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      The weather in Miami was beautiful ninety-nine percent of the time. Sure, sometimes the heat could be a little much for tourists unaccustomed to it, but for those who thrived off of warm sunlight and cloudless skies, Miami was paradise. It was one of the reasons I’d always considered it home.

      Of course, there was no such thing as perfection, and although rare, even Miami had its bad days. We were, after all, a skip and a throw away from the tropics, which meant that once in a while, we’d be hit with the edges of a tropical storm. Seldom were we unlucky to get hit with the full brunt of one, but even being on the outskirts meant getting doused with rain.

      “Geez, look at the palm trees,” Nadia gasped as she leaned against the window. Off in the distance, the palm trees lined along the beach were bent in half, as though they were bowing to a king. The bell above the door jingled as a pair of kids in swimsuits went sprinting out. They’d rushed inside when the rain had suddenly started pouring, probably intending to wait it out. The storm showed no signs of letting up, though.

      “It came out of nowhere,” Nadia mused as she left the window to wander back over to the bar where I was standing with Rhoda. “Well, I guess not really. They have been talking about it on the news. But still, it was sunny a second ago.”

      “I feel bad for all the people that didn’t check the forecast before coming to the beach,” Rhoda noted with a shake of her head. “Though I guess it’s not really their fault. We don’t get storms like this all that often.”

      “Haven’t seen one this bad in years,” Bill, one of my regulars, chimed in. He was an older gentleman and a resident of a nearby nursing home. Most of the customers in the bar that afternoon were older locals, which wasn’t unusual, but there were noticeably less of them than usual. “Had a really bad one a few years back. Water level rose something fierce. A lot of those fancy beachfront houses almost got swept out to sea. We had trees knocking down power lines and blocking the road. I saw a car just floating down the road on the news!” He shook his head before taking a sip of his drink. “You girls should head on home. Don’t let Ethan bully you into staying!”

      “We don’t, trust us,” Rhoda replied before flashing me a teasing smile. “And it doesn’t look that bad out there.”

      Just as she said that, something whipped furiously past the window. I wasn’t sure if it was just a big plastic bag, but whatever it was went flying along as a strong gust of wind blew past the front of the bar.

      “Maybe you should head on home,” I suggested. “The place is pretty calm, and I can’t imagine it’ll get any more crowded tonight.” I glanced out at the rest of the bar. Part of me wanted to shut down for the night, but it seemed mean to just boot everyone out, especially since a lot of my regulars were older veterans. I couldn’t just throw them out into the rain.

      “I’m good.” Rhoda shrugged. “I don’t live that far. And besides, the fact that it’s slow means this is the perfect time to do some inventory in the back.”

      “I think I’ll duck out,” Nadia replied. “Let me just text my brother to come and pick me up—” She stopped short as the lights suddenly flickered. Everything went dark for just a second before sputtering slowly back to life.

      “Uh oh,” Rhoda grumbled.

      “Yeah,” I agreed, watching the lights above the bar dubiously. “‘Uh oh’ is right.”

      “I think that’s my cue to leave,” one of my regulars muttered as he slowly made his way off the stool. A few others got up as well, but some stayed in their places, watching me expectantly, as though they were wondering if I was going to boot them out.

      Honestly, I was still reluctant to. Some, like Bill, who lived in the nursing home, didn’t actually have their own cars. They would ride the bus or take an Uber or otherwise get some kind of ride. With the way it was coming down outside, I knew it might take a while for everyone to arrange passage home.

      “Oh, we’ve got an update, folks!” Bill announced, squinting through his thick glasses as he peered down at his phone. “It’s not a tropical storm anymore. They just said that it’s a full-blown hurricane. Well, how about that?”

      “Well, that’s not great.” Rhoda frowned, crossing her arms as the lights flickered again.

      “All right,” I reluctantly declared. “I hate to do this, but the bar’s closed. You can stay as long as you need to find your ride home, but we need to shut down.”

      “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Rhoda whispered to me, turning her shoulder so she was obscured from the rest of the bar. “I don’t think it’s safe to have people driving. Doesn’t a hurricane mean there’s, like, hundred mile an hour winds or something?”

      “Well, it’s only going to get worse as it goes on,” I countered, though I was concerned about that as well.

      “Why don’t you and Nadia head home?” Rhoda suggested. “I usually close up anyway, and like I said, I’m in no rush to get home. I can stay here with everyone until it lets up. Even if I have to wait all night.” She shrugged.

      I knew I could trust Rhoda to watch the bar overnight, and I knew the small handful of regulars that remained wouldn’t cause trouble. Still, it wasn’t an ideal solution.

      “No,” I replied. “If anyone stays, it’ll be me.”

      “Let’s all stay,” Nadia replied with a grin. “Slumber party time!”

      “That is not what I would call it.” Rhoda snorted out a laugh. “Last time I had a slumber party, I was, what, ten? In a bedroom full of a bunch of little girls. Being stuck in a bar with a bunch of old Navy vets is hardly the same thing. Not that I’m complaining, mind you. I bet everyone’s got a story or two they can tell to pass the time.” She smiled impishly at me. “Bet you feel lucky your fan club isn’t here. Imagine if they were here, with no way to kick them out all night.”

      As if by divine intervention, there was suddenly a frantic knocking at the door. The three of us all turned to look in alarm to find the very group in question huddled outside the entrance, peeking in through the window.

      “You summoned them,” Nadia groaned at Rhoda. “Way to go.”

      “Let us in!” someone outside yelled. It sounded like Charlie, but it was hard to discern over the roar of the wind and rain.

      “It’s not locked.” Rhoda laughed as the three of us just stood there watching.

      It didn’t take long, however, for me to realize that the reason they couldn’t get the door open was because the wind was blowing against it too hard. I could see the strain on Jeff’s face as he forcefully pulled it back with Charlie’s help. The four of them got it just open enough to slip inside.

      “Why are you here?” Nadia asked them point blank, a frown slipping onto her face.

      “Well, hello to you too,” Ty grumbled as he walked toward the bar top, looking uncomfortable in his soaked clothes.

      “I meant because of the storm.” Nadia rolled her eyes. “Don’t get all sensitive on me. You guys know you’re my favorite customers. But seriously, why are you here when the sky is falling down outside?”

      “Where else would we rather be?” Mac grinned as she traipsed over to the bar top.

      “We gotta get as much time in with Jeff as we can before he ditches us to go do whatever it is that SEALs do,” Charlie added, waving his hand in the air as he took a seat at one of the stools.

      “You just got back, though,” Rhoda whined, pouting at the man in question. “Feels like it, anyway.”

      “That’s how it is,” Charlie replied with a sad shrug. “Which is why we have to have as much fun as possible before he ditches us again.”

      “And your idea of fun is the Rolling Thunder?” I teased. “I guess I should feel flattered.”

      “You should.” Mac nodded firmly. “Anyway—” She stopped short when a loud boom shook the entire bar, followed shortly by a loss of power as the entire bar went dark.

      “Excellent,” Rhoda quipped sarcastically. A second later, several bright, white lights lit the bar in a ghostly glow as Rhoda, Ty, and Jeff all turned on their phone flashlights.

      “Do we have actual flashlights?” Nadia asked as she stepped away from the bar and back toward the kitchen with her own phone.

      “Yeah, way in the back!” I called out. “In a bin in the pantry, next to all the first aid stuff!”

      “Got it!” Nadia shouted back.

      “Let’s light candles!” Charlie suggested, his eyes shining with excitement under the harsh light of Jeff’s phone. “It’ll feel so spooky! Then Ethan can tell us a really gory story.”

      “Ew,” Rhoda complained, flashing Charlie an unimpressed look. “Why a gory one?”

      “I don’t know.” Charlie shrugged as I dug under the bar in search of candles or something else I could use, so what few regulars remained wouldn’t just be sitting in darkness. “It would fit the mood.”

      “No,” Rhoda argued. “Something creepy would fit the mood better. Ethan, you got any cases involving ghosts?”

      “Ghosts?!” Jeff scoffed at her. “Ghosts aren’t real.”

      “Neither are zombies, but Ethan’s worked two different cases involving people either becoming mind controlled or biting people,” Rhoda argued just as Nadia returned carrying a box of flashlights and old camping lanterns.

      “I don’t think this stuff has been touched since we opened,” she grumbled as she blew into the box. A puff of dust flew up into the air as she did. “I didn’t even know this was back there.”

      “Well, we’ve never had to use them,” I replied as I took out the lanterns. They were mostly small holdovers from my days going out fishing with Holm or on adventures with Tessa. A few had never been used, purchased expressly for the purpose of emergencies back when I first bought the place, just in case.

      “Put one out on each of the tables where people are sitting,” I instructed Rhoda and Nadia as I did a quick headcount. Six customers, not including the kids, spread out at three tables and the bar. Most of them didn’t seem all that bothered by the rain or the lights going out.

      “Well, guess I’ll have another drink, seeing as I’m stuck here now.” Bill chortled as he settled more comfortably onto his stool. “Rum and coke, please, Ethan.”

      “You got it,” I replied as I quickly whipped up his drink. “On the house.”

      “Mighty good of you,” Bill replied gratefully as he took the drink from me. Another round of thunder rocked through the bar.

