our trafficking ring has quite the real estate portfolio. And one of the addresses... it’s not far from where you are now. Sending the coordinates to your phone… as well as the others.”

I glanced down as my phone buzzed with an incoming message. When I plugged the address into the GPS, I saw that it was indeed close, no more than a twenty-minute drive from our current location. I looked up at Robbie and Peterson. We could easily check that, the storage unit Peterson had found the address for, and the rest of the properties.

“Well, it seems time’s up then, Price. Download whatever you can for now, and I’ll ship off the laptop,” I said, already itching to get on the road.

“You got it,” Price replied, the sound of her fingers flying across the keyboard once again filling the air.

I closed the laptop and carried it with me to the front door, with Robbie and Peterson close behind me.

“Okay, I have everything I think I need until you get me the actual laptop,” Price said as I reached for the doorknob. “And Ethan? Be careful out there. We don’t know what you’re walking into.”

“Always am,” I said, my hand on the doorknob. I took a deep breath. “Let’s roll.”
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The tires of Peterson’s police car screeched against the asphalt as we sped through the streets to the address Price had given us. Robbie gripped the overhead handle, his knuckles white with tension, while Peterson’s jaw clenched as she navigated the traffic with expert precision.

“How much further?” I asked, even though I’d just asked five minutes ago. Damn, I was like a little kid on a road trip.

Peterson glanced at the GPS. “Two minutes out. Warehouse district, looks like.”

I nodded, checking my weapon for the third time since we’d left Gemma’s. The weight of it in my hand was a comfort as we approached the location. The surrounding buildings grew more dilapidated, and the signs of neglect and decay became increasingly apparent with every block. Graffiti tagged the walls, and broken windows gaped like missing teeth in the faces of the abandoned structures.

“There,” Robbie said, pointing to a particularly run-down warehouse at the end of the block. “That’s got to be it.”

Peterson pulled the car to a stop a few hundred yards away, killing the engine and lights. We sat for a moment, surveying the scene before us. The warehouse loomed like a sleeping giant, its corrugated metal walls rusted and weather-beaten. No signs of life stirred around it, but that did little to ease the tension thrumming through my veins.

“No visible security,” I murmured as I scanned the perimeter. “But that doesn’t mean anything. They could be holed up inside, waiting for us.”

“Then let’s not keep them waiting.” Robbie checked his weapon. “If this isn’t the place, we still have a bunch of others to check.”

We exited the car and headed toward the warehouse. As we approached the building, the gravel crunched beneath our feet, and I winced at the sound, half-expecting a hail of gunfire to erupt from the shadows.

The warehouse entrance was a rusted metal door that hung slightly ajar, and as we neared, Peterson took up a position on the left side of the door. Robbie mirrored her on the right. I stood directly behind them, my weapon at the ready.

With a series of silent hand signals, we communicated our plan of action. Peterson reached out and carefully tested the door, ensuring it wasn’t rigged with any traps or alarms. When she confirmed it was clear, she gave a nod.

On her signal, Robbie swiftly pushed the door open, the hinges protesting with a low groan. Peterson entered first, her weapon sweeping the immediate area as she moved to the left. Robbie followed close behind on the right.

I entered last, my gun trained on the center of the room, ready to provide cover fire if needed. The space beyond was cavernous and dimly lit, the air thick with the scent of dust and decay. For a moment, the only sound was the pounding of my own heart in my ears.

“Clear left,” Peterson called out.

“Clear right,” Robbie confirmed.

I advanced further into the room, my senses on high alert.

“MBLIS!” I announced. “Anyone in here, make yourself known!”

Silence greeted us, broken only by the distant drip of water from a leaky pipe somewhere in the depths of the warehouse. We began a systematic sweep of the area, covering each other as we moved deeper into the building, prepared for anything that might be lurking in the shadows.

“MBLIS!” I called out again. “Anyone in here, come out slowly with your hands up!”

A flicker of movement caught my eye. There, in the far corner, a figure was slumped against the wall, unmoving. My heart leapt into my throat, and I motioned for Robbie and Peterson to converge on my position.

“MBLIS!” I called again. “Identify yourself!”

No response. We inched closer, our weapons trained on the figure, until the dim light finally revealed a face that had become all too familiar over the course of this investigation.

Taylor.

He was unconscious, his skin pale and clammy. A small pool of blood had formed beneath him, and as I drew closer, I could see the source—a gunshot wound in his shoulder, the fabric of his shirt dark with dried blood.

“Robbie, call 911,” I barked, holstering my weapon and rushing to Taylor’s side. “Peterson, secure the perimeter. I don’t want any surprises.”

As they moved to follow my orders, I crouched beside Taylor, pressing my fingers to his neck. His pulse was weak and thready, but it was there. He was alive, but barely.

“Taylor, can you hear me?” I asked urgently. “It’s Agent Marston, MBLIS. We’re here to help.”

No response. I cursed under my breath as I looked around for something to help. A small first-aid kit lay a few feet away, its contents scattered across the floor. I lunged for it, grabbing a package of gauze and tearing it open with my teeth.

As I worked to staunch the bleeding, my mind raced. Taylor had been shot days ago during the altercation at his home. From the looks of it, he’d received no medical treatment since then. The wound was infected, and the surrounding skin was hot and swollen to the touch.

“Ethan!” Robbie called. “ETA on the ambulance is five minutes. How’s he looking?”

I shook my head, pressing the gauze tighter against Taylor’s shoulder. “Not good. He’s lost a lot of blood, and the wound is infected. We need to get him to a hospital, fast.”

“Perimeter is clear. No sign of anyone else,” Peterson said as she came up beside me. “What the hell happened to him?”

I sat back on my heels, wiping the sweat from my brow with the back of my hand. “My guess? He’s been hiding out here since the attack, trying to lie low. But without proper medical care...” I trailed off.

Thankfully, the sound of sirens soon cut through the stillness and grew louder with each passing second. I let out a breath and allowed myself to relax a bit.

“Help’s here,” I said unnecessarily. “Let’s get him out of here.”

The next few minutes passed in a blur of activity. The paramedics arrived, loaded Taylor onto a stretcher, and rushed him out to the waiting ambulance. Robbie and Peterson gave statements to the local police who had responded to the scene while I climbed into the back of the ambulance with Taylor.

As we sped through the streets with the sirens wailing overhead, the paramedics worked to stabilize him. They attached IVs, monitoring his vitals and murmuring to each other in terse, clinical tones.

I sat back, hoping they’d be able to save him. Taylor was the key to unraveling this whole mess. He had the answers we needed, the information that could help us take down Gemma and her trafficking ring once and for all. But first, he needed to survive.

A few minutes later, the ambulance pulled up to the hospital, and Taylor was rushed inside, disappearing behind a set of double doors marked “Trauma.” I followed until a nurse stepped in front of me, her expression kind but firm.

“I’m sorry, sir, but you can’t go back there,” she said, her hand on my arm. “The doctors will do everything they can for him. In the meantime, why don’t you have a seat in the waiting room? I’ll update you as soon as I have any news.”

I wanted to argue, to demand to be let through, but I knew it would do no good. With a sigh, I nodded, allowing myself to be led to a row of hard plastic chairs. Robbie and Peterson joined me a few minutes later, their expressions mirroring the worry and frustration I felt.

“He’s in surgery,” I said, answering their unspoken question. “Nurses said they’d update us as soon as they know anything.”

Robbie sat down beside me, his leg bouncing with nervous energy. “This is a mess, Ethan. Taylor, Gemma, the trafficking ring... it’s all connected, but we’re still missing pieces of the puzzle.”

I nodded, rubbing a hand over my face. “I know. But we’re close, Robbie. I can feel it. We just need Taylor to pull through and give us the information we need to bring Gemma and her operation down for good.”

Peterson leaned forward, her elbows on her knees. “And then what? We’ve seen how deep this goes, how far they’re willing to go to protect themselves. Fake videos, smear campaigns... what’s to stop them from coming after us again?”

“Nothing,” I said as I narrowed my eyes in determination. “Let them come.”
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The sterile scent of the hospital waiting room filled my nostrils as I paced back and forth, my mind racing with the events of the past few hours. The fluorescent lights buzzed overhead, casting a harsh glow on the anxious faces of the people around me. Robbie and Peterson sat nearby, their expressions a mix of exhaustion and determination.

As I walked past a group of nurses, their hushed whispers stopped abruptly, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that their eyes were following me, judging me. The thought of that damned video made my skin crawl. How many people had seen it? How many believed the vicious lies it told?

Robbie must have noticed my discomfort because he stood up and clapped a hand on my shoulder. “Hey, man. Don’t let it get to you. We know the truth, and that’s all that matters.”

I tried to force a smile, but it felt more like a grimace. “Easy for you to say. You’re not the one with a target on your back.”

“Ethan, we’ve got your back.” Peterson joined us. “No matter what happens, we’re in this together.”

I nodded, grateful for their support, but the knot in my stomach only tightened. The implications of that video, the damage it could do to my career, my reputation, my very life... it was almost too much to bear.

The minutes ticked by painfully, each second feeling like an eternity. Finally, after what seemed like hours, a nurse approached us, her expression guarded.

“Taylor Metcalf is stable and awake,” she said, her voice crisp and professional. “You can see him now, but please keep it brief. He needs his rest.”

I glanced at Robbie and Peterson. This was our chance to get some answers.

As we approached Taylor’s hospital room, I nodded to the officer stationed outside. With a suspect like Taylor, we couldn’t afford to take any chances, even if he was currently incapacitated.

I took a deep breath, steeling myself for the confrontation ahead, and pushed open the door. The room was standard hospital fare—white walls, linoleum floors, and the faint scent of antiseptic hanging in the air. The only sound was the steady beep of the heart monitor.

Taylor lay in bed, his skin pale against the crisp white sheets. His left shoulder was heavily bandaged from the gunshot wound he’d suffered during his escape. An IV drip snaked from his arm, delivering fluids and medication to help with the pain and prevent infection.

“Well, well, well,” he said, his voice rough and strained. “If it isn’t the cavalry. Come to finish what your buddy started?”

I felt a flash of anger at his words, but I pushed it down, keeping my expression carefully neutral.

“We’re not here to hurt you, Taylor. We’re here to help,” I said as I pulled up a chair next to Taylor’s bed, the metal legs scraping against the floor with a grating sound. Robbie and Peterson remained standing, their posture alert and ready for anything.

He let out a bark of laughter that turned into a cough. “Help? That’s rich coming from you. You’ve got no idea what you’re dealing with here.”

Robbie stepped forward. “Then enlighten us. Because from where I’m standing, it looks like you and your pals have been running a trafficking ring right under everyone’s noses.”

Taylor’s eyes darted away, and I could see the conflict playing out on his face. “It’s not... it’s not like that. We were trying to help those girls and give them a better life.”

“By forcing them into servitude? By controlling every aspect of their lives?” Peterson scoffed. “That’s not help, Taylor. That’s slavery.”

He flinched at her words, but there was a stubborn set to his jaw. “You don’t understand. Gemma, John, and me... we had a system. We made sure the girls were taken care of and that they had a roof over their heads and food in their bellies. It was better than the alternative.”

I leaned forward. “And what was the alternative, Taylor? Living on the streets? Starving to death? Is that really the only choice you gave them?”

He was silent for a long moment, his gaze fixed on the ceiling. “No. No, I guess it wasn’t.”

“Tell us about Gemma,” I said, keeping my tone carefully neutral. “What’s her role in all of this?”

Taylor’s face twisted with fear and anger. “Gemma... she’s the one behind those damned videos. She’s got a real talent for making people look bad.”

A chill ran down my spine. If Gemma could fabricate evidence so convincingly, so seamlessly... the damage she could do was almost unimaginable.

“And John?” Robbie asked. “What happened to him?”

Taylor shook his head. “I don’t know. I haven’t heard from him since... since this whole mess started. But if Gemma got to him...” He trailed off, his eyes haunted.

“All right, Taylor, we need more information about how this trafficking ring operates.” I leaned forward. “How do you get the girls? Where do you keep them?”

Taylor hesitated, his eyes darting around the room as if searching for an escape. “It’s... it’s not pretty. We’d get them from all over, lure them in with promises of a better life, then...” He swallowed hard, his voice barely above a whisper. “We’d smuggle them in cargo containers. They’d be packed in like sardines, barely enough room to breathe.”

Robbie’s face contorted with disgust. “And then what? What did you do with them once you had them?”

Taylor’s shoulders slumped, the weight of his guilt seeming to press down on him. “We’d... we’d sell them. To the highest bidder. Some went to brothels, others to private buyers. It was all about the money.”

I leaned in closer, my eyes narrowing as I studied Taylor’s face. “You’re going to have to do better than that, Taylor. Lives are at stake here. We need the exact location of that container yard, and we need it now.”

Taylor shifted in his bed, wincing as the movement jostled his injured shoulder. “I don’t... I can’t remember. It’s all a blur.”

“Can’t remember?” Robbie scoffed. “Or won’t remember? Because from where I’m standing, it looks like you’re trying to protect your own sorry hide.”

Taylor’s eyes flashed with anger, but there was a hint of fear behind it. “You don’t understand. If I talk, if Gemma finds out...”

I slammed my hand down on the bed, making him jump. “Gemma? You’re worried about Gemma? What about the mob that’s still out there, Taylor? The one that thinks you did all those awful things to those women and children?”

He paled, his eyes widening with realization. “I didn’t... that wasn’t me. Gemma set me up, made those videos...”

“But the truth of what you actually did isn’t much better, is it?” I pressed. “Trafficking women and children, selling them like cattle... you’re no saint, Taylor. And right now, the only thing standing between you and a lynch mob is the protection we’re providing.”

“You know what?” Peterson said, glancing at me, then back at him. “I say we just pull the protection. If he isn’t gonna help, he doesn’t really have much use, does he?”

Taylor swallowed hard, his gaze darting between us. I could see the wheels turning in his head, the realization that he was well and truly trapped.

“All right,” he said finally. “All right, I’ll tell you. But you have to promise me...”

“We don’t have to promise you a damned thing,” Robbie snapped. “You’re in no position to negotiate, Taylor. Now, talk.”