      “I’ve never felt thunder like that,” Rhoda murmured, glancing up at the ceiling. “I literally felt the vibrations. Did I imagine that?”

      “No, I felt it too,” Ty replied, though, unlike Rhoda, he seemed positively giddy about it. “Wow, this storm is no joke.”

      “What if there’s a tornado?” Mac asked, her eyebrows knitting together as she glanced out the window.

      “There are no tornados in Miami,” Ty scoffed.

      “There have been,” Bill chimed in, setting his glass down on the bar top. “Some… thirty years ago, almost? There was one right here in the city.”

      “What? How?” Jeff frowned at him in confusion. “I always heard that tornadoes can’t form in major cities because all the tall buildings break up the wind or something.”

      “Well, it certainly was a rare event,” Bill explained. “That’s what made it so memorable, I suppose. And the fact is, you just can’t stop Mother Nature! She was angry that day, and sure as I’m sitting here, that tornado came and cut right through the city.”

      “Imagine if we all die before Jeff ever gets deployed,” Ty muttered. “That would suck. You would have done all that BUD/S training for nothing.”

      “Why would you say something like that!?” Mac scolded him, and a second later, all four of them were bickering.

      “There won’t be a tornado,” Bill cut in over the noise. “Probably, anyway. Like I said, it was a once-in-a-lifetime event. Now, other places in Florida get tornadoes plenty. This one here was right.” He reached a bony hand out to clap Jeff on the shoulder. “It’s rare for tornadoes to form in big cities like this. You don’t have to worry about that. Flooding, now, that’s another story.”

      “We’ll be fine, even if that happens,” Rhoda insisted as Nadia returned from lighting up the bar with the lanterns. “We’re uphill from the beach, so we’ll be okay.”

      The bar was no longer dark, but the stark white lights cast from all the camping lanterns gave everything a sort of ethereal glow. I quickly got to work making up some drinks for the rest of my regulars, both to keep everyone calm and as an apology for the lights going out. I definitely didn’t want to kick anyone out now if the situation was so severe that it was causing outages.

      “What’s that?” Rhoda asked as she glanced down at the drinks I was whipping up.

      “Just something to keep everyone relaxed while we wait this out,” I replied, nodding gratefully as she and Nadia quickly got to work setting everything on trays.

      “You know what would really help keep everyone relaxed and happy?” Ty asked pointedly, cocking his head at me. I laughed since I knew exactly where he was going with that.

      “Normally, I would make fun of him for being so corny with that segue,” Mac sighed. “But, given the circumstances, I think he’s got a point. I mean, no electricity, no way out, and free booze?”

      “They did come all this way, Ethan,” Bill added in support. “In the pouring rain.”

      “The pouring rain, Ethan!” Charlie repeated dramatically. “I think we’ve practically earned a story, don’t you think?”

      “Please.” Ty smiled sheepishly at me, eyes wide with expectation.

      “All right,” I agreed. “There’s literally nothing else for me to do anyway while this storm is raging.”

      “I wouldn’t mind listening in,” Bill noted, turning slightly, so he was facing me more. He said that like he didn’t care either way, but I noticed that his eyes were shining much in the same way that Ty’s were as he waited to hear what I would say.

      “All right, drinks are out,” Rhoda reported as she returned to the bar, wiping her hands on her apron. “I’m going to go in the back and do some inventory and stuff while we’ve got downtime.”

      “In the dark?” Mac asked, raising an eyebrow at her.

      “I’ll be fine,” Rhoda replied as she reached into the box to grab one of the flashlights. She saluted to announce her departure before walking off into the kitchen.

      “Her loss,” Jeff noted before turning back to me. He was about to say something else when another blast of thunder rocked the building. “Man, this really is the Rolling Thunder now.”

      “Why is it named that, by the way?” Mac asked curiously. “I mean, cool name and all, but does it mean anything?”

      “Sort of,” I replied with a smile. “I could tell you, but that would count as your story.”

      “No!” Ty cut in. “No, forget the name. Tell us what happened next, after you rescued Robbie and those people from the sunken ship.”

      “All right, all right.” I laughed, lifting my hands in surrender. “Well, actually, it wasn’t long after that when we wound up having to dive for a case again. This time, though, the circumstances were a little different. It all started out off the coast of the Cayman Islands…”
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      Todd clenched and unclenched his hands as he walked along the beach toward the large fishing boat that was docked right at the edge of the marina. His fingernails cut into his skin, sending little pinpricks of pain into his palms. He wanted to stop walking, wanted his legs to turn around and carry him far away from the boat and the beach. He felt as though he was being dragged along in chains, an invisible force pulling him closer to the boat with every step.

      Why was he doing this? Money, obviously, because everything came down to money, always. And sure, this job certainly paid very well. He made in one night more than he’d made in a week doing any other job in his life. Those perks came at a hefty cost, though.

      This job was dangerous. So dangerous, in fact, that they had to find new people to come and work practically every week. People just didn’t last, and it wasn’t surprising. Luckily, Todd was high enough up the chain of command that he didn’t have to do any of the really dangerous stuff; that was all relegated to the grunts they’d get to come and work for them on the boat.

      Still, tonight, Todd felt particularly uneasy. He tried to dismiss it as nerves as he moved robotically toward the boat with the rest of the crew. They were all silent as they walked, so even though they were all walking side by side, it didn’t feel as though they were together.

      It certainly didn’t feel like they were together when they were out on the water, either. It was basically every man for himself out there.

      Todd looked up as the sound of laughter reached his ears. There was a group of people gathered around a large blanket on the beach, empty beer bottles and styrofoam to-go packages scattered all around them. They were probably tourists, by the looks of them. Todd vaguely hoped that they’d clean up after themselves, but he quickly laughed at himself for even having the thought. There he was, marching off potentially to die, and he was worried about tourists littering on the beach.

      Maybe it was dramatic to think that he would die, but he just couldn’t shake that strange sense of foreboding. A chill ran through him as the sand beneath his shoes gave way to the hard surface of the marina. The boat was so close now, bobbing just a few steps away. It loomed over him like a mausoleum, its shadow falling over him and casting away what little moonlight they had to see by.

      Usually, fishermen would set out in the early morning to take advantage of every bit of daylight they could. But then, this wasn’t exactly a normal fishing boat.

      Todd swallowed nervously as he climbed up the short ramp leading onto the boat. It swayed as he stepped on, creaking loudly at him, and Todd imagined that it was trying to warn him away, urging him to run.

      “Hurry up,” one of the other men grunted before shoving Todd forward.

      He stumbled across the ramp and onto the boat, his feet rooted to the deck. Just like that, his chance was gone. Todd turned around as he watched everyone else file onto the boat. He imagined himself jumping off the side and making a break for it. He could run to that group of tourists, maybe. The other guys probably wouldn’t try to kill him in front of all those people. Or maybe he could just haul tail back into town as fast as he could. He’d pack a bag, buy a ticket to some other island, and—

      There was a jolt as the boat suddenly pulled away from the marina. The ramp was up, and everyone was on board, and they were leaving.

      “You good?” one of the other guys asked him. It was David. Todd wouldn’t have called him a friend, but he and David were cordial enough. Not like some of the other guys who’d steal your crap the moment your back was turned. “You were zoned out for a while. You high?”

      “No,” Todd grumbled, glowering at him, nervously stroking at the jagged scar that ran down the length of his cheek. Todd wasn’t stupid enough to do any of that stuff. He’d seen enough buyers go crazy in their desperation to get just one more hit. There was no way Todd would willingly do that to himself.

      “Well, what’s wrong with you then?” David guffawed, reaching out to slap Todd on the back. “You been standing there for, like, five minutes. Come on, let’s sit down and have a drink.”

      Todd followed David over to the seats near the helm. Everyone else was gathered there, mostly just sitting in silence. David pulled a can of soda from the pocket of his pants before holding it out to Todd.

      It was warm, and Todd tried not to cringe down at it as he took it in his hand.

      “We better get really lucky today,” David grumbled as he parked himself on the edge of one of the hard plastic benches bolted to the side of the boat. He frowned as he popped the can of soda open to take a drink. “My baby-mama’s been riding me about sending her some more cash. Says the baby needs new clothes. How in the heck does the baby need new clothes? She bought him clothes last month! And what does a baby need clothes for, anyway? Just stick a pamper on him! It’s not like it’s ever cold here! All she does is waste my money buying things for that kid…”

      Todd tuned him out. He didn’t really care about David’s personal problems at the best of times, but hearing him whine about his own kid like that grated on Todd’s nerves. Why have a kid if you were just going to complain about having to take care of it? Todd didn’t have any kids, but he couldn’t imagine being so callous toward one if he did.

      “Hey,” David grunted as he kicked Todd in the shin.

      “Ow, what the hell!?” Todd turned to look at David on the bench.

      “I asked if you and Bessy were still together,” David grumbled, his eyes flicking down to Todd’s hands. “And you still haven’t touched your soda.”

      “Who’s Bessy?” Todd asked, looking back at David in puzzlement.

      “Bessy is Rodney’s girl,” one of the other guys chimed in.

      “What? No?” a fourth man entered the conversation, looking up from his phone in confusion. “My girl’s name is Becky. Not Bessie. It’s short for Rebecca.”

      “Oh, right.” David grinned devilishly. “Sorry, it’s just she looks so much like one of those dairy cows that I must have gotten confused.”

      “What the hell did you say?” Becky’s boyfriend jumped up angrily, and David cackled like his little remark had been the funniest thing he’d ever heard.

      Todd rolled his eyes before tuning the conversation out again. He couldn’t stand these people. They were all like this, brainless scum who sat around treating each other like garbage.

      Then again, Todd supposed he was garbage too. He was here, after all, on this boat, just like the rest of them. He thumbed at the scar on his cheek again. He’d gotten it years ago during a break-in. Todd hadn’t realized the owner of the house was home at the time. He’d fled, but not before the owner slashed him across the face with a broken beer bottle. Todd liked to lie and pretend he’d gotten it in some cool fight, and not while he was running away like a dog with its tail between its legs.

      Before he knew it, the boat was coming to a stop again. Todd tensed as everyone around him began to stand to get to their positions. Some, like Todd, would stay up on the deck to monitor things while the rest went down into the water.

      At least, that was how it had always gone.

      “So… you’re going to have to go down tonight,” David suddenly informed Todd, setting his now empty soda can on the bench between them.

      “What?” Todd blinked at him in bewilderment, his stomach churning. “What do you mean? I’m not doing that!”

      “Shh!” David scolded before flashing the other guys a grin.

      He didn’t want Todd making a scene. Of course he didn’t. They’d start to wonder why Todd didn’t want to go into the water like the rest of them. If they knew that the reason they’d been hired was so that they could replace all the ones who’d drowned before them, of course, they wouldn’t want to go down.

      “Look,” David crooned as he leaned in, lowering his voice. “You know we’re short on people.”

      “Yeah, ‘cause they died!” Todd shot back angrily. He knew he should never have come here. He should have listened to his instincts and run when he had the chance. Why the hell had he gotten on this boat?

      “Look, it’s just for tonight, all right?” David coaxed as he jutted his thumb out toward the other clueless crewmen. They were all waffling around as they struggled to figure out how the diving equipment worked. It was no wonder people kept dying. “These guys need somebody to help them out. Show them the ropes.” He clapped Todd on the back again. “You can do that! And you’ll earn twice the usual. Consider it a teaching fee.”

      Todd swallowed nervously. Double pay did sound good, but that wasn’t what cowed him into submission. No, it was the way all the other higher-ups were glowering at him, challenging him to refuse. Really, Todd had no choice. If he didn’t do as they said, they might just shoot him in the head and toss his body overboard. He wouldn’t put that past them.

      “Just tonight,” Todd reluctantly agreed, already mentally planning his escape. The moment tonight’s job was done, he’d get the heck out of town. He’d spend everything he’d earned on a plane ticket out of here if he had to. That was, of course, assuming he survived the night at all.

      Feeling like he’d just been condemned to death, Todd trudged over to the footlocker that held all the diving equipment. Todd wasn’t even sure what most of it was called, but he knew they sure as crap weren’t maintaining any of it well. When was the last time those air tanks had even been refilled? Every night, everything was just tossed back into the container in a heap. Every time someone died and took equipment with them, the stuff would get replaced with whatever the group could steal or buy for as cheaply as possible.

      In short, all their equipment was a load of junk.

      Todd trembled as he pulled the puffy vest on. He’d tried one on before, back when they were first starting out, just for fun. It had seemed so novel, then, to be able to breathe underwater. Now, the thought made him want to throw up.

      Todd frowned as he leaned back and forth. Maybe it was his imagination, but it felt a lot lighter than he remembered. Was it empty? Todd wasn’t sure that made any sense. Did air even have any weight?

      Before he could think about it too deeply, he was being ushered off the boat.

      “All right, remember, go down, place the boxes, and then swim up and away,” one of the other guys instructed. “Got it? Up and away. Unless you want to end up looking like a human firework.”

      “Wait, what?” one of the grunts asked, sounding alarmed.

      “Joking!” the man responded with a laugh. “Just joking. Now, go on. We need to get this done before the sun starts coming up. Don’t want any pigs to come looking.” He turned to cast a pointed look at Todd, then, suddenly, someone was shoving something into his hands.

      “What?!” Todd gasped, his hands shaking as he looked down at the black metal box he’d just been handed. “No! No, I don’t want—”

      “Shut up,” the man barking orders cut him off. “Hurry up.”

      He shoved Todd in the shoulder, and Todd gasped as he stumbled backward, barely catching himself before falling off the side of the boat. The higher-ups were all glaring at him again, and Todd found the last vestiges of hope slipping away from him. It seemed almost funny that, just minutes ago, Todd still considered himself one of them. Now, he was being sent off to do the dirty work with the other hired grunts.

      He swallowed as he turned around, his legs wobbly as he made his way to the side of the boat. He crouched awkwardly, trying to figure out the best way to get down into the water, when someone suddenly shoved him.

      Todd sank quickly, unintentionally swallowing a large mouthful of water as he balanced the box with one hand so he could use his other to look for the breathing mouthpiece. Up just above the surface, he thought he could hear the other guys yelling. They might have been arguing, but Todd was too busy looking for the breathing tube to notice.

      Finally, his hand closed around the bit that went inside his mouth. He chomped down on it and sucked in, expecting to feel the relief of fresh air, only to find himself getting more lightheaded. He breathed in harder, struggling to draw breath. Was it broken? Was he doing it wrong? Todd wasn’t sure. All he knew was that he couldn’t breathe. His chest hurt, there were spots in his vision, and he needed to get up to the surface now.

      Todd kicked, fighting to go back up, when suddenly, someone was yanking on the metal box. It was one of the grunts, staring at him in confusion. Todd shoved the box at him, more than happy to be rid of it. Before he could ascend even an inch higher, though, the box exploded.

      Todd was sent spinning through the water, pain erupting over his face and chest and arms. The little mouthpiece thing was gone, but then again, it wasn’t like it was helping him, anyway. Todd flailed, trying in vain to swim up toward salvation. He couldn’t tell what was up, though. Their crappy homemade bomb had exploded right on top of him, and now everything hurt and he couldn’t see, and it felt like his chest was about to burst into pieces just like the bomb.

      Todd opened his eyes and saw nothing but blue all around him, and then his lungs gave way. He gasped, desperate for air, only to be hit with a torrent of water instead. With his last thoughts, Todd cursed himself.

      He never should have gotten on the boat.
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      The thick, overly fuzzy comforter that brushed against my skin as I woke up in bed that morning was wholly unfamiliar, as was the mattress, which groaned unpleasantly as I rolled over in mild confusion. My gaze landed on the curtains slung over the window, a cutesy polka dot print with lace trimming around all the edges, and the events of the night before came trickling back to me.

      Tessa and I had both finally found the time and opportunity to meet up again. We’d headed to upstate New York to visit with Professor Slade and discuss everything we’d found out about the Rogue up to that point. Since it had been after dark already by the time we’d arrived, we’d wound up at a small, hole-in-the-wall bar near the bed-and-breakfast that Tessa had booked. Things were blurrier after that. We’d gotten to talking about everything that had transpired since the last time we’d seen each other, the drinks flowing freely all the while.

      I cracked my neck and back as I moved to sit up, glancing back at those curtains as I did. Tessa liked that kind of stuff, I’d noticed. In Alaska, she’d also booked a room that was full of frilly, cute stuff. Though, I supposed that time had been different since that was the only accommodation available in the town we’d stayed in.

      She wasn’t in bed, but the door to the ensuite bathroom was closed, and I could hear water running, so I assumed that was where she must be. A glance at the clock informed me that it was already nearly ten in the morning, which was way later than I normally would have slept in, but not at all surprising considering how late Tessa and I had stayed up.

      I couldn’t really remember much of the stumble back from the bar, but I certainly recalled what happened afterward.

      Professor Slade had told us to just stop by “whenever,” but I still didn’t want to keep the man waiting all day. I rolled out of bed before scanning the room for my bag. It was still by the door where I’d dropped it the night prior before heading out to the bar. It was lying on its side, likely having been kicked out of the way, and I quickly went to tidy it back against the front entrance before unzipping it and digging around for a clean set of clothes.

      My hand brushed against the hard plastic case inside as I did. In the past, I usually hadn’t traveled with my sidearm when I was off duty, but too many close encounters with danger had taught me otherwise. For some reason, it seemed like trouble followed me everywhere I went, and that was especially true when Tessa was around.

      After getting dressed, I took the gun out of the special case it needed to be in while on the plane and tucked it into my holster. The water in the bathroom had stopped running by then, and I had just finished getting everything in place when Tessa stepped out.

      “You’re awake,” she greeted me with a smile as I turned to look at her. She had gotten dressed in the bathroom, but her hair was still wet. She ruffled it with a thick, fluffy towel as she padded over to the bed, plopping down onto it before resuming her drying. “I was wondering how long you’d stay down. You’re usually a light sleeper.”

      “I guess I was just more tired than usual,” I quipped back as I ran a hand through my ruffled hair.

      Tessa shot me a look, her cheeks glowing red as she stifled a smile.

      “Maybe you’re just getting old,” she teased as she slung the towel over the back of a chair near the bed. She grinned innocently up at me. “I had plenty of energy this morning. Even went out and grabbed some coffee.”

      “Without me?” I asked, pretending to feel betrayed.