Taylor closed his eyes and sighed. “The container yard... it’s at the Port of Charleston. Pier 41, Yard C. That’s where the shipment was supposed to come in yesterday.”

“If you’re lying to us, Taylor, if you’re sending us on a wild goose chase... there will be consequences,” I growled. “And trust me, you don’t want to find out what those consequences are.”

He shook his head, his eyes pleading. “I’m not lying. I swear, that’s where the shipment was supposed to be. But if it already came in yesterday...”

“Then we’re already behind,” I finished, my heart sinking with the realization. “Those girls could be anywhere by now.”

Peterson was already on her phone, calling in the location to headquarters. “We need a full tactical response. Every available agent, every resource we have. We can’t let this trail go cold.”

“Let’s go,” I said and strode through the door, turning to the officer standing guard as I passed by. “Watch him. Don’t let him out of your sight. And if he so much as twitches in a way you don’t like, you have my full authority to use whatever force necessary to keep him in line.”

The officer nodded, his hand resting on his sidearm. “Understood, Agent Marston. He’s not going anywhere.”

We raced out of the hospital, my mind already spinning with the possibilities of what we might find at that container yard. As we sped through the night, sirens blaring, I sent up a silent prayer to whatever gods might be listening.

Please let us find them. Let us save them.

Before it’s too late.
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As we approached the entrance to the container yard, I rolled down my window and flashed my badge at the security guard. “MBLIS. We’re here about a potential human trafficking situation. We need access to Yard C, Pier 41, immediately.”

“No problem, sir. We were told to expect you,” the guard said as he quickly waved us through, speaking rapidly into his radio to alert the other personnel.

I glanced at Peterson as she maneuvered the car through the winding paths of the dockyard. “What’s the ETA on backup?”

Peterson’s jaw clenched as she made a sharp turn. “They’re about fifteen minutes out. The dockyard is pretty far from the main road.”

I nodded. Fifteen minutes could feel like an eternity in situations like this, but at least the dockyard was expecting us and cooperating fully.

As we approached Yard C, the rows of rusted, multicolored shipping containers loomed before us, casting long shadows in the late afternoon sun. Peterson brought the car to a screeching halt near Pier 41, and we all leapt out, weapons at the ready.

The container yard was eerily quiet. The only sounds were the distant clanging of machinery and the lapping of waves against the dock. I scanned the area for signs of movement or potential threats.

“Keep your eyes peeled,” I said as I glanced around. “If Gemma’s got guards or an ambush set up, they could be anywhere.”

Robbie and Peterson nodded, fanning out slightly to cover more ground as we approached the specific container Taylor had identified. My heart pounded in my chest, anticipation and dread coursing through my veins.

As we drew closer to the container, I couldn’t shake the nagging fear that we might be too late. Gemma was smart and ruthless, and with Taylor captured and John dead, she had every reason to move the girls as quickly as possible… or leave them to die and vanish into the night.

But I pushed the thought aside, focusing on the task at hand. Until we opened that container and saw for ourselves, there was still hope, still a chance to save those women from the nightmare they’d been trapped in.

The container loomed before us, its rusted red exterior glinting in the sunlight. I glanced at Robbie and Peterson, seeing the same determination and apprehension in their eyes that I felt in my own.

“On three,” I said. “One, two...”

But before I could say “three,” a sound from inside the container made us all freeze. It was faint, barely audible over the distant noise of the dockyard but unmistakable nonetheless.

A human voice crying out for help.

My heart leapt into my throat as a surge of adrenaline coursed through my body. They were still in there. Alive. Waiting for someone, anyone, to save them.

There was no more time for caution or hesitation. We had to act, and we had to act now. With a deep breath, I reached for the latch on the container door, my weapon held tight in my other hand. Robbie and Peterson took up positions on either side, ready to provide cover fire if needed.

“MBLIS!” I shouted. “We’re here to help! Stand back from the door!” Then, lowering my voice, I turned to Peterson and Robbie. “This is it. Be ready. It could still be a trap.”

“Let’s get them out of there.” Robbie nodded. “And if it’s a trap, well, we’ll deal with it then.”

“Roger,” I said as something caught my eye. “Wait.” I held up a hand. “Look there, at the bottom of the door. Are those... wires?”

Peterson crouched, examining the spot I pointed to. “You’re right. There’s something attached to the door. Could be a trap.”

A chill ran down my spine. If Gemma and her crew had rigged the door…

“Damn. I’ll call the bomb squad,” Robbie said, already dialing on his phone. “We can’t take any chances.”

While he made the call, I stepped closer to the door, my heart pounding. I couldn’t imagine what it must be like inside that metal box, with no ventilation and no escape from the suffocating temperatures. How long had they been inside, with the sun beating down on the metal exterior, warming the interior to an impossible temperature?

As we waited for the bomb squad, the voice from inside the container grew louder and more panicked, and other voices joined in, a chorus of fear and desperation.

“Stay away from the door!” I shouted. “Help is coming. Just hold on a little longer!”

My words only fueled their panic, the voices rising in a frenzied cacophony. I paced back and forth, my mind spinning with worst-case scenarios.

The bomb squad arrived on the scene, their heavy protective gear making them look like astronauts preparing for a lunar mission. The lead technician, a man in his fifties with sharp, focused eyes, approached me, his expression serious. He extended his hand, his grip firm and confident.

“Agent Marston, I presume? I’m Jack Nielson, lead technician with the bomb squad.”

I shook his hand, nodding in acknowledgment. “Ethan Marston, MBLIS. Thanks for getting here so quickly.”

Nielson’s gaze was already scanning the area, taking in the container and the surrounding environment. “Can you show me the device? I need to assess the situation.”

I motioned for him to follow me, leading him toward the storage unit door. “It’s here, at the bottom of the door. We spotted wires and what looks like some kind of triggering mechanism.”

Nielson crouched, examining the device with a practiced eye. He carefully traced the wires, his gloved hands moving with precision.

“Hmm, this is definitely not your standard explosive device,” he murmured, his brow furrowed in concentration. “Multiple components, fail-safes... this is going to be a tricky one.”

He glanced up at me. “Agent Marston, I need you to keep everyone back while my team and I work on this. We can’t afford any distractions or unnecessary risks.”

I nodded. “Of course. Just... please, work as quickly as you can. There are people trapped inside, and they’ve been in there for God knows how long.”

Nielson’s eyes softened slightly, empathy crossing his face. “I understand, Agent. We’ll do everything in our power to get them out safely. But we have to do it right. One wrong move...”

He left the sentence unfinished, but I understood the implication all too well. One wrong move and the device could detonate, endangering not only the lives of those inside the container but also the lives of everyone on the scene.

I took a step back, giving Nielson and his team the space they needed to work. “Do what you have to do. We’ll be ready to move in as soon as you give the all-clear.”

It took Nielson a few moments to finish directing his team to set up a perimeter and assess the situation.

As they approached the container, I couldn’t help but notice the way they moved—cautious, deliberate, every step calculated to minimize the risk of triggering the device. They were professionals trained to deal with situations like this, but the gravity of the task at hand was evident in the tension that hung in the air.

Other agents and police officers arrived, securing the area and keeping curious onlookers at bay. EMTs stood by, their ambulances parked nearby, ready to rush in and provide medical aid as soon as the all-clear was given.

I watched as the lead technician examined the device, his brow furrowed in concentration. He carefully traced the wires, his gloved hands moving with a surgeon’s precision. As I watched the technician work, I noticed something that made my blood run cold. The way he was handling one of the wires, the slight tremor in his hands... it was a telltale sign of nervousness, of uncertainty.

“Wait,” I said, my voice urgent. “The red wire, the one you’re holding. It’s connected to a secondary trigger. If you cut it now, it could set off the device.”

The technician froze, his eyes widening as he realized his mistake. He looked at me with surprise and gratitude on his face. “Good catch, Agent. I didn’t see that.”

He adjusted his approach, carefully working around the secondary trigger. The other members of the bomb squad watched intently, their own movements slow and cautious.

The minutes ticked by with agonizing slowness, each second feeling like an eternity. Sweat poured down my face, stinging my eyes, but I didn’t dare move, didn’t dare take my eyes off the technician’s hands. Beside me, Robbie and Peterson stood in tense silence, their own gazes locked on the container.

Finally, after what felt like hours, the technician sat back on his heels, wiping the sweat from his brow. “Okay,” he said, his voice tight with concentration. “I think I’ve got it. I’m going to attempt to disarm the device.”

I nodded, my heart pounding in my chest. This was it. The moment of truth.

The technician took a deep breath, his hands hovering over the device. Then, with a final, decisive movement, he cut the wire.

And that’s when everything went wrong.

“Shit! Everybody back, now!” the technician cried.

Before I could so much as duck and cover, there was a hiss, like a thousand snakes exhaling in unison. A cloud of gas began to pour from the device, a sickly green vapor that made my eyes water and my lungs burn.

“Gas!” Peterson yelled, pressing her sleeve over her mouth and nose. “Everybody get back!”

Even as the words left her mouth, I was moving. I couldn’t wait, couldn’t stand by and watch as those people suffered. With a burst of adrenaline-fueled strength, I held my breath, grabbed the handle of the container door, and yanked, the metal screeching in protest as the door opened.

The gas billowed out, enveloping me in a noxious cloud. My eyes burned, and my lungs were on fire, but I pushed forward, stumbling into the container, my vision blurry.

The scene inside was a nightmare. Bodies lay strewn across the floor, unconscious or worse. The stench of sweat, fear, and human misery was overwhelming, making my stomach heave.

But I pushed through it, grabbing the nearest body and dragging it toward the door. Robbie and Peterson were there in an instant, their eyes watering from the gas.

Together, we worked to pull the victims out, one by one. Some were limp and unresponsive, their skin cool to the touch. Others stirred weakly, their eyes fluttering open in confusion and fear.

The gas continued to pour out of the unit, making it harder and harder to breathe. My head swam, my vision blurring at the edges. But I refused to give up, refused to leave even one person behind.

Finally, after what felt like an eternity, we had everyone out. They lay on the ground, coughing and gasping, their faces pale. EMTs rushed in, their equipment at the ready, working to assess the victims and provide what care they could.

I staggered away from the container, my legs barely holding me up. The world spun around me, and the colors blurred together in a sickening kaleidoscope. Nausea overwhelmed me, my stomach churning with the aftereffects of the gas.

Robbie gripped my shoulder, steadying me. “You okay, partner?”

I nodded, not trusting myself to speak. But we had done it. We had saved them.

Peterson approached, her expression grim. “That was a close one. If you hadn’t acted when you did...”

I shook my head, not wanting to think about the alternative. “Let’s just be glad we got them out. And let’s make sure that Gemma and her crew pay for what they’ve done.”
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The scene was a flurry of activity as EMTs rushed to attend to the victims we’d pulled from the poisonous gas-filled container. Peterson, Robbie, and I stood back, allowing the medical professionals to do their work.

As the last of the victims was loaded into an ambulance, the lead bomb technician, Jack Nielson, approached us.

“That gas,” he said, shaking his head. “It was designed to kill. If anyone had tried to escape, or if someone had found them...” Nielson sighed. “But thanks to your quick actions, everyone got out safe. If you hadn’t been here… if you hadn’t acted when you did...”

He left the sentence unfinished, but we all knew what he meant. The weight of how close we’d come to tragedy hung heavy in the air.

“Don’t think about the what-ifs.” Robbie clapped a hand on his shoulder. “Focus on the fact that we saved lives today.”

I nodded, trying to push past the throbbing in my head. The effects of the gas, though mild thanks to our quick extraction, were still making themselves known.

Peterson eyed me with concern. “Ethan, maybe you should get checked out by the EMTs. That gas couldn’t have been good for you.”

I shook my head stubbornly. “I’m fine. This case is too important. We can’t afford to slow down now.”

Robbie sighed. “At least let’s grab some food. We need to keep our strength up.”

Peterson perked up at that. “I know a great spot nearby. Best burgers in town.”

I hesitated for a moment, then nodded. “All right. But we eat fast. We need to check in with Price and see if she’s got anything new for us.”

We said our last goodbyes to the men and women remaining at the scene, and then we headed back to where we’d left the car.

As we piled into Peterson’s car, I pulled out my phone and dialed Price’s number. She picked up on the second ring.

“Ethan, I hope you’re okay,” she said in a rush. “I’m still working on the laptop, and I should have something for you soon. Can I call back when I’m done?”

“All right, keep us posted,” I assured her. “We’re grabbing a quick bite, then we’ll be ready to move on whatever you find.”

“Sounds like a plan,” she said distractedly before hanging up.

We ended the call just as Peterson pulled out of the container yard, and she merged into traffic and deftly maneuvered her way through it to bring us to a small, unassuming diner. We didn’t speak much during the drive, and when we arrived, I knew right away I liked the place. It had a very vintage vibe, with neon lights outside and checkered floors, red vinyl booths, and the mouth-watering aroma of burgers and fries permeating the air inside.

As soon as we slid into a corner booth, the red vinyl cushions squeaking slightly under our weight, my stomach let out an audible growl, and I realized just how hungry I was.

Peterson sat across from me, her eyes bright and her smile warm. Robbie chose to sit next to me, leaving Peterson and me to face each other.

A friendly waitress, her blond hair pulled back in a neat ponytail and a pencil tucked behind her ear, approached our table with a smile. “What can I get for you folks today?”

I glanced at the menu, my eyes immediately drawn to the burger section. “I’ll have the classic cheeseburger with fries, please. And a chocolate milkshake.”

Peterson grinned at me. “A milkshake, huh? Didn’t peg you for the sweet tooth type, Marston.”

I shrugged, returning her smile. “What can I say? I’m full of surprises.”

She laughed, a sound that seemed to brighten the whole diner. “In that case, I’ll have the same. But make my milkshake strawberry.”

Robbie opted for a more health-conscious choice, ordering a grilled chicken sandwich with a side salad. As the waitress walked away with our orders, I shot Robbie a mischievous look.

“What are you doing?” I asked teasingly. “Since when have I ordered the milkshake, and you ordered the healthy thing?”

Robbie shrugged in response. “It’s not about health. At least, not this time, anyway. I was just really craving grilled chicken. Don’t judge me.” He let out a small, self-deprecating laugh.

“Judge you? I would never,” I joked. “I’m just concerned about you. You feeling alright?”

Robbie snorted. “Yeah, I’ll live.”

“Honestly, a grilled chicken sandwich sounds great,” Peterson added. “They make good chicken sandwiches here. You won’t be disappointed.”

“You know, I think I’m going to head to the restroom real quick,” Robbie decided. He got out of his seat and rapped his knuckles on the table. “You two think you can manage without me for a few minutes?”

I rolled my eyes at his less-than-subtle attempt at giving me alone time with Peterson, but I couldn’t help the small smile that tugged at my lips. “I think we’ll survive, Robbie.”

He grinned and headed toward the back of the diner. As soon as he was out of earshot, Peterson leaned forward, her eyes sparkling with amusement and curiosity.

“So, Agent Marston, is it always this exciting working with MBLIS? Or is this case just a particularly eventful one?” she asked.

I chuckled, leaning back in my seat. “Exciting? That’s one word for it. Personally, I’d go with ‘nerve-wracking’ or ‘life-threatening.’ But yeah, it’s rarely boring.”

She nodded, her expression turning more serious. “I can imagine. The things you must see, the people you help... it’s incredible work.”

A flush crept up my neck at the sincerity in her voice. “It’s not always easy, but knowing that we’re making a difference, that we’re giving people a chance at a better life... it makes it all worth it.”

Peterson reached across the table, her hand coming to rest lightly on mine. “You’re a hero, Ethan. What you did today, rushing into that container... it was brave. Reckless, maybe, but brave.”

I glanced down at our hands, feeling a spark of electricity at the contact. “I was just doing my job, Lisa. Anyone else would have done the same.”

She shook her head, her fingers squeezing mine gently. “No, not anyone. I certainly hesitated. It takes a special kind of person to run toward danger like that. To put others’ lives before your own. That’s a rare quality.”

I met her gaze, suddenly very aware of how close we were, of the warmth of her hand on mine. “Well, I couldn’t have done it without you and Robbie. We make a good team. We look out for each other.”

She smiled, her thumb tracing a small circle on the back of my hand. “I’m just glad I could be there to help. And I’m glad you’re okay.”

The moment was interrupted by the arrival of our food, the waitress setting down our plates with a cheerful, “Enjoy!”

I reluctantly pulled my hand away from Peterson’s, immediately missing the contact. A few moments later, Robbie reappeared, and his face lit up like a kid in a candy shop when he saw that the food had arrived.

As we dug into our meals, the conversation turned to lighter topics. Peterson told me about her family and her childhood growing up in a small town not too different from the one we were in now. I found myself opening up in turn, sharing stories of my own past, of the events that had led me to MBLIS, and even a few details about the Dragon’s Rogue, which she was unsurprisingly fascinated with.

It was easy talking to her. Natural. Like we’d known each other for years instead of mere days. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d felt so at ease with someone, so comfortable in my own skin.

As we were finishing up our meals, my phone buzzed with an incoming call. I glanced at the screen, then answered quickly. “Price, tell me you’ve got something.”

“I do,” she said with urgency in her tone. “The laptop had a bunch of emails between John and Gemma. Looks like they were using a small apartment as a sort of home base. I’m sending you the address now. I already spoke to Diane. She’s getting the warrant. You’ll have it by the time you get there, I think.”

I motioned for the check, then turned to Robbie and Peterson. “We’ve got a lead. Let’s move.”

The waitress dropped the check off with us, and I pulled out cash, with enough for a tip, so that we wouldn’t have to wait for her to run my card. Then, the three of us headed back out to Peterson’s car, and I plugged the address Price had sent into the GPS. The place was about twenty minutes away, which would at least give my body a chance to digest the food.

When we reached the neighborhood, the first thing I noticed was how quiet it was. There was no one out on the street and very little vehicle traffic. The apartment was in a quiet, unassuming building, the kind of place you’d walk by a thousand times without a second glance.

Peterson parked across the street, and together, we crossed the empty road and entered the building. The apartment was on the second floor, and I knocked on the door when we reached the landing. When no one answered, I knocked again, yelling out to identify myself as I did so.

There was still no answer, so I tried the doorknob, which was predictably locked. After exchanging a brief glance with Robbie, I took a step back and sent a well-placed kick to just the right spot on the door. The door popped open at that, and the three of us then crossed the threshold.

As soon as we stepped inside, it was clear that this was more than just a simple home.

Photos lined the walls, showing John and Gemma in various locations, sometimes with Taylor alongside them. They looked happy and carefree, like any other couple enjoying life.

But knowing what we knew, the images took on a sinister tone. These weren’t just normal photos. They were trophies, mementos of a twisted partnership.

Robbie let out a low whistle. “Hard to believe she’d turn on him like this. They look so happy together.”

I shook my head. “But think about what they were doing. Trafficking women, mothers, and people who had nowhere else to turn. Is it really so surprising that someone who could do that would also betray their own partner?”

Peterson nodded in agreement. “When you’re dealing with people like this, loyalty only goes so far. It’s all about self-preservation in the end.”

As we searched the apartment, I noticed a common theme in many of the photos. “Look at this,” I said, pointing to a picture of John and Gemma on a boat. “They’re on the water in a lot of these shots.”

I pulled out my phone and dialed Price again.

“You find the place?” she asked when she answered, skipping the pleasantries.

“I need you to look into something for me,” I said in response. “John and Gemma, did either of them own a boat? A Bayliner, perhaps?” I studied one of the pictures a bit closer. “Might be named Seas the Day.”

There was a pause, and then Price came back on the line. “John did. A boat registered in his name.”

“Any idea where he kept it?”

More typing, then, “Looks like he had a slip at a marina not too far from your location. Sending you the details now.”

I checked the details Price sent. Sure enough, John owned a twenty-five-foot Bayliner, a sleek and practical vessel perfect for both leisure cruising and the occasional fishing trip. The boat was named Seas the Day and was equipped with a reliable outboard motor, a small cabin with enough room for overnight stays, and a compact kitchenette. Its white and blue hull gleamed in the marina under the sunlight, indicating it was well-maintained. The slip was in a quiet corner of the marina, offering a discreet spot for someone who didn’t want too much attention.

I ended the call and then turned to Robbie and Peterson. “I’ve got a hunch. I think Gemma might be trying to make a run for it, and I bet she’s using John’s boat to do it.”

Peterson frowned. “But if we go out there without backup, without knowing what we’re walking into...”

I held up a hand. “We did that coming here, didn’t we? Besides, I’m not suggesting we go in blind. We call the Coast Guard and have them meet us at the marina. We coordinate, make sure we’re prepared for anything.”

Robbie nodded. “It’s a good plan. If she’s there, we take her down. If not, at least we’ve eliminated one possible escape route.”

“Right,” I agreed.

We searched the rest of the apartment, but we found nothing else of note. While we did this, I got on the phone with Diane, who promised she’d call the Coast Guard and get them on board with my plan. As soon as the three of us agreed there was nothing more to find, we headed out, closing the now-broken door carefully behind us on the way.

It wasn’t long before we arrived at the marina to find it seemingly deserted, the boats bobbing gently in their slips. I scanned the rows of vessels, my eyes landing on each one, searching for a match to the boat from the photos.

But it wasn’t there. The slip where John’s boat should have been was empty, the water rippling softly in the breeze.

Frustrated, I clenched my fists. We were so close, but once again, it seemed Gemma was one step ahead of us.

As we stood there, debating our next move, my phone rang. I glanced at the screen, my heart leaping as I saw the caller ID.

“Coast Guard,” I said, quickly answering the call. “Please tell me you have something.”

The voice on the other end was crisp and professional.

“Is this Agent Marston?” he asked. “This is Lieutenant Pearson with the United States Coast Guard.”

“That’s me,” I confirmed.

“Agent Marston, we’ve located the boat you described,” Pearson informed me. “It’s docked at a small, private marina about twenty miles south of the original location you guys gave us.”

“Excellent,” I said, relieved. “What’s the condition of the boat? Any signs of Gemma or anyone else on board?”

“Boat appears to be in good condition, no visible damage,” he reported. “As for occupants, we can’t confirm from our current position. You’ll need to approach with caution.”

I nodded, even though he couldn’t see me. “Understood. We’re on our way. Keep the boat under surveillance, but do not approach until we arrive.”

“Will do, sir,” Pearson replied before hanging up.

I ended the call and then turned to Robbie and Peterson. “They found the boat. Gemma might be on board. We need to get there now.”
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We raced toward the marina the Coast Guard had directed us to, but as we approached the parking lot, my phone rang. The caller ID showed the Coast Guard’s number, so I answered immediately, putting the call on speaker so Robbie and Peterson could hear.

“Agent Marston,” the voice on the other end said, the sound of boat engines and rushing wind nearly drowning out his words. “It’s Lieutenant Pearson. The suspect’s boat is leaving the marina. They’re making a run for it.”

I cursed under my breath, my mind racing. We couldn’t let Gemma escape, not when we were this close.

“Do you have eyes on the boat?” I asked. “Can you follow them?”

“Affirmative,” the Coast Guard officer replied. “We have a patrol boat in pursuit. But we need to get you and your team out there ASAP.”

“Listen carefully,” I said. “Have your patrol boat continue the pursuit. Do not let that boat out of your sight. We’ll commandeer another vessel and join the chase.”

“Understood, but that won’t be necessary,” the officer said, his voice crisp and professional. “We have a Coast Guard small boat standing by at the marina, ready to pick you up. Just get here as fast as you can.”

“We’re on our way,” I said. “Please keep us updated on the boat’s location and heading. Once we’re on the water, we’ll coordinate our approach.”

I ended the call, turning to face Robbie and Peterson. “Change of plans. Gemma’s making a run for it. We need to get to that small boat and join the pursuit.”

Robbie nodded. “Let’s go. Every second counts.”

As we pulled into the parking lot, I could see the Coast Guard small boat waiting for us, its engines rumbling, ready to launch at a moment’s notice. We swerved into an open spot close to the docks and leapt out of the car, not waiting for Peterson to shut the engine before Robbie and I were bolting toward the docks.

Our feet pounded on the wooden planks of the dock as we sprinted toward the small boat, and I knew Peterson wasn’t far behind us. Robbie reached for his waistband to ensure he had his gun on him, and I instinctively did the same. The Coast Guard crew was already in position, motioning for us to hurry.

As we climbed aboard, the Coastie at the helm approached me, his face weathered and serious. “Agent Marston, I’m BMC Stevens. We’re ready to move on your command. But we can only take on two of you. We have limited space, and the woman has a hostage.”

“I’ll stay behind,” Peterson announced as she pulled up short before boarding. “I’ll call backup and an ambulance, just in case.”

“Sounds great,” I replied. I hated leaving her behind, but I had to admit her plan was a smart one.

I turned and shook the Coastie’s hand, my grip firm. “Stevens, we need to catch up to that patrol boat and the suspect’s vessel. Can you get us there?”

He nodded, a glint of determination in his eye. “We’ll catch them, don’t you worry.”

I turned to Robbie. “Stay sharp. We need to be ready to board as soon as we’re in range.”

“Of course,” Robbie assured me. He unconsciously reached for his holster, making sure it was in the exact position he needed it to be in. The thrum of the small boat’s engine rumbled beneath my feet as BMC Stevens gave the order to cast off, the powerful vessel surging forward into the open water.

As we sped across the waves, the salty wind whipping at my face, Robbie checked his holster for the third time.

“We’re going to get her, Ethan,” he said assuredly when he noticed me looking at him. “She’s not getting away this time.”

I nodded, my grip tightening on a nearby anchor point. “Damned right we are. And we’re going to make her pay for everything she’s done.”

The radio crackled to life, the voice of who I assumed to be the Coast Guard cutter’s captain filtering through the static. “Target vessel in sight. Preparing to intercept.”

BMC Stevens grabbed the radio to respond. “Eyes on target. We will take over from here, Captain.”

“Roger that, BMC,” the disembodied voice replied. “We will stand by.”

I turned to see Gemma’s boat bobbing in the distance, and as we drew closer, I could make out a figure on the deck, a woman with long, dark hair whipping in the wind.

Gemma.

And she wasn’t alone. As our small boat pulled alongside her boat, I could see that she held another woman in front of her, a human shield against any attempt to take her down.

My heart sank as I scanned the deck, searching for any sign of a child, a baby. These traffickers always went for the most vulnerable, the ones who couldn’t fight back. But there was no sign of an infant. I strained my ears above the loud engine, but I couldn’t hear any telltale cry or whimper.

I just saw Gemma, her eyes wild and desperate, and the woman she held captive, her face pale with fear.

“Gemma Thornton!” I called out, my voice carrying over the roar of the engine. “This is MBLIS. You’re under arrest. Release your hostage and surrender peacefully.”

Gemma let out a harsh laugh, the sound carrying across the water. “Surrender? I don’t think so, Agent Marston. Not unless you want to see this pretty little thing’s neck sliced open.”

She pressed the blade of a knife against the woman’s throat, a thin line of red appearing where the sharp edge met skin. The woman whimpered, her eyes pleading with us to help her.

I glanced at Robbie. We had to play this smart; we had to find a way to get the hostage to safety before we could take Gemma down. At the very least, we knew she wasn’t going to be making any more breaks for it. She knew she was outnumbered and underpowered compared to the muscle of the Coast Guard.

Carefully, we climbed aboard Gemma’s boat, our movements slow and deliberate. I kept my hands raised, my eyes locked on Gemma’s face. Her body tensed as she watched us board, but she otherwise stayed still.

“Gemma, think about what you’re doing,” I said, keeping my voice calm and steady. “This isn’t going to end well for you. Just let her go, and we can talk about this.”

Gemma sneered, her grip on the knife tightening. “Talk? You want to talk? How about we talk about how you ruined everything, how you couldn’t just leave well enough alone?”

As she spoke, I caught a flash of movement behind her, a flicker of something small and pale. A baby’s foot peeking out from a bundled blanket tucked in the corner of the deck.

My heart leapt into my throat. The baby was here. We had to get it to safety; we had to get both the child and the woman away from Gemma’s desperate grasp.

“Where’s the baby, Gemma?” I asked, keeping my voice level. “We know you have it. Just let it go, and we can end this peacefully.”