      Tessa rolled her eyes as she got up off the bed and marched over to the small cabinet on the other side of the room that held the TV.

      “I got you one too.” She plucked a small plastic cup off the top of the cabinet. “It’s cold now, though. You really were out for a while.” She smiled again. “Or is it that you just can’t hold your liquor?”

      “I didn’t even drink that much,” I grumbled, though the fuzziness of my memory definitely belied that statement.

      I went to grab my phone and wallet so we could head out, and Tessa quickly grabbed her stuff as well.

      “No camera bag?” I raised an eyebrow at her, mildly surprised to see that she was only bringing a small purse along.

      For as long as I’d known her, Tessa always had a camera close at hand. I’d seen her pause mid-conversation and even stop the car while we were driving so she could grab a good shot, and I knew that she was very good at her job. Seeing her without a camera bag seemed incomplete.

      “Nah,” she said, tossing in a half-hearted shrug. “I’m taking a little… break.”

      “From photography?” I asked her blankly, truly confused now.

      “From work,” she amended with another shrug, seeming a little awkward now. She pursed her lips and reached a hand up to massage the back of her neck. “It’s just… I’m kind of tired of almost dying, you know?” She laughed, but I could tell there was a thread of truth in her statement. “I mean, don’t get me wrong, I’m grateful that I have a chance to travel all over and take photos of stuff some people will never get to see with their own eyes, but I could do without the shooting. And the bombs. And fire. And of getting harassed by crazy environmentalists who want me to freeze to death.” She offered me a tired smile before laughing again. “It just feels like every adventure I take ends with me almost getting killed, and it was exciting at first, but now… I think I could do with a break from adventure.”

      “Oh,” I replied, a niggling little hint of guilt gnawing at me. After all, weren’t a lot of those my fault? Maybe not all of them. I certainly hadn’t been the one to incur the ire of those eco-terrorists, but other than that, usually when Tessa was getting shot at or kidnapped, it was because of me.

      “Not forever!” Tessa quickly amended. “I love my job, and the adventures are mostly fun. Ninety percent fun with only ten percent fearing for my life, usually. I just thought it would be nice to take a vacation.” She beamed brightly at me. “Besides, hanging out with you and looking up info on the Dragon’s Rogue is plenty adventure enough. With only a small chance of being shot at.”

      “Zero chance,” I countered, though I knew that wasn’t true, especially with Hariska still on the loose.

      I’d been careful to cover my tracks before coming up here, even going as far as buying a flight somewhere else while paying for the one to New York in cash. If anyone decided to snoop into my whereabouts, they’d be led thousands of miles in the wrong direction. Still, with Tessa proclaiming she needed a vacation from things, I didn’t want her to decide to add me to that list as well.

      “If someone wanted to attack us, they would have done it last night when I was drunk, don’t you think?” I asked.

      “So you admit you were drunk,” Tessa teased as she walked toward the door. “Anyway, come on, we can go get brunch before heading to Slade’s. He texted earlier, by the way.”

      “About the harpoon?” I asked curiously as the two of us stepped outside. Since it was a house and not a typical hotel, we were careful to be quiet as we walked over to the stairs.

      “Harpoon?” Tessa craned her neck back to look at me as she started down them.

      “Careful!” I warned, a second too late as Tessa missed the step and began to fall forward. I reached out to grab her, nearly stumbling myself as I took hold of her arm to keep her from falling.

      “See what I mean?” she joked as she shakily regained her footing. “I’m danger-prone.”

      “Anyone would fall if they tried walking down the stairs like that,” I teased as we resumed our path down.

      Fortunately, we managed to make it down the rest of the way without incident. We’d just stepped into the foyer of the small house when the owner of the bed-and-breakfast stepped out from behind the wall that separated the entryway from the kitchen. She was a little old woman with a head full of wiry white hair that she styled into tight little curls. She’d held us up for almost fifteen full minutes the evening prior when we’d first checked in to give us her life story. Despite the chatter, though, she seemed like a kind, gentle woman.

      “Heading out?” she asked, tossing a warm smile in our direction. “How was the coffee?”

      “So good,” Tessa replied, smiling back. “We were just about to get something to eat, actually. You have any places you’d recommend?”

      “Oh, not really,” the woman replied apologetically. “Truth is, I don’t get out very much myself. This whole area used to be just trees, you know! Every fall, they’d all turn the most magnificent colors, red and orange and yellow, it was beautiful to walk along the roadside in the mornings. But then they came and put in all those new businesses and shops—” She threw her hands up in a show of helplessness. “It was great for the community, mind you. But all that is too much for me. I usually just have my groceries delivered these days…”

      I kept a stiff smile plastered to my face as she went on and on. I didn’t want to be rude and cut her off, and even if I had wanted to, the woman didn’t offer us a single opportunity. She barely paused to take a breath in between sentences. I got the feeling that she didn’t get much opportunity to talk to new people since the sleepy little town wasn’t exactly a hot tourist spot, and politeness kept me from interrupting.

      “That sounds great,” Tessa finally managed to jump in, offering the woman a broad smile as she spoke. “We’ll check it out.”

      “Oh, good,” the woman responded warmly. She looked like she was about to say something else, so I chimed in before she could get started again.

      “Oh, we should get going,” I rushed to tell Tessa, pretending to look at the time on my phone. “Slade’s still waiting for us, so we don’t want to take too long eating.”

      “Right,” Tessa replied with a nod before turning back to the owner. “Thank you so much, again. We’ll be back later tonight.”

      “All right, you two have fun!” she called out as we turned to leave.

      She seemed so nice that I felt a little bad that we were practically fleeing from her, but I didn’t want a repeat of the night before.

      “She almost trapped us again,” Tessa whispered, looking over her shoulder as we both climbed into our rental car. “We barely made it out alive yesterday evening.”

      “I know.” I chuckled as I went to turn the key in the ignition.

      “Are we mean?” Tessa asked, frowning as she turned to look at me.

      “What? No,” I replied as I pulled backward, away from the bed-and-breakfast and onto the main road. The woman had mentioned a bunch of new businesses moving in recently, but the place was still fairly calm. At least, it was nothing compared to the intense bustle and noise of the city.

      “It seemed like she wanted to keep talking, though,” Tessa hummed sadly. “I mean, I didn’t want to stand there for ten minutes like we did last night, but still, seems kind of mean that we bailed on her like that.”

      “What I said wasn’t actually a lie,” I reassured her. “Slade is waiting for us. And sometimes, you just have to cut people off, gently, that is. I’ve met a lot of folks like her.” I laughed under my breath. “A lot of old vets can get like that. People who live long, full lives have a lot to say. It’s a good thing, in a way, but if you don’t stop them, they’re happy to keep going on. Forever.”

      “Right,” Tessa replied with a smile. “I bet you’ve heard some pretty amazing stories from them.”

      “Oh, I have,” I replied. “Maybe not always entirely truthful, but it’s kind of fun when they go crazy with the embellishments. For example, do I really believe that a single man was able to take down an entire platoon of enemy forces? No. But is it fun hearing the story, anyway? Obviously.”

      “Hmm.” Tessa turned to raise an eyebrow at me as I cruised slowly down the road, keeping my eyes peeled for a decent spot to eat. “That makes me wonder what kind of embellishing you’ll do one day, when you’re a long-winded old retiree.”

      “None,” I shot back, putting on a show of mock affront. “I get into enough crazy situations without adding any extra details.”

      “Are you sure?” she teased as I spotted a small restaurant at the corner of the street. “You won’t change things up to make yourself sound more like the hero?”

      “Of course not.” I laughed as I pulled into the parking lot of the restaurant. I didn’t recognize the name, but all the corporate-looking signage out front made me think it was some kind of chain place. “Come on, let’s eat so we can go and see the professor.”
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      The restaurant turned out to be fancier than I’d expected, offering an array of mostly seafood. That wasn’t surprising since we were pretty close to Lake Ontario, though I supposed calling it seafood wasn’t exactly correct, given that most of it came from a lake. As a Miami native, I was no stranger to seafood, but the offerings obviously weren’t quite the same up further north, and the salmon dish I wound up ordering was amazing.

      “You sure you don’t want a drink?” Tessa asked as she lifted the massive cocktail glass to her lips. The restaurant offered, to her delight, bottomless mimosas as part of their brunch menu. Tessa was on her third glass by the time we were finishing up our meals.

      “No, I’m fine.” I laughed as I ate the last of my salmon. The restaurant had a sign posted out front bragging about the freshness of their fish, and I definitely believed the claim.

      “Like I said,” Tessa teased, “someone can’t hold their liquor anymore. I guess one of us does have to drive, though. I think Diane might have a heart attack if you wrecked a car while on vacation.”

      “Well, she wouldn’t have to cover it since I’m not on the clock,” I countered. “But yeah, at this point, I’m on pretty thin ice. It’s not like I do it for fun, though. And if I recall correctly, one of those times was expressly your fault. You were the one that drove that car into that group of gangbangers.”

      “I do not recall that.” Tessa snickered before pulling her glass up to her lips. “Must have been all the mental stress from being kidnapped. Left me too traumatized to remember.” She shrugged, and though I knew she was joking, I still felt a little bad.