Gemma’s eyes widened, a flicker of fear crossing her face. She knew she was trapped, knew that we had her cornered.

But before she could respond, a tiny cry pierced the air, the unmistakable sound of a baby in distress. Robbie moved instantly, breaking into a sprint toward the sound, his focus solely on getting the child to safety.

Gemma screamed, a sound of pure rage and desperation. In one swift motion, she slashed the knife across the woman’s throat and shoved her aside, launching herself after Robbie in a desperate bid to stop him.

I froze for a split second, torn between rushing to the woman’s aid and going after Gemma. But then a Coast Guard EMT was there, pressing a cloth against the woman’s throat, stemming the flow of blood. He’d leapt the gap instantly at the sight of the moving knife, and I felt a surge of gratitude for the man’s quick thinking.

“Go!” he shouted. “I’ve got her. Get the baby!”

I didn’t hesitate, turning and sprinting after Robbie and Gemma. I could hear the sounds of a struggle ahead, the grunts and curses of a desperate fight.

I rounded the corner just in time to see Gemma lunge at Robbie, the knife flashing in the sunlight. Robbie twisted, shielding the baby with his body, but the blade grazed his arm, drawing a line of crimson.

“Robbie!” I shouted.

Gemma spun, her eyes locking with mine. There was nothing human in that gaze, no hint of mercy or remorse. Only a desperate, animalistic fury.

I locked eyes with Gemma, my muscles tensing as I prepared to end this fight. She lunged at me, the knife slashing through the air, her face contorted in a mask of desperate fury.

But I was ready for her.

With a speed and precision born from years of training, I sidestepped her attack, my hand shooting out to grab her wrist. I twisted, applying pressure to her arm, forcing her to drop the knife with a clatter.

Gemma screamed in pain and frustration, but I was already moving. I slammed my palm into her chest, driving the air from her lungs and sending her stumbling backward.

She recovered quickly, her eyes wild, and charged at me again. But this time, I met her head-on. I ducked under her wild swing, my fist connecting with her stomach in a brutal, efficient strike.

Gemma doubled over, gasping for breath, but I didn’t let up. I grabbed her by the back of her neck, my fingers digging into her pressure points, and slammed her face-first into the deck.

She struggled, her fingers clawing at my hand, but I held her fast, my knee pressing into her back, pinning her in place.

“It’s over, Gemma,” I growled. “You’re done. You’re never going to hurt anyone ever again.”

She spat and cursed, her words muffled against the deck, but I barely heard her. All I could focus on was the relief, the grim satisfaction of knowing that we had finally, finally brought this monster to justice.

I glanced up, seeing Robbie approaching with the baby safe in his arms, a look of exhausted triumph on his face. I nodded to him, a silent acknowledgment of a job well done.

Then, with a final, vicious twist of my wrist, I wrenched Gemma’s arms behind her back, securing her wrists with the zip ties I kept in my pocket. She let out a yelp of pain, but I ignored it, hauling her to her feet with a rough jerk.

She fought us every step of the way, but it was a futile effort. She was well and truly caught, her reign of terror finally at an end.

As we marched her back around the deck toward the small boat, I caught sight of the woman she’d held hostage, now sitting up and being tended to by the EMT. The cut on her throat seemed shallow, thankfully, the blood already beginning to slow.

She looked up as we approached, her eyes widening as she saw the baby safe in Robbie’s arms.

“My baby,” she whispered. “You saved my baby.”

Robbie smiled, gently placing the child in her waiting arms. The woman wept, clutching the baby to her chest, whispering words of love and comfort.

We climbed back aboard the Coast Guard small boat, with Gemma securely bound, and we sat her in one of the uncomfortable aft seats. One of the Coasties stood over her, keeping a close watch. I gave him a curt nod in thanks. The EMT carefully eased the woman over to the small boat as well, being extra careful to keep the infant secure. The Coasties rearranged themselves so that the woman could take the seat inside the helm and out of the elements. It’d still be a rough ride, but at least the baby would be safer and warmer.

I turned to Robbie. “Now, we just need to see if Gemma left any other evidence on the boat. Maybe a laptop or something.”

“Oh!” the woman called out to us. “She threw it overboard.” Her eyes locked on mine. “Her computer. Just before you arrived, she threw it into the water.”

“Damn,” I muttered, knowing that Gemma had likely destroyed crucial evidence. But I pushed it down, focusing on the task at hand.

Instead, I marched over to Gemma.

“What was on the laptop?” I asked. “What were you trying to hide?”

Gemma remained stubbornly silent, her lips pressed together in a thin line. But I had my suspicions, suspicions that had been growing ever since that damning video had surfaced.

She was the one behind it all. The fake videos, the smear campaign, the murders of her own partners, she’d orchestrated it all, a desperate bid to cover her own tracks and keep her twisted empire alive.

But she’d failed. We had her now, and we would make sure she paid for every life she’d destroyed, every nightmare she’d inflicted.

As the Coast Guard small boat powered toward the shore, the cutter stayed behind, securing the Seas the Day behind it. I held on tight as we bounced over the waves, my mind racing. Robbie stood beside me, and his expression mirrored my concern.

“Ethan, we need to get our hands on that laptop,” he said. “If Gemma was willing to toss it overboard, there must be something important on it.”

“Assuming it still works,” I said with a sigh. “And finding it isn’t going to be easy. That laptop could be anywhere on the seafloor by now.”

“Well…” Robbie’s eyes gleamed. “Then we’ll just have to go and find it. A dive operation, just you and me.”

“All right,” I said, my decision made. “We’ll do it. As soon as we hand Gemma over to Peterson, we’ll gear up and head back out.”

Robbie grinned, clapping me on the shoulder. “Now you’re talking. Just like old times, eh?”

I couldn’t help but chuckle, the adrenaline of the day’s events still thrumming through my veins. “Let’s just hope we haven’t lost our touch.”

“Since last week?” he teased.

We carefully approached BMC Stevens, making sure not to lose our footing as the small boat hurtled through the water, and as we did, Robbie smiled at the man.

“Stevens, we’ve got a bit of a situation here. We need to dive for some evidence that our suspect tossed overboard. Can you guys give us a hand?” Robbie asked.

Unfortunately, Stevens shook his head apologetically. “I’m sorry, Agent Holm, Agent Marston. But as soon as we drop off the boats at the dock, we need to head back out on another call. We won’t be able to assist with your dive operation right away.”

“Why?” I asked before waving off the question. “Look, this is important. That laptop could hold the key to bringing down a major trafficking ring. We can’t just let it slip away.”

The Coastie held up his hands, his expression sympathetic but firm. “I understand, Agent Marston. But we have our orders. There’s a distress call coming in from a fishing vessel a few miles out. We can’t ignore it. Command already accepted the call.”

Robbie stepped in before I could say anything else. “How long until you can help us, then? We’re on a clock here.”

Stevens sighed. “It’s hard to say. The distress call takes priority. Could be a few hours, at least. But I promise we’ll assist as soon as we’re able. Command could also assign you another crew, but that could also take a couple of hours to come together. We’re the closest cutter to this area.”

I sighed. A few hours might as well be a lifetime when it came to the kind of evidence we were dealing with.

“Isn’t there anything you can do?” I pressed, not willing to give up that easily. “We just need a boat and some diving gear. We can handle the rest ourselves.”

The Coastie’s expression turned regretful. “I wish I could help you, Agent Marston. But we’re bound by protocol. I can’t authorize the use of Coast Guard resources for an unsanctioned dive operation. It’s too much of a liability.”

I opened my mouth to argue further, but Robbie placed a hand on my shoulder, his grip firm. “We understand,” he said, his voice calm but strained. “We appreciate your position. Just... keep us posted, alright? The minute you’re available, we need to move on this.”

“Of course.” Stevens nodded. “You’ll be the first to know. And for what it’s worth... I hope you get what you’re after. Sounds like you’re doing important work.”

“Thanks,” I said, glancing at Robbie, and it didn’t take a genius to read his expression. We couldn’t wait that long. Every minute that passed was another minute that Gemma’s secrets remained hidden, another minute that more lives could be at risk. If it was all on that laptop, the longer it remained submerged, the more damaged it could become.

As the Coast Guard small boat pulled into the marina and killed its engine, I pulled Robbie aside, out of earshot of the crew.

“We can’t wait for them,” I said. “The longer we delay, the higher the chance of more people getting hurt.”

“I agree.” Robbie sighed. “We need to find an alternate dive plan, something we can do on our own.”

I ran a hand through my hair. “Worst-case scenario, we can still wait for the Coast Guard. But we need to try to get out there sooner. Every minute counts.”

I looked out across the marina and saw Peterson waiting on the dock, clearly tense. We disembarked, hauling a still-struggling Gemma between us. Behind us, the EMT assisted the woman and her baby, and they made a beeline toward the waiting ambulance.

Peterson’s eyes widened as she took in the scene, her gaze flicking from Gemma to the rescued woman and her child. “Is everyone alright? What happened out there?”

I handed Gemma off to a pair of waiting officers, making sure she was securely restrained. “It’s a long story, Peterson. But the short version is, we got her. And we saved a life in the process.”

“Good work, both of you,” Peterson said with a grin. “I’ll make sure she’s processed and locked up tight.”

I hesitated, glancing at Robbie. “Listen, Peterson... there’s something else. Gemma threw a laptop overboard before we got to her. We think it might contain crucial evidence.”

Peterson’s brow furrowed, her sharp mind already putting the pieces together. “And let me guess, you two are planning on diving for it yourselves.”

Robbie grinned, unabashed. “Well, we are the resident experts in underwater retrieval.”

Peterson shook her head, a wry smile tugging at her lips. “You’re both certifiable, you know that? But... I understand. If that laptop is as important as you think it is, we need to get it back.”

“You’ll handle Gemma and the woman?” I asked. She nodded in response. “We’ll meet you back at the station as soon as we have it.”

She sighed. “I know you will. Just... don’t take any unnecessary risks, alright? I’ve grown rather fond of having you both around.”

“Yeah, both of us.” Robbie laughed, elbowing me in the side as Peterson led Gemma away, the woman’s shoulders slumped in defeat. “I’m sure she’ll really miss me.”

“Shut up,” I said with a laugh. “Now, let’s get back out there.”
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Thankfully, there was a local dive shop not too far away, and a phone call later, we were on our way over in a cab.

The cab ride to the local dive shop was a blur of tense silence and racing thoughts. Beside me, Robbie fidgeted with his watch, his brow furrowed in concentration. I knew he was running through the same mental calculations I was—how long the laptop had been underwater, the depth it might have sunk to, the chances of it still being recoverable.

As we pulled up to the shop, I tossed a handful of bills at the driver, asked him to hang out for a few minutes, and leapt out, Robbie hot on my heels. The bell above the door jingled as we burst inside, startling the owner, a weathered-looking man with sun-bleached hair and a deep tan.

“Whoa there, fellas,” he said, holding up his hands. “Where’s the fire?”

I flashed my badge, not bothering with pleasantries. “MBLIS. We need diving gear, and we need it now.”

The owner’s eyes widened, but to his credit, he didn’t ask questions. “Sure thing. What exactly are you looking for?”

As Robbie rattled off our requirements—wetsuits, BCDs, regulators, tanks—I paced the small shop, my mind racing. Every minute we spent on land was another minute the laptop spent sinking deeper into the ocean’s grasp.

The owner, whose name I learned was Mike, was a flurry of activity, gathering our gear and helping us suit up. As he did, I explained our situation in terse, clipped sentences.

“... and now the damned thing’s at the bottom of the ocean,” I finished, tugging on my wetsuit with a grunt. “We need to get out there and find it before the salt water fries the hard drive, assuming it hasn’t already.”

“Yeah, and now we have everything except a boat,” Robbie added. “Hopefully, someone is at the marina and is feeling supportive of law enforcement today.”

Mike nodded, his expression thoughtful. “I might be able to help with that. Got a buddy who owns a boat, former cop. He’d be happy to take you out and help with the search.”

I exchanged a hopeful glance with Robbie. “Can you call him? We’re on a clock here.”

Mike grinned, already reaching for his phone. “Consider it done. Harry’s a good man, and he loves a bit of excitement. He’ll be thrilled to help out.”

As Mike made the call, I turned to Robbie. “You ready for this?”

Robbie scoffed, checking his BCD with practiced movements. “Please, I was born ready. Besides, someone’s gotta keep your ass out of trouble.”

I couldn’t help but chuckle. “Pretty sure that’s my line, partner.”

Just then, Mike hung up the phone, a smile on his face. “Harry’s in. He’ll meet you at the marina in twenty. Says he’ll have the boat ready to go.”

Relief washed over me, and I clapped Mike on the shoulder. “Thanks, man. We owe you one.”

He waved off my gratitude, his eyes crinkling at the corners. “Just doing my part. You boys be safe out there, you hear?”

With a final nod of thanks, Robbie and I gathered our gear, made our way out to the cab, and headed to the marina.

True to Mike’s word, a man who I assumed must be Harry was waiting for us at the dock, and when he spotted us hauling our gear over to him, his weathered face split in a grin. “Well, well, well. Looks like we’ve got ourselves a couple of regular James Bonds here.”

The salty breeze whipped at our faces as I shook his hand. “Ethan Marston, MBLIS. This is my partner, Robbie Holm. You must be…” I left the sentence hanging, wanting to make sure we’d found the right man.

“Harry,” the man confirmed. “Good to meet you. When my buddy Mike called me up, I couldn’t say no.”

“Thanks for doing this on such short notice,” I replied.

“Ah, anything to break up the monotony of retirement.” Harry shrugged. “Besides, Mike vouched for you. That’s good enough for me.”

As we boarded the boat, a sturdy-looking vessel with Sea Hawk emblazoned on the side, I moved to help Harry cast off.

A few minutes later, as we motored out into open water, Harry kept up a steady stream of chatter, regaling us with tales of his days on the force. I tried to listen and engage, but my mind was elsewhere, focused on the task at hand. Robbie directed Harry to our intended destination, having had the foresight to lock in the correct coordinates on his watch earlier.

Somewhere beneath these waves, the laptop lay waiting. And with it, the answers we so desperately needed.

Finally, we reached the approximate location where Gemma had tossed the computer overboard.