      “Oh, don’t make that face,” Tessa groaned before offering me a warm smile. “I’m not complaining, you know. Well, I guess I am complaining a tiny bit.”

      “What face?” I asked, frowning at her. I hadn’t changed my expression, to my knowledge, and I would know. Keeping my expression stoic was a skill I’d mastered as part of knowing how to interrogate suspects.

      “That face you just made,” Tessa replied. “Like you felt guilty. Like I said, I’m not complaining, not about you. Given the choice, I would still follow you that day back on the beach. I’m not thrilled about constantly getting kidnapped and shot at, but a little danger’s worth having met you.” She took another sip, and I could tell the drink was already affecting her by the blase way she was just spilling everything without hesitation.

      What struck me most, however, was the fact that she was able to read me at all. I’d always prided myself on my ability to control my emotions and hide what I was thinking. It was a useful skill when it came to manipulating suspects. Tessa wasn’t a suspect, far from it, but still, the fact that she could tell what was on my mind, even half-inebriated, made me feel both pleased and perturbed. Was I losing my edge to the point that even a civvie like Tessa could read me? Or had I just dropped my guard that much around her?

      “What about you?” Tessa asked, and I blinked as I realized I’d missed the last thing she’d just said. “Would you ever leave Miami?”

      “What?” I replied, confused as to how we’d gotten to that question.

      “Would you ever leave Miami?” Tessa asked with a shrug. “You know, ditch the big city and settle down somewhere quieter. Like here.” She gestured vaguely around the restaurant, her hand slightly limp. “I mean, I love New York. I’ve always thought of myself as a city girl. I used to think places like this were boring. Fun to photograph, but way too quiet and slow. But that trip to Alaska was pretty nice. I’d never want to live somewhere that secluded, mind you. But a place like here would be all right. It’s actually peaceful at night, no catcallers hounding me just for walking down the street, no random shoot-outs on the evening news.” She shrugged again before smiling at me. “I bet you’d never leave Miami, though, right? Action is in your blood.”

      “I can’t argue there.” I laughed as I caught on to what she was talking about. “So when you said you were taking a break from work, you really meant a break. If you’re thinking of going as far as moving…”

      “Well, maybe,” Tessa murmured, smiling faintly. “Like I said, not forever. A lot of people take a year off to travel the world, but I’d kind of be doing the opposite. My job takes me all over the place already. It’d be nice to just—”

      “Sit still?” I offered, and Tessa nodded.

      “Yeah,” she replied, leaning back in her seat. “I feel like I’ve lived enough adventure to last a lifetime. Heck, several lifetimes. I think a little time to recharge would be good. Uncle Donald was pretty pleased when I mentioned it, actually. He told me I could take as much time as I needed, and that my job would be waiting for me whenever I was ready.”

      “I bet.” I laughed softly. With how often Tessa found herself in messy and dangerous situations, her godfather was probably thrilled at the prospect of her taking a step back. “It’ll be easier to come and visit, too, if you’re always in the same place.”

      “Exactly!” Tessa replied, her face lighting up. “See, it’s a great idea all around. And if I do move someplace close to here, I can come and help Professor Slade look for the Rogue. Actually, taking some time off would be a great opportunity to do some digging into that. It feels like we only make baby steps in progress as we are now.”

      “I thought you wanted to take a break from adventure,” I teased, and Tessa waved me away with a flick of her hand.

      “Eh, that doesn’t really count,” she declared. “It’s not like I’ll be doing anything dangerous. All the pirates involved have been dead for hundreds of years, and I expect that most of the search will involve a lot of reading and research and digging through old documents.”

      “Oh, speaking of documents,” I interjected as the server stopped by to collect my credit card, “I found something in the walls of my house.”

      “What?” Tessa stared back at me blankly. “You found something—How? Why were you looking inside the walls of your house?”

      “One of the other agents noticed that the house was slightly bigger on the outside than on the inside,” I quickly explained. “Anyway, it turns out my grandfather hid a bunch of old family documents behind a false wall in his bedroom.”

      “That doesn’t sound ominous at all,” Tessa replied sarcastically. “Why were they back there? What where they?”

      “Well, one document I found was an old wanted poster,” I explained. “And I mean old, as in from the 1800s. Apparently, an ancestor of ours was a murderer and a train-robber.”

      “How very cliché.” Tessa laughed. “So he was a regular bad guy out of an old west movie? Wow, that’s crazy. And that’s why your grandpa hid the documents?”

      “I’m not sure.” I shook my head. “That was only one of the things I found, and we got busy with a case before I could look further into it. I can’t see that being the reason, though. I mean, it’s not great that a member of our family was a criminal two-hundred years ago, but hiding the evidence in the walls seems a bit like overkill.”

      “Yeah,” Tessa agreed as the server returned and we got up to leave. “Everyone’s bound to have some black sheep in their family if you go back far enough. And if that were the case, why not just destroy it?” She scowled at me before reaching up to swat my arm.

      “Ow, what was that for?” I laughed. It hadn’t hurt. I’d barely felt it, to be honest, so the action was more funny than anything.

      “How could you not investigate more?!” she scolded me, crossing her arms as we walked over to the car. “You found a bunch of secret family documents hidden in the walls of your house, and you just… didn’t read through them?!”

      “I did a little,” I replied defensively. “But then we got busy, like I told you. Holm almost drowned, and we still had Hariska to contend with. Have, actually, since we haven’t caught her yet.”

      “She’s the one that went crazy and turned redcoat on you, right?” Tessa asked. “You mentioned her the last time we spoke on the phone.”

      “Yeah,” I confirmed. “Though saying she betrayed us isn’t really accurate. She was never on our side to begin with. I can’t even say that ‘double-agent’ is right because I don’t think she’s working for anyone else.”

      “And you still don’t know what she wants?” Tessa asked as we got into the car.

      “No,” I sighed. “The two Cyber Crimes agents rooted through Diane’s computer in the days after Hariska was on it, but they couldn’t find anything. And ever since that night she broke into the office and tased Holm, it’s been radio silence.”

      “That’s scary,” Tessa muttered as I started the car and pulled away from the restaurant. “It’s like when you see a spider, then go to get something to kill it with, but it’s gone when you come back.” She shuddered. “It’s scary when you can see them, but even worse when you can’t, you know? You have no idea where it’s hiding, and since you can’t kill it, it might come back and bite you later.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed. It was an apt comparison. Every time Hariska reared her ugly head, she would disappear again right before we could catch her. At least when she was attacking us, we knew where she was and what she was up to.

      We spent the rest of the drive chatting about non-Hariska related things, primarily Tessa’s plan to move temporarily somewhere quieter. Honestly, I liked the idea. The amount of times she’d been kidnapped or otherwise put in danger had probably aged me a solid ten years, so the fact that she would be spending some time in some sleepy little town was actually really reassuring.

      “Maybe I could get a dog,” Tessa mused as we arrived at the professor’s little museum. “I’ve always thought it would be unfair to keep a pet in a tiny New York apartment, even one as spacious as the one I have now. But if I moved somewhere like here, there’d be plenty of space for a puppy to run around.”

      “I didn’t know you liked dogs,” I remarked as we stepped toward the entrance.

      “I love animals,” Tessa replied with a smile. “But like I said, it didn’t seem fair to keep one in a small apartment like that. I had a cat when I was younger since cats mostly just sleep all day, but dogs need more exercise. What about you? Do you like dogs?”

      “Oh, I—” I began to answer, pausing mid-sentence as we stepped into the museum. A strong, caustic smell had hit my nose the moment we’d stepped inside.

      “Is that smoke?” Tessa asked, pointing toward the right side of the room. A thin cloud of gray, wispy vapor was floating slowly through the room.

      “Yeah, it is,” I replied as I rushed closer to the smoke.

      It got thicker the farther I walked until I reached a door at the farthest end of the museum marked “NO ENTRY.” I grabbed the doorknob and pushed it open anyway, relieved to find that it wasn’t locked. It swung open without resistance, and I was hit with a larger cloud of smoke as soon as it did.

      “Something’s on fire,” Tessa murmured as she walked close behind me.

      I nodded and stepped through the door, worried about Slade. The door led into what looked like a small apartment, and as we followed the cloud, it quickly became clear where the smoke was coming from. The apartment had a small kitchenette, and a pot was set on top of the stove there. The contents were burnt to a crisp, blackened and crumbled, and they let off a thick plume of smoke as they continued to smolder in the base of the pot.

      “I’ll open a window,” Tessa offered as she hurried over to one of the two windows in the small apartment.

      I nodded as I rushed to turn off the stove before carefully grabbing the handle of the pan. It was hot to the touch but not enough to be painful, and I quickly dumped the charred contents into the trash before carrying the pot over to the now open window in an attempt to direct the smoke outside.

      “Professor Slade?” Tessa called out as she looked around the apartment.

      A thump came from outside the apartment door, and then the sound of footsteps. A moment later, Slade appeared in the doorway, clad in a white coat and a pair of thick, blue gloves.

      “What are you two doing in—” he started to ask before spotting the pot in my hands. He coughed as he looked around at the smokey room. “Oh, my goodness! I completely forgot!” He rushed over to me before glancing into the pot, wincing as he did. “Completely ruined, naturally. That’s a shame.”

      “What were you making?” Tessa asked as she went to open the other window, waving her hands in an attempt to air out the room.