It was time.

We suited up quickly, checking each other’s gear with practiced ease. Harry watched from the helm, his expression a mix of curiosity and concern.

“You boys sure you know what you’re doing? Diving’s no joke, especially in these conditions.”

“Yeah.” I met his gaze, my expression serious. “We’re trained for this, Harry.”

He nodded slowly. “Well, alright then. I’ll be right here, monitoring your progress. You just give the signal if you need anything.”

With a final thumbs up, Robbie and I stepped to the edge of the boat, the churning water beckoning below.

“Ready, partner?” I asked, my regulator held inches in front of my mouth.

Robbie grinned, the excitement of the hunt gleaming in his eyes. “Born ready. Let’s do this.”

With that, we situated our regulators and tipped backward into the waiting embrace of the ocean, the cool water enveloping us like a second skin. After a quick surface check, we began our descent.

The descent was a dance of bubbles and muted light, the weight of the water pressing against us as we sank deeper and deeper. As the water pressure increased with every foot, I kept a close eye on my depth gauge. The sunlight faded away, replaced by a deep, ethereal blue as we sank further and further down.

At thirty feet, the colors began to mute, the vibrant hues of the coral and fish replaced by muted tones of blue and green. By sixty feet, the light had dimmed to a twilight glow, the weight of the water pressing against us like a physical force. And still, we continued downward, the ocean floor a distant, shadowy realm below.

It wasn’t until we reached one hundred feet that the seafloor finally came into view, a twilight world of shifting shadows and swaying kelp. I clicked on my flashlight, the beam cutting through the murk like a knife.

Beside me, Robbie did the same, his light joining mine in a sweeping arc. We immediately began our search pattern, a systematic grid that would allow us to cover the most ground in the least amount of time. The seafloor here was a mix of sandy patches and rocky outcroppings, with occasional clusters of seaweed and coral adding pops of color to the otherwise muted landscape.

I took the lead, swimming in a straight line while Robbie followed slightly behind and to my right, ensuring that our fields of vision overlapped without leaving any gaps. Our flashlights cut through the gloom, illuminating the terrain ahead of us. We scanned the ground intently, our eyes roving over every rock, every crevice, searching for any sign of the laptop.

As we moved forward, the seafloor began to change, the sandy expanses giving way to a field of scattered boulders. I signaled to Robbie, and we adjusted our pattern, weaving in and out of the rocks, our movements precise and deliberate. We checked each gap, each shadowy space where the laptop might have come to rest. Around us, schools of fish darted by, their silver scales glinting in the beams of our flashlights. A curious eel poked its head out from a nearby crevice, watching us with unblinking eyes before slithering back into the darkness. But still, there was no sign of our target, no glint of metal or plastic amidst the organic debris of the ocean floor.

We pressed on, moving deeper into the boulder field, our air gauges ticking down with each passing minute. The terrain grew more treacherous here, the rocks larger and more tightly packed, creating a labyrinth of narrow passages and hidden alcoves. We had to be cautious and resist the urge to rush forward and risk disturbing the delicate balance of the underwater ecosystem.

As we navigated the maze of stone, I caught a glimpse of something out of the corner of my eye—a flash of light, too bright to be a fish. I signaled to Robbie, and we changed course, swimming toward the source of the disturbance. As we drew closer, I could make out a shape in the distance, a dark, angular form that seemed out of place amidst the organic curves of the rocks.

My heart began to race as we approached, the beam of my flashlight finally falling upon the object of our search. There, wedged between two boulders, was the laptop, its metal casing glinting dully in the artificial light.

We had found it, but the hardest part was still ahead of us. Carefully, I reached out and grasped the laptop, feeling the weight of it in my hands, the tangible proof of Gemma’s guilt and the key to unraveling her web of lies. As I secured it to my BCD, I couldn’t shake the feeling that this was just the beginning, that the true challenges still lay ahead. But for now, we had achieved our goal, and it was time to begin our ascent back to the world above.

But as I turned toward my partner, I saw Robbie’s eyes widen behind his mask. He gestured frantically to his air gauge, his movements sharp and urgent.

Confusion turned to dread as I saw the needle plunging toward zero, far faster than it should have.

Something was wrong. Something was very, very wrong.

I swam to Robbie’s side, my own air suddenly feeling thin and insufficient. He was struggling with his BCD, his fingers clumsy and uncoordinated.

And then, with a sickening lurch, I understood.

His air tank. It was leaking, the precious air escaping in a froth of bubbles.

Panic threatened to take hold, but I pushed it down, my training kicking in. I grabbed Robbie’s arm, my grip firm and unyielding.

We had to get to the surface. Now.

But even as we kicked upward, the water seeming to resist our every move, I heard it.

A pop, like the sound of a champagne cork being released.

And then, the sea around us exploded in a flurry of bubbles and foam.

Robbie’s tank had ruptured, the pressurized air escaping in a violent rush.

As the realization of Robbie’s tank rupture hit me, I knew we had to act fast. Every second counted, and panic would only lead to disaster. I quickly unclipped my secondary regulator, the one meant for emergencies just like this. With a firm but gentle motion, I pressed it into Robbie’s hand, making sure he had a grip on it.

He nodded, his eyes wide behind his mask, but I could see the trust there, the unshakable bond forged through countless missions and close calls.

Together, we began our ascent, our movements synchronized and deliberate. We had to be careful, had to fight the urge to race for the surface. Too fast, and the nitrogen in our blood would bubble out, causing decompression sickness or worse.

We made our first safety stop when our dive computers beeped, hovering in the blue expanse, Robbie’s hand clutching mine as we shared my air supply. I kept a close eye on my gauge, monitoring our remaining air and calculating how long we could afford to wait.

Every fiber of my being screamed to keep moving, to get to the surface as quickly as possible. But I knew the dangers, knew the risks of ascending too rapidly.

And so, with a discipline born of years of training, we waited, the seconds ticking by with agonizing slowness.

Finally, after what felt like an eternity, we moved on, making our way to our next safety stop. Robbie’s grip on my hand was like iron, his eyes locked on mine.

At last, after our final safety stop, we broke the surface, our heads emerging into the bright sunlight and salty air. We gasped, our lungs greedily sucking in the precious oxygen.

I heard shouts from the Sea Hawk and saw Harry waving frantically at us from the deck. But my focus was on Robbie, on making sure he was alright.

“You okay, partner?” I asked, my voice hoarse from the exertion.

Robbie nodded, his face pale but his eyes clear. “Yeah. Yeah, I’m good. Thanks to you.”

I shook my head, a small smile tugging at my lips. “That’s what partners are for. Saving each other’s asses.”

He laughed, the sound strained but genuine. “Guess I owe you a beer or ten after this.”

As the Sea Hawk pulled alongside us, Harry helping to haul us aboard, I couldn’t help but feel a surge of relief, of gratitude.

We had faced death, had stared into the abyss.

And we had emerged, battered but unbroken.

I glanced down at the laptop, still attached to my BCD. It was a small victory but a crucial one. And now, we just had to pray it had something useful on it.
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As we clambered onto the Sea Hawk, our gear heavy and cumbersome, Harry’s eyes widened as he took in our exhausted and shaken appearance.

“Damn, what happened out there?” he demanded.

I shook my head, my throat tight. “Robbie’s tank ruptured. We barely made it back.”

Harry’s face paled, and he reached out, gripping my shoulder. “Are you boys alright? Do you need a doctor?”

Robbie managed a weak smile. “We’ll live. But it was a close one.”

Harry’s jaw clenched, and he turned to me. “Mike needs to know about this. That gear should’ve been checked and double-checked before it went out.”

I nodded. “You’re right. Can you let him know what happened? I don’t think I have it in me to relive it right now.”

Harry’s expression softened, and he squeezed my shoulder. “Of course. I’ll handle it. You two just focus on getting changed and back to the station.”

“Thanks, Harry. Really.” I swallowed hard.

He waved off my thanks. “Don’t mention it. Just promise me you’ll be careful out there. I don’t want to have to explain to Mike how I let two of his customers get themselves killed on my watch.”

Robbie let out a strained chuckle. “No promises.”

Harry let out a hesitant laugh. “Fair enough.”

After we shed our gear, Harry steered us back toward shore. He was decidedly less chatty on the return trip, but after we’d recovered and dried off a bit, the tension on the boat dissipated.

“I’m gonna get my dry clothes back on,” Robbie decided about halfway to shore. “This way, we can split as soon as we hit the marina.”

“Yeah, good call,” I agreed.

It wasn’t the smoothest outfit change as we cut across the water, but by the time we saw the shoreline, we were fully dressed, and all of our borrowed gear was stashed in a corner on Harry’s boat.

“Don’t worry about any of that,” he called out over his shoulder. “I’ll get it all safely back to Mike, along with a piece of my mind about that tank.”

“Thank you, Harry,” I replied gratefully. “You handling this means we can get this where it needs to go that much faster.”

“That’s the idea,” he called out in response.

Harry wasted no time getting us back to shore. The roar of the engine filled my ears as he throttled forward, the boat cutting through the waves.

I sat heavily on one of the benches, the adrenaline that had sustained me during the dive slowly ebbing away, leaving exhaustion in its wake. Robbie slumped down beside me, his gaze fixed on the shoreline.

“That was too close, Ethan,” he said quietly, his voice nearly lost beneath the sound of the wind and the engine. “If you hadn’t been there...”

I clapped a hand on his shoulder, giving it a reassuring squeeze. “But I was. And we made it. That’s all that matters.”

He nodded, but I could see the shadow of the ordeal still lingering in his eyes. As the Sea Hawk pulled up to the dock, I couldn’t help but feel a wave of relief wash over me. After everything that had happened, the case was almost over. Assuming Price could find something on a laptop that had been thrown into the ocean, we would likely be able to put Gemma Thornton away for a very long time.

Beside me, Robbie was uncharacteristically quiet, his face still pale from our brush with death.

Harry cut the engine and turned to us, his weathered face etched with concern. “You boys still alright? That was one hell of a close call out there.”

I managed a weary smile. “We’ve had worse. But yeah, that was a little too close for comfort.”

Robbie snorted. “Understatement of the century, partner.”

As we clambered onto the dock, gratitude welled up inside me, and I extended my hand. “Thanks, Harry. For everything. We couldn’t have done this without you.”

He grasped my hand firmly, his grip strong and reassuring. “Anytime, boys. Anytime. Now go on, get out of here. And give ‘em hell.”

With a final nod, Robbie and I made our way down to the parking lot, where we hailed a cab and headed back to the police station. My thoughts remained far away for most of the ride as I absentmindedly ran my fingers across the laptop. As we pulled in front of the station, the familiar sight of the squat, brick building gave me a renewed sense of purpose.

The police station was a hive of activity as we strode through the doors. Officers milled about, their radios crackling with chatter, but my focus was solely on the woman seated in the waiting area, a small bundle cradled in her arms. My chest warmed at the sight of her, and I was glad to see her here instead of at the hospital.

She looked up as we approached, her eyes widening in recognition. “You’re the ones who saved us. I can’t... I don’t know how to thank you.”

I stepped up and crouched beside her, my voice soft. “You don’t need to thank us. We’re just glad you and your little one are safe.”

She smiled then, a watery thing that nonetheless lit up her face. “We are. Thanks to you. The doctors said the cut was superficial, that it looked worse than it was.”

Relief coursed through me, and I smiled at her. “That’s good to hear. Really good.”

Just then, a familiar figure emerged from one of the back rooms, her hair pulled back in a tight ponytail. Peterson’s eyes locked onto mine, a mix of concern and something else, something deeper, swirling in their depths.

“You guys look like hell. What happened out there? Are you guys alright?”

Robbie shrugged, a lopsided grin tugging at his lips. “Oh, you know. Just another day at the office. Nothing we couldn’t handle.”

I rolled my eyes, but I couldn’t quite suppress my own smile. “What he means is, we’re fine. A little waterlogged, maybe, but fine.”

Peterson’s gaze flickered to the computer in my hand. “Is that...?”

I nodded, suddenly serious. “The laptop. Yeah. We need to get it to Price ASAP. Think you could overnight it to Miami for us? If there’s anything on here that can nail Gemma, Price will find it.”

She reached out, her fingers brushing against mine as she took the laptop. “Consider it done.”

I held her gaze for a moment, something unspoken passing between us. “Thanks, Lisa. For everything.”

She smiled, a soft, genuine thing that warmed my heart. “Anytime, Ethan. Anytime.”

“Hey, Lisa,” I said, a thought occurring to me. “You wouldn’t happen to know a good spot around here to grab a drink, would you? I think Robbie and I could use a little decompression time after today.”

She grinned, a mischievous glint in her eye. “As a matter of fact, I do. There’s a great little bar not far from here. The Silver Sands. It’s got a pretty laid-back vibe, perfect for unwinding after a long day.”

Robbie perked up at that, a smile spreading across his face. “The Silver Sands, huh? Sounds like just what the doctor ordered.”

Peterson laughed, the sound warm and rich. “Trust me, you won’t be disappointed. They make a mean mojito.”

I raised an eyebrow, a smile tugging at my lips. “A mojito, huh? I never would’ve pegged you for a mojito kind of girl.”

She shrugged, a playful look on her face. “What can I say? I’m full of surprises.”

I chuckled, shaking my head. “That you are, Lisa. That you are.”

We said our goodbyes, Peterson promising to keep us updated on any developments with the laptop, and then Robbie and I were heading out the door, the promise of a cold drink and a moment of peace calling our names.

As yet another cab dropped us off at The Silver Sands, I couldn’t help but be impressed. The bar had a classic Art déco facade, all sleek lines and pastel colors. A neon sign above the entrance proclaimed the bar’s name in stylish cursive, casting a soft glow on the palm trees that lined the walkway.

Robbie let out a low whistle as we climbed out of the taxi. “Damn. When Peterson said this place was nice, she wasn’t kidding.”

I grinned, taking in the elegant architecture and the well-heeled clientele milling about the entrance. “No kidding. I feel underdressed.”

Robbie snorted, glancing down at his rumpled t-shirt and jeans. “Please. We just saved the day. They should be giving us a red carpet welcome.” He ran his fingers through his still-damp, sea water-encrusted hair as though that would be enough to improve its condition.

I laughed, clapping him on the shoulder as we made our way inside. “I’ll be sure to let them know.”

The interior of the bar was just as impressive as the outside. Polished wood floors gleamed beneath our feet, and the walls were adorned with vintage photographs and artwork that seemed to tell the story of the building’s storied past. The lighting was low and intimate, casting a warm glow over the room.

As we made our way further inside, I couldn’t help but appreciate the attention to detail. The bar itself was a masterpiece of carved mahogany, with intricate designs that spoke of craftsmanship from a bygone era. Plush leather stools lined the bar, inviting patrons to sit and stay awhile.

The seating area was equally impressive, with an array of booths and tables scattered throughout the room. Each one was adorned with a small lamp, casting a soft light that made the space feel cozy and inviting.

Robbie and I settled into a booth in the corner, the leather seats soft and cushy. I ran my hand over the polished wood of the table, marveling at the smooth finish.

“I gotta hand it to Peterson,” I said, taking in the atmosphere. “She sure knows how to pick ‘em.”

Robbie grinned, leaning back in his seat. “No kidding. I could get used to this.”

As if on cue, a waitress appeared at our table, a warm smile on her face. She was dressed in a classic cocktail dress, the black fabric hugging her curves in all the right places.

“Welcome to The Silver Sands, gentlemen,” she said, her voice smooth and inviting. “What can I get for you tonight?”

I glanced at Robbie, a smile tugging at my lips. “I think we’ll start with a couple of beers. Whatever you’ve got on tap.”

She nodded, jotting down our order on a small notepad. “Excellent choice. I’ll be right back with those.”

As she walked away, I couldn’t help but appreciate the view. Robbie, noticing my gaze, let out a chuckle.

“Easy there, cowboy. We’re here to relax, remember?”

I grinned, holding up my hands in mock surrender. “Hey, I’m just admiring the scenery.”

Robbie rolled his eyes, but I could see the smile fighting its way through. “Sure you are.”

As we settled in, the stress of the day slowly began to melt away, and I couldn’t help but feel a sense of contentment wash over me. We’d faced death, found the evidence we needed, and now we were here, in this little oasis of calm, enjoying a well-deserved moment of peace.

After the waitress returned with our beers, I sat back, the cold glass sweating in my hand, and I knew there was nowhere else I’d rather be.

Robbie took a sip of his beer and grinned. “What a day, huh? I can’t believe we actually found the damned thing.”

I nodded, my own drink already nearly gone. “Yeah. Now we just have to hope there’s something useful on it.”

He glanced at me, a knowing look in his eyes. “There will be. Price is the best there is. If anyone can crack this case, it’s her.”

I sighed, rubbing a hand over my face. “I hope you’re right, man. I really do.”

Just then, a familiar figure slid into the booth beside me, the scent of her perfume washing over me. Peterson smiled, her eyes sparkling in the dim light. “Mind if I join you?”

“Not at all.” I grinned. “In fact, I think you’re just what the doctor ordered.”

She laughed. “Oh, is that so?”

Robbie smirked, drained the last of his beer, and stood. “You know what? I think I’m gonna call it a night. Early morning and all that.”

I shot him a grateful look, and he winked, disappearing out the door with a jaunty wave.

Peterson turned to me. “So. Quite the day, huh?”

I blew out a breath. “That’s putting it mildly. I’m just glad it’s over.”

She reached out, her hand finding mine on the table. “Me too.”

I threaded my fingers through hers, the simple contact grounding me in a way I couldn’t quite explain. “You know, I’m glad you came to join us.”

“Us?” She shook her head. “I don’t see Robbie anymore.” She elbowed me in the side. “So, you gonna buy a girl a drink or what?”

I chuckled, flagging down the waitress. “Two mojitos, please. And put them on my tab.”

Peterson grinned. “A mojito man, huh? I’m impressed.”

I shrugged, a smirk tugging at my lips. “What can I say? I’m full of surprises.”

As the waitress brought our drinks, the conversation flowed easily between us. We talked about everything and nothing, the outside world fading away until it was just the two of us, lost in the moment.

But as the night wore on, I couldn’t help but notice the way Peterson’s gaze lingered on mine, the way her hand brushed against my arm with increasing frequency. There was a tension building between us, a crackling energy that set my nerves alight.

Finally, as we finished our third round of drinks, Peterson leaned in close, her lips brushing against my ear. “What do you say we get out of here?”

My heart stuttered in my chest, and I swallowed hard. “Lisa, I...”

She leaned in, her breath warm against my cheek. “I think I should probably drive you to your hotel.” She nodded, her cheeks flushing. “Otherwise, you’ll have to wait. Who knows how long it will take for a taxi?”

“Well, we can’t have that.” I hesitated for only a moment before nodding, the desire in her eyes mirroring my own. “Lead the way.”

We settled our tab and made our way out of the bar, the cool night air a welcome respite from the heat that had been building between us. As we walked to her car, Peterson’s hand found mine, our fingers intertwining as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

The drive was a blur of heated glances and barely restrained tension, the air between us thick with anticipation. I couldn’t take my eyes off her, the way the soft light played across her features, the way her lips curved into a smile that promised all sorts of delights. Before I knew it, we’d arrived at my hotel, and she was leading me inside.

As we got on the elevator and waited, Peterson leaned into me, and I felt myself enjoying the press of her body against mine. When the doors slid open on my floor, Peterson took my hand, tugging me down the hallway toward my room. My heart was pounding in my chest, and my skin was on fire with the feel of her touch.

When we reached my door, I fumbled with the keycard, my hands shaking with a mix of nerves and excitement. But then we were inside, the door clicking shut behind us, and Peterson was in my arms. Her lips found mine in a kiss that stole the breath from my lungs.

Peterson pressed me back against the door, her body molding to mine, and I let out a shuddering breath. “God, Lisa. You have no idea how long I’ve wanted this.”

She grinned, her fingers toying with the hem of my shirt. “Oh, I think I have some idea.”

“And here I thought you were just dedicated to the job.” I laughed.

She leaned in, her lips brushing against my jaw. “Oh, I’m dedicated, alright. But not just to the job.”

I groaned, my hands finding her hips, pulling her closer. “You’re going to be the death of me, woman.”

She nipped at my earlobe, her voice a husky whisper. “But what a way to go.”

And then her lips were on mine, and everything else fell away. The case, the laptop, the weight of the world—it all faded into the background, eclipsed by the feel of her in my arms, the taste of her on my tongue.

We stumbled toward the bed, shedding clothes as we went, our laughter intermingling with gasps and moans.
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The morning sun streamed through the curtains, casting a warm glow across the room. I blinked awake, my mind still hazy with the remnants of sleep. As I turned my head, I caught sight of Peterson lying beside me, her dark hair fanned out across the pillow. A smile tugged at my lips as memories of the night before came flooding back.

Peterson stirred, her eyes fluttering open. She met my gaze, a sleepy grin spreading across her face. “Morning, handsome.”

I chuckled, propping myself up on one elbow. “Morning yourself, beautiful. Sleep well?”

She stretched languidly, the sheet slipping down to reveal the smooth expanse of her back. “Like a baby. Must’ve been all that exercise last night.”

I grinned, tracing a finger along her spine. “Is that what we’re calling it now?”

She laughed, the sound warm and rich. “Among other things.”

Just then, my phone buzzed on the nightstand. I reached over, grabbed it, and scanned the screen. “It’s Price. Says she got the laptop, and she’s working on recovering the data.”

Peterson sat up, the playful mood evaporating as the reality of the case came crashing back. “That’s good news. The sooner we can nail Gemma, the better.”

I nodded, firing off a quick text to Robbie to meet us for breakfast. “Couldn’t agree more. What do you say we grab some food and fuel up for the day ahead?”

She smiled, leaning in to press a soft kiss to my lips. “I say lead the way, Agent Marston.”

As much as I wanted to stay in bed with Peterson all day, duty called. We reluctantly untangled ourselves from the sheets, and I gestured for her to take the bathroom first. While she showered, I took a moment to stretch, my muscles still pleasantly sore from the night’s activities.

I heard the water turn on, and I couldn’t help but imagine Peterson under the spray, her skin slick and glistening. I shook my head, trying to clear the distracting thoughts. There would be time for that later. Right now, we had a job to do.

I busied myself, getting ready, laying out my clothes for the day, and checking my phone for updates. There was a text from Robbie confirming our breakfast plans, but nothing else was of note.

When Peterson emerged from the bathroom, wrapped in a towel with her damp hair clinging to her neck, I felt my breath catch in my throat. She was a vision, even in the harsh light of the hotel room.

She caught me staring and smirked, raising an eyebrow. “See something you like, Agent Marston?”

I grinned, crossing the room to pull her into my arms. “Always.”

I leaned in, capturing her lips in a searing kiss. She melted into me, her hands coming up to tangle in my hair. For a moment, I forgot all about the case, about the work we had to do. But eventually, reluctantly, I pulled away. “As much as I’d love to continue this, we should probably get moving. Robbie’s waiting for us.”

She sighed, resting her forehead against mine. “You’re right. But hold that thought for later?”

I chuckled, pressing a quick kiss to her nose. “Count on it.”

I grabbed my clothes and headed for the bathroom, the steam from Peterson’s shower still hanging in the air. I turned on the water, letting it heat up as I stripped off my boxers and stepped under the spray.

The hot water felt heavenly on my tired muscles, and I let myself linger for a moment, savoring the warmth. But I knew we didn’t have time to waste, so I quickly shampooed my hair and soaped up my body, rinsing off the suds and stepping out of the shower.

I toweled off and wrapped the towel around my waist, wiping the steam from the mirror. I ran a hand over my stubbled jaw, debating whether to shave. But a glance at the clock told me I didn’t have time for a full shave, so I settled for a quick trim with my electric razor.

When I emerged from the bathroom, dressed and ready to face the day, Peterson looked up at me, a rueful smile on her face. “I don’t suppose you have any clothes I could borrow? I’m not digging the walk-of-shame look.”

I chuckled, rummaging through my suitcase. “I might have something that could work.” I pulled out a t-shirt and a pair of sweatpants, holding them up for inspection. “They’ll be a bit big, but they should do the trick.”

She took them from me, a grateful smile on her face. “My hero.”

A few minutes later, we were both ready to go.

Peterson caught sight of herself in the mirror, laughing at the way my clothes hung off her smaller frame. “I look like a kid playing dress-up.”

I grinned, wrapping my arms around her from behind and pressing a kiss to her neck. “I think you look adorable.”

She leaned back into me, her hands coming up to cover mine. “Flatterer.”

“Just telling the truth.”

We stayed like that for a moment, just enjoying the closeness. But as much as I wanted to linger, I knew we had work to do.

I reluctantly pulled away, grabbing my phone from the nightstand. “Come on, let’s go meet Robbie for breakfast. We can swing by your place first so you can change.”

She nodded, slipping on her shoes. “Sounds like a plan. Can’t exactly show up to the station in last night’s clothes.”

I grinned. “I don’t know, I think you’d start a new fashion trend. The walk of shame chic.”

“Yeah, I’m sure that would go over real well.” She laughed.

We made our way down to the lobby, and as we stepped out of the hotel, the bright morning sun momentarily blinded me. I blinked, raising a hand to shade my eyes as I scanned the parking lot for Peterson’s car. She led the way, fishing her keys out of her purse as we approached the sleek black sedan.

“Nice ride,” I commented, sliding into the passenger seat.

She grinned, starting the engine with a purr. “One of the perks of the job. That, and getting to boss you around.”

I chuckled, shaking my head. “And here I thought it was my charming personality and rugged good looks.”

“Those don’t hurt either,” she said, throwing me a wink as she pulled out of the parking lot.

The drive to Peterson’s place was short, and the streets were still relatively quiet early in the morning. She pulled into a spot in front of a tidy-looking apartment building, cutting the engine.

“I’ll just be a minute,” she said, unbuckling her seatbelt. “Try not to miss me too much.”

I clutched my chest, a mock-wounded expression on my face. “I make no promises.”

She laughed, leaning over to press a quick kiss to my cheek before slipping out of the car and heading inside.

True to her word, she emerged a few minutes later, now dressed in a crisp blazer and slacks, her hair pulled back into a neat ponytail. She slid back into the driver’s seat, tossing my clothes into the back.

“Much better,” she said, adjusting the rearview mirror. “Now I feel like I can take on the world.”

I grinned, reaching over to take her hand. “Of that, I have no doubt.”

She squeezed my fingers, a soft smile on her face.

We lapsed into a comfortable silence as she navigated the streets, the city slowly coming to life around us. Before long, we were pulling into the diner parking lot, the smell of coffee and bacon making my stomach growl.

As we walked inside, I spotted Robbie right away, folded into a booth near the back. He looked up as we approached, a knowing grin on his face.

“Well, well, well,” he said, his eyes darting between us. “Look what the cat dragged in.”

I slid into the booth opposite him, Peterson following suit. “Good morning to you, too, sunshine.”

He chuckled, taking a sip of his coffee. “I take it you two had a good night?”

Peterson raised an eyebrow, a playful smirk on her face. “A lady never kisses and tells.”

“But a gentleman might?” Robbie asked, turning to me with a hopeful expression.

I held up my hands, laughing. “Sorry, partner. My lips are sealed.”

“Fine, keep your secrets.” He sighed, shaking his head in mock disappointment. “Now, what do you say we figure out our next move? I have a feeling it’s going to be a long day.”

“Are you sure you’re up for it?” I rolled my eyes, but I couldn’t quite suppress the smile tugging at my lips. “I seem to recall a certain someone begging off early last night.”

Robbie held up his hands in mock surrender. “Hey, I know when to make myself scarce. Besides, I had some important research to do.”

Peterson raised an eyebrow, curiosity piqued. “Research? Do tell.”

Robbie grinned, leaning back in his seat. “Well, you know how I’ve always had a thing for the water. Turns out, I’m not half bad at sailing. Been taking lessons on the weekends.”

I nearly choked on my coffee. “Sailing? You? Since when?”

He shrugged, a mischievous glint in his eye. “Since about six months ago. Kept it on the down-low, didn’t want to jinx it. But I’ve been thinking, once we close this case, maybe it’s time for a little adventure.”