      “Soup,” Slade replied, and I blinked down at the pot in confusion. There wasn’t a drop of liquid anywhere in it, though I supposed it all must have boiled off. “I was in the middle of making lunch. Then I got a call from a friend. Your friend, actually, that nice chap who runs the book shop in New Orleans, Stuart. We got to talking, and I completely forgot. I even ordered takeout not too long ago.” Slade shook his head, grimacing at the pot again. “How embarrassing of me.”

      “It happens to all of us,” Tessa reassured him. “At least once. There’s a reason ‘leaving the stove on’ is considered a cliché.”

      “Well, I’m lucky you two were here,” Slade insisted. “Oh, but let’s get out of here. It smells awful, and I don’t want the smoke stinking up the museum. Now that the windows are open, it should be fine. Come on.” He gestured for us to leave, and after double-checking to make sure nothing else was on, I set the pan back on the stove and followed Tessa out. Slade shut the door to the apartment behind him before walking back behind the front desk. He fiddled with a little box mounted on the wall, and a second later, the air conditioning whirred to life.

      “It’s a little chilly to run the AC,” Slade hummed, “but it’ll help get the room cleared out faster. I’m happy to see you two, though. It’s been far too long!”

      “We’re happy to see you, too,” Tessa replied with a smile.

      “It’s been a while since we met face to face,” I added, and Slade grinned broadly.

      “I know,” he replied. “It’s always so nice when you two stop by. I get visitors to the museum sometimes, mostly moms with their kids. And that’s wonderful, don’t get me wrong! It brings me joy to see little ones get all excited about history, but few people seem to get as enthralled with it all as the two of you. To most people, all these things are just a bunch of old ‘stuff.’ But the three of us know better, eh? There are mysteries wrapped up in everything we dig up or pull out of the water. Speaking of which, I have something I think you’ll both be excited about.”

      “Oh?” I asked as he gestured for us to follow him down into his lab.

      It was cooler downstairs, and the faint smell of smoke was gone as well. It was also clear that Slade had redecorated a bit in the time since we’d last visited. The long tables that had once taken up the majority of the room had all been pushed up against the walls so that the floor was more open. Sitting in the center was a large, clear tank filled with water.

      “That’s my new tank!” Slade declared proudly. “Makes it easier to examine and work with larger objects, and easier to photograph them, too!”

      “I can see that,” I remarked as I stepped closer to the tank. There was nothing inside it at the moment, but it was big enough that probably the entire door I’d once shipped to him could have easily fit inside.

      “Oh! About what I wanted to talk to you about…” Slade suddenly switched topics as he bustled over to a desk set against the wall. He riffled through one of the drawers before pulling out a large, plastic binder. “I mentioned earlier that I was speaking to Stuart? Actually, we were talking about some of the documents you two have brought to me.”

      “Is that so?” I asked, excitement flowing through my veins like unfettered currents. “Did you find something out?”

      “Oh, I’d certainly say so!” Slade declared. “We’ve had our suspicions, but after a lot of back and forth, I think we’ve really latched onto something.”

      He paused to pull several papers out of the binder. They were all scans and print-outs of various documents we’d found over time: some of the map pieces we’d used to find bits of random pirate treasure, what we suspected was some kind of treatise, and of course, most recently, the itemized list of loot that seemed to include the Dragon’s Rogue in its roster.

      “Stuart was able to confirm that these are all legitimate documents, and that they were all very likely created in the same general time period,” Slade explained. “Now, we already suspected as much, but this practically confirms it. All these documents are all connected to one another, and they are very much connected to the Dragon’s Rogue as well!”

      “How so?” I asked, on the verge of exploding with anticipation as I leafed through the papers. It was nothing I hadn’t seen before, but the thought that Slade had put all the pieces together in a way that might lead us to the Rogue was almost enough to make me dizzy.

      “First, we have this treaty,” Slade explained as he grabbed one of the papers. “At least, that’s how I’ve been referring to it, but that’s not exactly accurate. These people weren’t really at war with each other, but…” He paused, pursed his lips, and furrowed his brow as he thought up a way to explain it. “This might sound silly, but are you two familiar with the Justice League?”

      “The superheroes?” Tessa asked, a bemused smile gracing her lips as she tilted her head at the professor. “Sure, I guess?”

      “Well, picture something like that,” Slade explained. “But with pirates. See, all these different ship captains, most of them pirates, got together and decided to form a sort of coalition. Now, pirates, back then and now, tend to work solo. It’s just the nature of the business. Nobody wants to share the treasures they worked so hard to steal.”

      “Understandable.” I nodded. “But these guys decided to team up, anyway?”

      “That’s what it looks like,” Slade replied. “Now, we only have the one page of this agreement, but our dear friend Stuart was able to find more, hidden within the paper!”

      “What now?” I asked, both confused and intrigued.

      “He managed to find impressions of words on the paper itself!” Slade replied delightedly. “Tell me, have you ever written something very forcefully, perhaps in a fit of anger, and found that the page beneath had been marked as well? Well, Stuart, in all his expertise, managed to find some impressions on the paper left behind when something had been written on the page above.”

      “Wow,” I murmured, my eyebrows shooting up into my forehead. “That’s amazing.”

      “It’s absolutely incredible!” Slade insisted. “Just the work involved in painstakingly looking through everything with a microscope. He has the original page now. I had to send it to him, of course. I didn’t think you’d mind, seeing as how you introduced us.”

      “No, of course it’s fine,” I replied quickly, wanting to hear more. “So what did he find?”

      “A lot!” Slade replied. “It’s as we suspected. These men all got together, and this—” He lifted up the sheet that had the itemized list of loot on it, “is a part of that very agreement.”

      “Really?” Tessa gasped, eyeing the document with awe. “But we found that on a totally different ship, up in Alaska. Everything else has been found in the Caribbean area. How did that happen?”

      “Well, two things we need to consider,” Slade replied as he trudged over to a rolling chair to plop down into it. “First, is that this isn’t from the exact same set of documents. Stuart informed me that though the parchment is the same, the handwriting and the pressure applied were totally different. It was even written with a different kind of ink.”

      “So how does he know it was written as part of the same treaty?” I asked, folding my arms over my chest.

      “Because of the signatures found on both,” Slade replied with a wink. “Those are identical, meaning the same men signed both documents, likely around the same time. What we believe is that several copies of this agreement were written up, then distributed among all the men present.”

      “That makes sense,” Tessa added. “No copiers or printers back then.”

      “Exactly!” Slade agreed. “So these men all came to this agreement to come together and share their riches. In theory, it’s a solid plan, a bit like how banks work these days. Everyone contributes, and if someone needs a loan, then there’s capital in the bank that can be drawn from.”

      “Until someone decides they want to keep it all for themselves,” I muttered darkly. “Isn’t that what happened during the Great Depression? People rushing to the banks in a panic wound up emptying them?”

      “You’re clever, Ethan,” Slade commended with a wry smile. “Yes, we believe that is exactly what wound up happening. Most of these men were pirates, after all. Not exactly the most honest bunch.”

      “You keep saying ‘most,’” I pointed out curiously. “Were there non-pirate ship captains who were in on this?”

      “A few.” Slade nodded. “From what we gathered, their role was to be the insiders. It was, naturally, difficult for pirate ships to dock regularly, lest they be caught by the authorities. These ship captains would help cover for them, or at times, clear the way so the pirates could come in and do some pillaging.”

      “That’s horrible!” Tessa uttered, a look of disgust plastered over her face.

      “Indeed,” Slade replied with a nod. “It was a wicked plan they came up with, but a clever one. Of course, as Ethan rightfully guessed, it didn’t take long for things to fall apart. Now, there’s not enough in the documents for us to determine what happened. Perhaps some of them decided it was unfair that some contributed far more than others but still got the same share. Or perhaps some decided they didn’t want to share their loot at all.”

      “Like the Dragon’s Rogue,” I mumbled as I looked down at the list. It wasn’t listed by name but rather by its description, a long, majestic ship with a figurehead in the shape of a woman riding atop a dragon. “Grendel’s name is on here… Maybe he initially agreed to share the Rogue but later changed his mind?”

      “Something like that,” Slade replied with a small shrug. “Still, we aren’t sure.”

      “I can’t see Grendel giving the ship up so easily,” Tessa remarked. “Not after he stole it and refused to lose it despite being chased around by multiple people for it, right?”

      “I’m inclined to agree,” I murmured. “Unless… maybe it was just the figurehead?” I touched the entry on the page with my finger. “It cuts off before the description is finished, but it focuses a lot on the figurehead. And we did end up finding it on another ship, remember?”

      “That’s right!” Slade replied, his eyes going wide. “Why, you might be on to something, Ethan.”

      I could still clearly recall when Holm and I had discovered it, attached to the rotting corpse of an old shipwreck. I’d been seized with panic then, gripped by the fear that the ship I’d spent so long looking for was dead on the ocean floor.

      Of course, the ship had turned out not to be the Rogue at all, and the mystery of how it had wound up with the figurehead had eluded us. Until now, that was.

      “And!” Slade exclaimed as he walked over to a large drawer at the end of the room. He pulled out a large, black plastic container that he then carried back over to us. He set it down on the edge of the desk before opening it, revealing Viper’s old gun.