Peterson leaned forward, intrigued. “What kind of adventure are we talking about?”

Robbie’s grin widened. “Picture this: a forty-foot catamaran, crystal blue waters, and nothing but an open horizon as far as the eye can see. I’m talking about sailing around the world, my friends.”

I stared at him, mouth agape. “You’re serious? You want to sail around the world?”

He nodded, his excitement palpable. “Dead serious. I’ve been researching routes and reading up on all the best spots. Did you know there’s a whole community of people who do this? They call themselves ‘cruisers,’ and they just live on their boats, hopping from port to port.”

Peterson let out a low whistle. “That sounds incredible. But also incredibly daunting. I mean, the logistics alone...”

Robbie waved off her concerns. “I’ve got it all figured out. I figure with a good used boat, some careful planning, and a bit of luck, I could be ready to cast off in a year, tops.”

I shook my head, a smile tugging at my lips. “I gotta hand it to you, partner. When you dream, you dream big.”

He chuckled, taking a sip of his coffee. “What can I say? Life’s too short to play it safe. Besides, can you imagine the stories we’d have to tell? Sailing through the Mediterranean, island-hopping in the South Pacific, rounding the Cape of Good Hope...”

Peterson’s eyes sparkled with excitement. “It does sound pretty amazing. And here I thought my bucket list was ambitious.”

I leaned back in my seat, considering. “You know, Robbie, if anyone could pull this off, it’s you. But what about MBLIS? You’d really give it all up?”

He shrugged, a wistful smile on his face. “I love what we do, don’t get me wrong. But eventually, it will be time for a new challenge, a new chapter.”

I felt a pang of sadness at the thought of Robbie leaving, but I understood. We’d been through so much together and seen things most people couldn’t even imagine. If anyone deserved a chance at a different life, it was him.

I reached across the table, clapping him on the shoulder. “Well, if you do decide to set sail, just know that you’ll always have a place to drop anchor. Mi casa es su casa, and all that.”

He grinned, his eyes suspiciously bright. “Thanks, man. That means a lot.”

Peterson raised her coffee mug, a smile on her face. “To new adventures, wherever they may lead us.”

I nodded, a thoughtful expression on my face. “You know, now that you mention it, I did some digging of my own at the university library the other day. Found out some interesting things about my ancestor.”

Robbie leaned forward, interest piqued. “Oh yeah? Like what?”

I took a sip of my coffee, gathering my thoughts. “Turns out this guy was a bit of a black sheep. Got into all sorts of trouble with the law. There was even a wanted poster with his name on it.”

Peterson whistled softly. “Sounds like quite the character.”

I grinned, shaking my head. “That’s putting it mildly. But the weird thing is, there was this quote from a woman, a Mrs. Hunt, claiming he was innocent. That someone named Blackjack Bernard was the real culprit.”

Robbie frowned, his brow furrowed. “Blackjack Bernard? Never heard of him.”

I shrugged, setting down my mug. “Me neither. But it’s got me curious. If I can track down more information on this Bernard character, maybe it’ll shed some light on what really happened with my ancestor.”

Just then, the waitress arrived with our food, a heaping plate of scrambled eggs, bacon, and toast for each of us. As we dug in, the conversation turned to lighter topics, the three of us trading jokes and stories as we enjoyed our meal.

But even as I laughed and chatted, my mind kept drifting back to the case, to the laptop and the secrets it might hold. I knew we were close, closer than we’d ever been to bringing Gemma to justice.

The only question was, what price would we have to pay to see it through?

As we finished our breakfast, Peterson glanced at her watch, a rueful smile on her face. “Unfortunately, I have to get going. I have a meeting in twenty minutes. I’ll meet you guys back at the station in an hour?”

Robbie nodded, draining the last of his coffee. “Sounds good. Ethan and I will hang here for a bit, maybe grab a pastry for the road.”

Peterson’s eyes widened as she caught sight of the display case by the register, a veritable smorgasbord of baked goods. “Ooh, good call. Save me a bear claw?”

I chuckled, shaking my head. “I make no promises. You haven’t seen how Robbie gets around pastries.”

She grinned, leaning in to press a quick kiss to my cheek. “I’ll take my chances. See you soon.”

As she slid out of the booth and made her way out of the diner, I couldn’t help but watch her go, a dopey smile on my face. Robbie, noticing my expression, let out a low whistle.

“Man, you’ve got it bad.”

I shrugged, unapologetic. “What can I say? She’s something special.”

He nodded as we settled back into our seats, sipping our coffee and picking at the remnants of our breakfast. After a few minutes, Robbie glanced over at the pastry case, a gleam in his eye.

“What do you say we grab a few of those bear claws to go?” he asked. “I have a feeling we’re going to need the sugar rush today.”

I grinned, pushing myself to my feet. “I like the way you think, partner. Let’s do it.”

As we made our way over to the counter, I fell back and let Robbie take the lead. In the end, we bought a veritable bounty of treats before heading outside.

I called us a cab, and within a few minutes, it was pulling up outside the diner. Robbie and I clambered into the back seat, the faint scent of pine air freshener overpowering in the small space.

“Police station,” I told the driver, settling back against the cracked leather seat.

As we wound our way through the busy streets, dodging pedestrians and delivery trucks, I found my thoughts drifting to Peterson. The night we’d shared had been incredible, a moment of connection amidst the chaos of the case. But I knew we couldn’t let it distract us from the task at hand.

Robbie must have sensed my preoccupation because he nudged me with his elbow, a knowing grin on his face. “Penny for your thoughts, partner?”

I shook my head, a rueful smile tugging at my lips. “Just thinking about the case. We’re so close, Robbie. I can feel it.”

He nodded, his expression turning serious. “I know what you mean. But we’ll get her, Ethan. We’ve come too far to let Gemma slip through our fingers now.”

“Damned right, we will.”

The cab pulled up to the station, and I tossed a handful of bills at the driver before sliding out onto the sidewalk.

As we made our way inside, the familiar buzz of activity washed over me. Officers and detectives milled about, some hunched over desks, others striding purposefully down the hallways. It was a scene I’d witnessed a thousand times before, but today it felt different. It was charged with a new sense of urgency.

Peterson was already at her desk, busily working on paperwork.

“Hey, boys,” she called out as we approached, a smile on her face. “My meeting was short and sweet. Any word from Price?”

I shook my head, perching on the edge of her desk. “Not yet. But she said she’d call as soon as she had something.”

Robbie flopped down into a nearby chair, his long legs stretched out in front of him. “In the meantime, I say we start digging into Gemma’s background. See if we can find any other properties or assets she might have hidden away.”

Peterson nodded, her fingers already flying over her keyboard. “On it. I’ll cross-reference her known aliases with property records and financial statements. If there’s anything out there, we’ll find it.”

Just then, my phone rang, the sound cutting through the chatter of the bullpen. I glanced at the screen, my heart skipping a beat as I saw Price’s name.

“It’s Price,” I said, putting the phone on speaker. “Good timing. What’ve you got for us?”

There was a moment of silence, and then Price’s voice filled the air, tight with excitement. “Guys, this laptop is a goldmine. Gemma kept records of everything. Names, dates, locations. It’s all here.”

“You got in?” I replied with a gasp. I’d been convinced the seawater had already wrecked it, so the relief that washed over me nearly toppled me over.

Robbie let out a low whistle. “Damn. Gemma really was meticulous.”

Price chuckled, the sound tinny through the phone’s speakers. “Thanks for the vote of confidence, Marston,” she replied sarcastically. “And, Holm, that’s putting it mildly. With this information, we should be able to track down any other victims and build an airtight case against her.”

Peterson leaned forward, her eyes shining with determination. “That’s amazing, Price. Truly. Send us everything you’ve got, and we’ll start running down leads.”

“You got it,” Price said. “I’ll have it over to you within the hour.”

I nodded, even though she couldn’t see me. “Price, thank you. We couldn’t have done this without you.”

“Happy to help,” she said, and I could hear the smile in her voice.

As the call ended, I looked around at Robbie and Peterson, a grin spreading across my face. “You heard the lady. Let’s go break our bad guy.”
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As we entered the interrogation room, I couldn’t help but notice the absence of a lawyer by Gemma’s side. Instead, she sat there defiant despite the handcuffs that bound her wrists. Still, it was a bit strange. It was standard procedure for suspects to be advised of their rights and given the opportunity to have legal representation present during questioning. I glanced at Robbie, who seemed to have picked up on the same detail.

“No lawyer, Gemma?” I asked, taking a seat across from her. “You do know you have the right to counsel, don’t you?”

Gemma leaned back in her chair, a smirk playing on her lips. “I don’t need a lawyer. I’ve got nothing to hide.”

Robbie raised an eyebrow. “That’s a bold statement, considering the evidence we have against you.”

She shrugged, her gaze never wavering. “Evidence can be interpreted in many ways, Agent Holm. And I’m confident in my ability to represent myself.”

I exchanged a glance with Robbie, a silent understanding passing between us. If Gemma wanted to dig her own grave, we weren’t going to stop her. We had her dead to rights, and her refusal of legal representation only made our job easier.

“Suit yourself,” I said, opening the file in front of me. “But I have a feeling you’re going to regret that decision.”

Gemma’s smirk only widened, a glint of challenge in her eye. “We’ll see about that, Agent Marston. We’ll see.”

Robbie leaned forward, his elbows resting on the metal table. “We know everything, Gemma. The trafficking, the exploitation, the murders. It’s over.”

Gemma’s lips curved into a sneer. “You don’t know anything. You think you’re so clever, but you have no idea what you’re dealing with.”

I fought back the urge to roll my eyes. I’d heard this song and dance a thousand times before, the desperate bluster of a criminal backed into a corner.

“Enlighten us, then,” I said. “Because from where I’m sitting, it looks like you and your pals had a pretty sweet setup. Luring in vulnerable women, promising them the world, then turning them into your own personal slaves.”

Gemma’s gaze flicked to mine, a flicker of annoyance crossing her features. “It wasn’t like that. We gave them a chance, an opportunity. They had nothing, and we gave them purpose.”

Robbie scoffed. “Purpose? Is that what you call it? Because from what we’ve seen, all you gave them was misery and pain.”

Gemma shrugged, a cold smile on her lips. “It’s a tough world out there. Sometimes, you have to get your hands dirty to get ahead.”

I leaned back in my chair, studying her. “And that’s what it was all about for you, wasn’t it? Getting ahead. Climbing that ladder, no matter who you had to step on along the way.”

She met my gaze, unflinching. “You’re damned right. I worked hard for what I had. I earned it.”

“By exploiting others,” I replied. “By treating human beings like commodities to be bought and sold.”

Gemma’s lips twisted into a bitter smile. “Oh, spare me the moral outrage. Like you’ve never crossed a line, never broken a rule to get what you want.”

I thought of the video she’d made, the sickening images of my own face superimposed over acts of violence and depravity. A chill ran down my spine, but I pushed it aside. I wouldn’t let her get under my skin. Not now.

“There’s a difference between bending the rules and shattering them,” I said. “And what you did, Gemma? That’s unforgivable.”

She leaned forward, her eyes glinting with malice. “And what about what I did to you, Agent Marston? That little video of yours splashed all over the internet for the world to see. How do you think that’s going to play out for you?”

“It’s already being handled.” I shrugged. “See, that’s the thing about the truth, Gemma. It has a way of coming out, no matter how hard you try to bury it.”

She laughed, a harsh, grating sound. “You really believe that, don’t you? That the truth will set you free? Well, I’ve got news for you, Agent Marston. The truth is whatever people choose to believe. And right now, a lot of people believe you’re a monster.”

I met her gaze, unflinching. “Maybe so. But the people who matter, the ones who know me? They know the truth. And that’s all that matters.”

Robbie nodded. “We’ve got all the evidence we need to put you away for a long time, Gemma. You’re done. It’s over.”

Gemma sat back, a cold smile on her lips. “We’ll see about that. I’ve got friends in high places, Agent Holm. Friends who won’t take kindly to you meddling in their affairs.”

I leaned forward, my voice low and deadly. “Is that a threat?”

She shrugged, a picture of nonchalance. “Take it however you want. But just remember, you may have won this battle, but the war is far from over.”

Robbie slammed his hand on the table, startling Gemma. “Cut the crap, Gemma. We caught you red-handed trying to murder that woman on the boat. You’re going down for attempted murder, and that’s just the tip of the iceberg.”

Gemma’s eyes narrowed, but she remained silent.

I leaned forward, my gaze locked on hers. “Here’s what I don’t understand, Gemma. Why go after your own partners? Why frame Taylor and Uhrich?”

A flicker of anger crossed her face, and I knew I’d struck a nerve.

“Those bastards,” she spat, her composure slipping. “They thought they could cheat me out of my fair share. Thought they could cut me out of the business I helped build.”

Robbie scoffed. “So, what? You decided to frame them for crimes they didn’t commit? Ruin their lives and then sit back and watch them squirm?”

Gemma’s lips curved into a cruel smile. “It was beautiful, really. Watching them struggle, watching them suffer. They deserved it after what they did to me.”

Disgust surged up inside me, but I kept my expression neutral. “And the people in the container yard? What did they do to deserve what you did to them?”

She shrugged, a picture of indifference. “Collateral damage. I needed to tie up loose ends and cover my tracks. They were just in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

Robbie shook his head, his jaw clenched tight. “You’re a real piece of work, you know that? How do you live with yourself, knowing the pain you’ve caused?”

Gemma laughed, a harsh, grating sound. “I did what I had to do to survive, to thrive. And I’d do it again in a heartbeat.”

I leaned back in my chair, studying her. “Even if it means spending the rest of your life behind bars? Because that’s where you’re headed, Gemma. You’re never going to see the outside of a prison cell again.”

She met my gaze, unflinching. “Maybe so. But at least I’ll know that I didn’t go down without a fight. That I did everything in my power to get what I deserved.”

Robbie scoffed. “And what about what your victims deserved? What about their lives, their hopes and dreams? You took everything from them, and for what? Money? Power?”

Gemma’s lips twisted into a sneer. “You wouldn’t understand. You’ve never had to fight for anything in your life. Never had to claw your way up from nothing.”