      “The weapons and trinkets you found are all connected as well,” Slade explained as he quickly changed his gloves from nytril ones to a set of cotton ones he’d pulled from his pocket. “This gun, the cutlass, the telescope, the golden earrings, even that red door you sent me. Do you recall that they all seemed to have names carved onto them?”

      “Yes,” I replied tentatively as I looked down at the gun.

      “The names all match the signatures as well!” Slade explained. “And it is my opinion that these were all meant to be tokens of their partnership. The gold earrings were the most obvious. Gold was a traditional gift for ship captains, especially for pirates. It represented good luck, and for some, having a bit of gold on you was vital or sailors. Some believed gold could ward off diseases like scurvy, and the particularly superstitious believed that if a sailor died at sea, payment was required for passage to the underworld.”

      “Oh, wow,” Tessa whispered, her voice filled with awe. “That’s kind of sweet, in a way. So whoever gave those earrings as a gift was trying to give the other guy good fortune?”

      “Yes,” Slade replied. “What’s more, we believe that Grendel was the one who gave those earrings to Leycester.”

      “Grendel had a friend?” Tessa asked, sounding completely surprised.

      “Everyone has friends,” I replied. “Even bad people. And Grendel was considered good, by some. He stole from the rich and gave to the poor, remember? I’m sure there were a lot of people who liked the guy.”

      “True,” Tessa replied. “So all these things we found… the reason they had different names on them was because they were gifts from other pirates?”

      “That’s right,” Slade confirmed. “Think of them as peace offerings, olive branches, if you will. That’s why most of them were fancy, valuable weapons, or jewelry, or something especially precious like the door. A hunk of wood might not seem like much, but to gift someone a part of you ship, as a captain, there would have been no higher honor.”

      “So the people Grendel gave parts of the ship to were probably his closer friends,” I concluded.

      “Probably.” Slade nodded in agreement. “Regardless, that’s what this all boils down to. These men all made an agreement to come together and share their spoils. And that, we believe, is where these come in.” He paused to hold up the map pieces.

      “So the full map has the locations of where they all hid their treasures!” Tessa realized, jumping up excitedly.

      “That is one possibility,” Slade replied. “But I think this was something a bit more insidious.”

      “What?” Tessa asked quietly, blinking down at the papers.

      “You see,” Slade explained, “it would have been difficult for them to keep a communal map of all their treasures. It wasn’t like they met up for weekly meetings. No, what Stuart and I both think is that this was a secret map that one of the men was keeping. We already know that things rather quickly fell apart. It’s possible that whoever made this map saw the writing on the wall and started hiding his loot, rather than having to share with the rest.”

      “And he marked it on the map,” I concluded. “That makes sense, but then why is it all torn up?”

      “Stuart and I wondered about that as well,” Slade replied with a smile. “And we came up with two possibilities. The first is that whoever made it was worried it would fall into the wrong hands, and he destroyed it himself. The second—” He paused, a sly grin coming over his features, “is that the map was created not by one person, but by a small group who all decided to break away from the rest of those involved in the agreement.”

      “Grendel and his friends,” I whispered as the thought struck me. It was evident, based on everything else they’d found, that Grendel trusted these particular men enough to cede pieces of the Rogue to them. “They hid their stuff apart from the rest.”

      “That’s what I believe as well!” Slade replied. “Oh, great minds do think alike, don’t they? And what’s more, if we’re right, and Grendel was one of the people involved in making this map, then there’s a good chance that the Dragon’s Rogue is right at the tips of our fingers!” He was practically bouncing on the balls of his feet now, looking as giddy as a child.

      “Well, don’t you see?” he expressed excitedly, his hands balling into fists as he looked back and forth between me and Tessa. “If Grendel made a map outlining the location of all his stolen treasures, then there’s a good chance one of these as-of-yet undiscovered map pieces contains the location of the Dragon’s Rogue!”
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      Our weekend in New York ended all too quickly. We only had one night left after our day with Professor Slade, and Tessa and I hadn’t gotten a wink of sleep, though not for the same reasons as the night before.

      We were so close.

      Professor Slade had revealed that it was possible there was a map somewhere out there with exact directions straight to the Dragon’s Rogue. The very thought of it had me buzzing, literally. My head and body felt all fuzzy, like I had an electric current running through me, or like I was drunk but still completely sober at the same time.

      “Where could it be?” Tessa had asked, yanking her tablet out of her bag to sit cross-legged on top of the bed, poring through every research database she could find. “Where did we find the other ones? Maybe we should form a search area. The rest of the pieces have to be out there! Maybe there are clues in the pieces we already have.”

      We’d spent the entire night talking about it, excited by the prospect of what we might find with just a little searching. Dawn had crept up on us, and before we’d known it, it was time to head home.

      “I think I’ll stay for a little while longer,” Tessa had said as I was getting ready to head to the airport. “Maybe scope the place out a bit. I wasn’t really thinking of moving here, specifically, but after what Professor Slade told us, it might not be a bad idea.” She’d grinned at me. “What’ll you give me if I find the Rogue for you?”

      I’d kept thinking about that question, and her smile, the entire way home to Miami. I had no idea what I would give Tessa if she was somehow able to find the Dragon’s Rogue for me. The moon, maybe. Then again, a part of me wanted to be the one to find it myself. Regardless, the idea that we were just a single scrap of paper away from locating it was enough to make me lightheaded. Maybe that was why, later that morning, Muñoz suddenly snapped her fingers in front of my eyes.

      “Hm?” I blinked, looking up at her.

      “Oh, thank goodness, he’s alive,” Muñoz joked as she wandered back over to her desk before plopping into her seat. “We were worried for a second. We thought you’d gone comatose.”

      “I was just thinking,” I grumbled at her, shaking the lightheadedness away. On second thought, maybe that had less to do with the Rogue and more to do with the fact that I hadn’t slept in two days.

      “You look kind of pale,” Holm noted with a raised eyebrow. “Did you catch a bug in New York?”

      “No,” I replied, stifling the urge to yawn. “Just tired. I flew back in early this morning.”

      “Oh, tired, huh?” Muñoz asked, a sly smile creeping onto her face.

      I ignored her. Muñoz lived to poke fun at her coworkers, and she was an equal opportunity aggressor. I knew if I gave her an inch, she would tease until she found a new target to mess with.

      “You went up there to meet with Tessa, right?” she asked. “So that’s the reason you look like you’re about to fall asleep at your desk.”

      “Who told you I was meeting Tessa?” I asked, realizing my misstep just a half second too late.

      “Aha!” Muñoz cackled as I unintentionally confirmed her suspicions. “So you were! And come on, Marston, it’s obvious. That’s where she lives. Why else would you fly up there on your own?”

      “You walked into that one.” Holm chortled under his breath. “You must be tired if you fell for that old trick. Oh, but you went up there to look into Rogue stuff, right? Did you find anything interesting?”

      “I did, actually,” I replied, unable to keep from grinning as I thought about what Slade had said.

      “What?” Muñoz scoffed, her face falling into a pout as she slumped in her chair. “Seriously? Well, that’s way less fun than what I was thinking.”

      “You don’t think pirate ships are fun?” Holm asked her, sounding genuinely perplexed.

      “I think this soap opera Marston’s got going on is a lot more fun, to be honest,” she replied with a grin. “How many ladies are you up to now? You know, one of these days, one of them is going to show up on your doorstep with a kid—”

      “Don’t jinx me like that,” I muttered, a chill running through me.

      It wasn’t that I didn’t like kids, per se. I liked them fine, actually. But the idea of some old fling suddenly turning up like Muñoz had described was terrifying. My job involved me risking my life and jetting all over the Caribbean and beyond at a moment’s notice. I was in no position to take care of a kid.

      “Sorry, but that’s the most entertaining bit of office gossip we’ve got,” Muñoz lamented. “Pretty much everyone else is either married or happily taken. Not a hint of drama anywhere.”

      “Why do you want drama?” Holm shot her an annoyed look, and Muñoz shrugged.

      “Gossiping is fun,” she replied. “Every weekend, when I get together with my girlfriends, they tell me about how ‘Kim in accounting is having an affair,’ and ‘Ryan just got the new temp girl pregnant.’ Nothing happens here.”

      “Except psycho ex-agents launching attacks on us,” I muttered pointedly.

      “Yeah, but that’s not fun drama,” Muñoz grumbled. “That’s genuinely traumatizing.”

      “What about Baker?” Birn asked as he went to take a sip from his coffee mug, only to frown when he realized it was empty.

      “What about Baker?” Muñoz repeated questioningly.

      “He’s the new guy,” Birn replied. “Well, newest. The rest of us have all been around for a while, and we’re basically family. That’s why there’s no drama.”

      “You want me to go pick on Baker?” Muñoz shot Birn a look of disgust. “He’s practically an infant. I’m not going to bully some kid fresh out of the academy.”

      “But you’ll bully us?” I deadpanned, and Muñoz grinned.

      “Like Birn said,” she chuckled, “we’re family. Picking on each other is what family does. It’s how me and my brothers grew up, anyway.”

      “Sylvia! Lamarr!” Diane’s voice suddenly called from the office of her doorway, ending the conversation in its tracks. “Come see me, please!”