I shook my head, a sense of finality washing over me. “You’re wrong, Gemma. We may not have had to fight the same battles as you, but we’ve fought plenty. And we’ve done it with honor, with integrity. Something you’ll never understand.”

She leaned forward, her eyes glinting with malice. “Honor? Integrity? Those are just words, Agent Marston. Empty promises that people like you use to make yourselves feel better. But in the end, we’re all just animals, fighting for scraps.”

I stood, my chair scraping against the concrete floor. “We’re done here. You’ve said all we need to hear.”

As we made our way to the door, Gemma called out after us. “This isn’t over, Agent Marston. You think you’ve won, but you have no idea what’s coming.”

I paused, my hand on the doorknob. I turned, meeting her gaze one last time. “We’ll be ready, Gemma. And we won’t show any mercy.”

Robbie and I stepped out of the room, only to find Peterson waiting for us out in the hall. As soon as the door was closed behind us, she stepped forward.

“Please tell me you got what you needed,” she said, her eyes searching mine. “Because she’s a real piece of work.”

I nodded, a grim smile on my lips. “We got her. It’s over.”

Peterson let out a long breath, her shoulders sagging with relief. “Thank God. I was starting to think this day would never come.”

Robbie clapped her on the shoulder, a grin on his face. “You and me both. But we did it. We finally nailed the bastard.”

I pulled out my phone, hitting Diane’s number on speed dial. She answered on the first ring, her voice tight with anticipation.

“Ethan. Please tell me you have good news.”

I couldn’t help but smile. “We got her, Diane. Gemma’s in custody, and we’ve got all the evidence we need to put her away for a long time.”

There was a moment of silence, then a whoop of joy that nearly deafened me. “That’s fantastic news, Ethan. Truly. I knew you and Robbie could do it.”

“We had a lot of help,” I said, glancing at Peterson. “Peterson and Price were instrumental in cracking this case wide open. We couldn’t have done it without them.”

Diane chuckled. “I’ll be sure to give them my personal thanks. In the meantime, I’ll have the jet ready to pick you up first thing tomorrow morning. We need to get you back to Miami.”

I felt a flicker of disappointment, but I pushed it aside. Duty called, and I knew we couldn’t linger in South Carolina forever.

“Sounds good, Diane. We’ll be ready.”

As I ended the call, Peterson sidled up to me, a playful smile on her lips. “So, one more night in South Carolina, huh? Whatever will we do with ourselves?”

I grinned, pulling her close. “Oh, I’m sure we can think of something. After all, we’ve got a lot of lost time to make up for.”

Robbie groaned, rolling his eyes. “And that’s my cue to exit. You two lovebirds have fun. I’ll just be over here, researching sailboats and pretending I don’t know what you’re up to.”

I laughed, shaking my head. “Sail on, partner. We’ll see you in the morning.”

As Robbie wandered off, muttering something about masts and rigging, I turned to Peterson, my heart full to bursting.

“So, where were we?”

She smiled, her eyes sparkling with mischief. “I believe we were discussing all the ways we could spend our last night in South Carolina.”

I leaned in, capturing her lips in a slow, deep kiss. When we finally broke apart, I rested my forehead against hers, my voice low and rough.

“Lead the way, Agent Peterson. Lead the way.”
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The familiar bustle of the MBLIS Miami office was a welcome change from the chaos of the past few days in South Carolina. As Robbie and I stepped off the elevator, the weight of the case seemed to lift from my shoulders, replaced by a sense of accomplishment and relief.

We made our way to Diane’s office, where Diane and Price were already waiting for us. Diane looked up as we entered, a smile on her face.

“Ethan, Robbie. It’s good to have you back. I hear congratulations are in order.”

I grinned, taking a seat in one of the empty chairs. “It was a team effort, but yeah, we got her. Gemma’s not going to be hurting anyone else anytime soon.”

Price leaned forward, her eyes sparkling with curiosity. “I’m dying to hear all the details. How did the interrogation go?”

Robbie chuckled, settling into the chair next to me. “It was a thing of beauty, really. Ethan here played her like a fiddle. Got her to confess to everything.”

I shrugged, trying to play it off. “I just asked the right questions. She was so caught up in her own ego, she couldn’t help but spill the beans.”

Diane shook her head, a look of satisfaction on her face. “Well, whatever you did, it worked. The D.A. is confident they have a solid case against her. She’s looking at serious time.”

“That’s great news,” I said, “but I can’t help but worry about that video she made. It’s still out there, and people are going to talk.”

“I’m glad you brought that up,” Diane said, her facial expression growing more serious. “We had the police come by to discuss it with us. They were attempting to track you down. I called Price upstairs, and we both explained the situation to them. You’re going to have to swing by the station and talk to them, if not today, definitely tomorrow. But we are working on our end to assist you so that this doesn’t go much further than formalities.”

Price reached out, placing a reassuring hand on my arm. “Ethan, trust me. We’re doing everything we can to mitigate the damage. Firstly, we’ve had it taken down from almost everywhere but the deepest, darkest corners of the web. Besides, the truth will come out, and people will see that video for what it is—a desperate attempt by a cornered criminal to lash out.”

I sighed, running a hand through my hair. “Okay, thank you. I knew I’d have to face the police at some point. I was surprised they didn’t come after me in South Carolina, but I guess that’s your doing here, so thank you. It’s just frustrating. I don’t want people to look at me and see a monster.”

Robbie clapped me on the shoulder. “Anyone who knows you, knows the truth. You’re one of the good guys, Ethan. Don’t let Gemma’s lies get in your head. You’ll talk to the police, get that over with, and it’ll all get worked out. Don’t worry.”

I managed a small smile, grateful for his support. “Thanks, man. I appreciate that.”

Diane cleared her throat, bringing us back to the matter at hand. “Now, I know you’re all eager to put this case behind you, but we have another pressing issue to discuss.”

I sat up straighter, my interest piqued. “The senator?”

Price nodded, a glint of excitement in her eye. “Exactly. Rivers has been working around the clock, following the money trail. And let me tell you, it’s been a wild ride.”

Robbie leaned forward, his brow furrowed. “What did he find?”

Price pulled up a series of images on the screen behind her, a complex web of transactions and shell companies. “It’s a tangled mess, but the gist of it is this—Paxten has been funneling money through a series of shadow accounts, trying to cover his tracks. But Rivers is close, really close, to unraveling the whole thing.”

“How close are we talking?” I asked.

Price grinned. “Give us a day, maybe two, and we’ll have everything we need to bring Paxten down. He won’t know what hit him.”

Diane nodded, her expression serious. “This is big, Ethan. Bigger than anything we’ve tackled before. If we can expose Paxten’s corruption, it could change everything.”

I blew out a breath. “I know. It’s just a lot to take in. I want to believe we can do this, but Paxten’s got a lot of powerful friends. It’s not going to be easy.”

Robbie nudged me with his elbow, a grin on his face. “Since when have we ever taken the easy road? We’ve got this, partner. Together, there’s nothing we can’t handle.”

I couldn’t help but smile, his enthusiasm infectious. “You’re right. We’ve come this far. We can’t back down now.”

Price tapped a few keys on her laptop, the screen shifting to a new set of data. “Exactly. And with the information we’ve gathered, we’re in a stronger position than ever. Paxten won’t be able to wriggle his way out of this one.”

Diane stood. “I want you all to take the rest of the day, get some rest. Because starting tomorrow, we’re going to be hitting the ground running. We’ve got a lot of work ahead of us, but I have no doubt that we’re up to the challenge.”

As we filed out of the conference room, a mix of emotions swirled inside me. Relief that the Gemma case was finally behind us, but also a sense of trepidation about what lay ahead. Taking on a senator was no small feat, and I knew we were in for the fight of our lives.

But as I settled back into my desk, my mind was already racing with possibilities. The video, Paxten, the corruption that seemed to run deep within our own government—it was a lot to process.

I pulled out my phone, scrolling through my contacts until I found the one I was looking for. Peterson answered on the second ring, her voice warm and familiar.

“Ethan. I was just thinking about you.”

I smiled, leaning back in my chair. “Oh, yeah? Anything in particular?”

She laughed, the sound sending a pleasant shiver down my spine. “Just how much I enjoyed our time together. And how much I’m looking forward to seeing you again.”

“The feeling is mutual, believe me. But I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask for a rain check on any immediate plans.”

Her voice turned serious, concern lacing her words. “Is everything okay? Did something happen with the case?”

I sighed, running a hand over my face. “Yes and no. The Gemma case is wrapped up, but we’ve got a new lead on another case. It’s big, Lisa.”

There was a moment of silence, then a soft exhale. “I understand. You do what you need to do, Ethan. Just know that I’m here for you whenever you need me.”

I closed my eyes, a smile tugging at my lips. “I know. And I can’t tell you how much that means to me. I promise, as soon as this is over, you and I are going to take a long, long vacation. Somewhere with a beach and no cell service.”

She laughed, the sound a balm to my frayed nerves. “I’ll hold you to that, Agent Marston. Now go save the world. I’ll be waiting.”

As the call ended, I felt a renewed sense of purpose, of determination. We had a long road ahead of us, but I knew, without a shadow of a doubt, that Paxten with his corruption, lies, and deceit, didn’t stand a chance. Not against the combined might of MBLIS.

I stood, stretching out the kinks in my back. It was time to get to work. Time to put an end to this once and for all.

As I made my way out of my office, I couldn’t help but feel a sense of anticipation, of excitement. The road ahead was uncertain, but one thing was crystal clear.

We were ready. And heaven help anyone who stood in our way.


EPILOGUE


“Whoa,” Ty breathed as I set my drink down with finality. “So did you end up talking to the police?”

“I did,” I confirmed. I crossed my arms over my chest and let out a sigh. “It didn’t go anywhere in the end, which was a relief, but the police were very thorough. I needed to go in several times because of it, and Diane had to get involved. It was stressful, but it all worked out in the end.”

“I can’t believe that Gemma person did all that just because she wanted to get back at the other guys for, what, cutting her out of the deal?” Ty wondered.

“That’s exactly it,” I agreed. “She was so upset, she went off the rails trying to get back at them.”

“I get it!” Charlie exclaimed. “That Gemma woman wanted the other guys to experience karma, so she set it on them herself. Then she ended up down that bad road you were talking about.”

“Exactly,” I replied with a nod. “I’ve certainly seen karma in action, but I don’t ever recommend anyone trying to get payback on their own. It’ll all work out in the end.”

“Yeah,” Rhoda agreed. “I can definitely agree with that.” She smiled broadly and then locked eyes with Mac, who wrinkled her brow in confusion.

“You’re holding back,” Mac announced. “What happened?”

“Huh?” Charlie whipped around and looked at Rhoda. “Oh, yeah. You look way happier than the last time we were together.”

Ty gasped. “Wait, the last time we were together, you were upset you didn’t get into some program?”

“Yeah,” Mac confirmed. She took a swig of her drink and turned to look at her friends. “Don’t you remember? The people that got in were all rich enough to bribe the board, and Rhoda didn’t do that. So she didn’t get in even though she’s overqualified.”

“Thank you for letting me vent to you about that the other night, by the way,” Rhoda said to Mac.

“Of course,” Mac replied with a shrug. “I listened to you vent, and then you listened to me. We need to do another girls’ night soon, this time with less venting and more enjoyment.”

“Since when do you two hang out without us?” Charlie asked, looking puzzled.

“That’s your question?” Rhoda said with a laugh. “That’s what you’re hung up on?”

“No,” Ty interjected. “Ignore Charlie. Don’t change the subject. You’re too happy, so something happened. Were you able to bribe them? Did you find something else to do?”

“Actually…” Rhoda blushed slightly at the attention. “I got in!”

“What?!” Mac leapt out of her seat and rushed over to give Rhoda a bear hug. “When?! How?!”

“I got a call yesterday from the head of the board,” Rhoda clarified into Mac’s hair.

Mac pulled back to look at Rhoda, and Rhoda continued.

“Apparently, one of the students who’d initially gotten accepted was pulled because of plagiarism.” Rhoda beamed from ear to ear. “It exposed the bribes, and a lot of the board is in trouble. So, they re-evaluated, and based on the criteria alone, I was one of the top picks.”

“Holy crap,” Ty muttered. “Talk about karma.”

“We need to celebrate!” Mac squealed. She turned to face me. “Ethan, can you make us a round? Rhoda needs to celebrate!”

“Sure thing,” I said with a small chuckle. I happily turned to the bar, where Rhoda had left out the bottles she’d been using for the trio’s drinks, and I whipped some up for all five of us. After divvying them all out, I raised my glass for a toast.

“To karma,” I announced. “May it be doled out in its time, and may corruption be rooted out in the process.”

“Cheers!” they all shouted in response.

We all took a long sip of our drinks, the joy palpable in the air. After a few moments of happy silence, Charlie broke it.

“Wait,” he said as he turned to me. “Corruption. You never told us what happened to that senator.”

“Oh, Charlie, give him a break!” Mac shouted. “We’re celebrating here!”

“Yeah, man!” Ty added. “Just drink with us!”

Charlie sighed in frustration, but he conceded and dropped the topic in favor of joining in on the fun.

The trio continued to drink and celebrate with Rhoda as I laughed and returned to the bar. I tidied up from the drinks, knowing that the group would be leaving before long.

I had to agree that karma had its own way of coming around, but sometimes, corruption needed to be rooted out manually. Sometimes, good people needed help, and the people around them were willing to go the extra mile for them.

In this case, Rhoda had faced an impossible hurdle, one that she couldn’t fathom clearing.

I, on the other hand, had plenty of connections from my time in law enforcement. All it had taken was a phone call. That person had made another phone call, which had led to another…

I wished that all the corruption I’d encountered over the years had been as easy to root out as Rhoda’s situation. Unfortunately, most of it had been an uphill battle, the instance with Senator Paxten being one of them.

Rhoda would never need to know that I’d been behind the board’s upheaval, but I was happy to help.

After all, if I could face down full-on government corruption, a college board was no problem at all.

I turned back to look at Charlie, his head thrown back in whole-hearted laughter, and I was glad to see that his recent work struggles hadn’t completely gotten him down. As for his questions about the senator…

Well, that would be a story for next time.


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!

Follow me on Amazon.

Follow me through e-mail.

Check out my Facebook Group.
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