      “Ooh, sounds like a case,” Muñoz declared excitedly as she hopped out of her seat. Birn followed after her, and a moment later, the two disappeared behind the office door.

      “She’s not totally wrong,” Holm muttered under his breath, a faint smile on his face. “Ronnie and me did pick on each other growing up. Though neither of us was as pushy as Muñoz.”

      “Maybe it’s because she had brothers,” I suggested. “Different dynamics than being twins.”

      “Yeah, good point,” Holm murmured as he clasped his arms behind his head and leaned back in his chair. “She’s not wrong about the drama, though. We do have a pretty chill office. It’s not like anyone has issues getting along or anything.”

      “We’re lucky,” I agreed.

      I’d been worried that the addition of so many newbies might change that dynamic, but it had been a pointless concern since most of them had jumped ship after the blowout with Hariska. Aside from Baker, only two had stayed on, Aguilar and Varma. Like Baker, Aguilar was another rookie straight out of school. Varma was a little older, and if I recalled correctly, was a transfer from a different agency. He was quiet, though, so I didn’t know much about either him or Aguilar. They’d been partners before the incident, and the two of them had apparently both elected to stay on. Since Hariska had been Baker’s partner, that meant he had been left alone.

      Normally, I would have expected Diane to hire someone else quickly to fill the gap, but considering the circumstances, she was probably putting that off for the time being. On top of that, I had the feeling she didn’t really want Baker out in the field. It was an unspoken fact that the kid was clumsy, more accident prone than Holm, and a bigger danger magnet than I was. A different agent might have been gently reassigned, but Baker had demonstrated an undeniable amount of courage in protecting two fellow agents at risk to his own life. He had the right spirit, and so I suspected that Diane was reluctant to let him go despite his practical shortcomings.

      All three of the newer agents had settled on desks on the opposite end of the bullpen, leaving an ocean of empty desk space between them and us. I imagined it might have felt awkward for them trying to mold into the group we had already established. As Muñoz had said, we were like family, and after Hariska’s betrayal, we’d circled the wagons and were more cautious than ever, subconsciously at least.

      “Ethan! Robbie!” Diane’s voice suddenly called again. I looked up and saw that Birn and Muñoz were headed back our way.

      “Your turn,” Muñoz sang, apparently happy about whatever Diane had told them. “Guess what, though? We’re heading to Costa Rica.”

      “Costa Rica?” I asked with surprise. “That’s a ways out. What’s going on over there?”

      “We got a potential lead that Hariska might be hiding there,” Muñoz replied. “It’s tenuous, but at this point we can’t ignore even a possible lead, so we have to go check it out.”

      “Wait,” Holm muttered, jumping to his feet. “Is she calling us in for a case, too? Who gets the jet, then?”

      “She didn’t mention that,” Birn murmured, his face crinkling as he frowned thoughtfully.

      “Guess whoever’s going further will get it,” Muñoz replied. “Which, assuming you guys’ case is somewhere in the Caribbean like usual, will definitely be us.”

      “Dang,” Holm grumbled, because he knew she was right.

      I snickered at his reaction as the two of us made our way over to Diane’s office. I understood his distaste for flying commercial since I wasn’t a huge fan of it myself, but Holm acted like it was the end of the world every time.

      “What’s going on?” I asked as Holm and I stepped into Diane’s office.

      “Maybe nothing,” Diane replied, tapping the end of a pen against the corner of her lips. “Or maybe something very bad. We’re not sure yet.”

      “Sounds like the case Muñoz just told us about,” Holm remarked as the two of us sat down, and Diane smiled ruefully.

      “Yeah, we’re dealing with a lot of unknowns all around,” she admitted with a heavy sigh. “In any case, though, here’s what I have. Two days ago, the bodies of three men washed up on the beach near Georgetown on the Cayman Islands. In pieces.”

      “Pieces?” I asked apprehensively. “You mean the bodies?”

      “Yes,” Diane confirmed grimly, her mouth set into a thin line. “Two of the bodies were missing limbs. A few dismembered arms and legs were found at the site, though some are still missing.”

      “What that hell…” Holm grumbled blankly.

      “Yeah,” Diane muttered stiffly. “It was gruesome, to say the least.”

      “Was it a homicide?” I asked. “I mean, I assume it must have been if the victims were missing pieces of their bodies. Was one of them American?”

      “There was most likely some kind of foul play involved, yes,” Diane confirmed. “But no, to our knowledge, none of them were American. Local authorities are still working on making positive IDs, but to our knowledge, two of them were most likely locals.”

      “Well, then why is this our case?” Holm asked, shifting in his seat as he looked at Diane.

      “Because the third was a member of the Southside gang,” Diane revealed.

      “Wait,” I uttered. “You mean the same gang from Trinidad and Tobago?”

      “How did they get all the way to the Cayman Islands?” Holm asked, befuddlement evident in both his face and voice.

      “That, I do not know,” Diane replied. “But the tattoos on his arms were marks of the gang. And since we’ve had multiple run-ins with that gang, and since we know they have ties to Hariska, this very much involves us. Assuming, of course, that this case is actually connected to them and this isn’t just a one-off coincidence.” She set the pen on her desk and leaned forward to rest her elbows on the surface. “It’s possible that this is just a rogue member. The fact that he was in the Cayman Islands is strange, so the notion that he left the gang isn’t implausible.”

      “So you want us to go down there and see if this is something that even concerns us,” I surmised, and Diane nodded.

      “Right,” she replied. “If this is the result of Southside making moves again, then we need to move in and quash them before they can do any more damage. The last time we interacted with them, it turned out they’d had a hand in poisoning a bunch of infants, not to mention coordinating with Hariska to attack our office. They’re a threat if they’re starting to make waves again. If, on the other hand, it turns out the victim just happened to be a former member, well, then this isn’t actually our business. We’ll turn the case back over to the local cops, and I’ll bring you back here.”

      “Sounds simple enough,” Holm replied with a casual shrug.

      “Careful,” I warned him. “That’s what you said about our last case, remember? And you wound up trapped in a sunken ship at the bottom of the ocean.”

      “Okay, sure,” Holm relented, “but what are the odds of something like that happening again?”

      “With you two?” Diane scoffed. “Higher than I’d like. I’ll book your flights now. The earliest one is later this evening, I’m afraid. Muñoz and Birn are taking the jet to Costa Rica this afternoon.”

      “Darn it,” Holm groaned.

      “We’ll go get packed,” I added as I got up out of my seat.

      “All right,” Diane replied. “Oh, and keep me updated. More than usual. We’re assuming that Hariska is hiding out in Costa Rica, but if the gang is in the Cayman Islands, then she might be there as well. Don’t try to take her on alone. I mean it.”

      “Okay, okay,” I replied reassuringly. “We’ll keep you posted. If we get even a hint that she’s there, we’ll call you so you can send the cavalry.”

      “You’d better,” Diane called back in a warning tone that sounded like she didn’t quite believe us.

      I grinned as Holm and I left her office, ready to set out on another mission
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      Though we had to wait a few hours to set off, we were lucky enough to grab a direct flight straight from Miami to the Cayman Islands. Since the flight itself was only about an hour and a half long, we were there before we’d even gotten a chance to settle in. It also just so happened that we’d flown in right during the country’s biggest festival, Batabano.

      Signs announcing the large event were present all over the airport, from the gate where we arrived all the way to the rental car place we stopped at to pick up a car. As we headed into the center of the city, it became all the more clear just how big of an event this was. Though it was just after nightfall, the streets were still packed. Exciting, rhythmic music played from seemingly every street corner as performers played instruments and danced. Little tents and carts were lined up along every other street as vendors sold food and drink to the crowds of tourists and locals alike.

      “Looks like it’s even more crazy during the day,” Holm noted as he scrolled through his phone in the passenger seat. “It’s like Carnival, or Mardi Gras. There are shows with big groups of dancers and stuff.”

      “Seems fun,” I replied, slowly crawling along the street in the car. They were packed enough that I didn’t want to hit anyone accidentally, especially since half the people around seemed drunk. “If this case turns out to be none of our concern, we should stick around and check it out.”

      “Sounds good to me,” Holm agreed with a grin as he slipped his phone back into his pocket. “Anyway, how much farther to the police station?”

      “Not far,” I replied. “I think it’s just around the corner here, but we’re moving at about one mile an hour, so it’s going to take a minute.”

      “We should have walked at this rate,” Holm grumbled just as a group of inebriated women went running past the car, hooting and laughing as they waved at everyone they passed, including us.

      “Someone’s having fun.” I chuckled as we finally broke through the thickest part of the crowd and I was able to speed up a little.

      The police station was just up ahead, and it was still early enough for us to meet with the captain. He’d informed Diane that he would be at the station pretty much 24/7 for the next few days, and now that we were here, I assumed that the festival was the reason why.

      My suspicions were confirmed a moment later as we pulled up to the station. Two officers were pulling a pair of men out of the back of their car, and the two men could barely stand.

      “Is this the hotel?” one of them slurred, falling to his knees as the officer attempted to hoist him up.

      “Noooo,” his buddy responded slowly. “No, this is… this—Are we at a hospital?!”

      “They had a little too much fun,” Holm remarked as we watched the officers drag the drunk pair up to the entrance.

      “Yeah,” I mused as we followed them inside at a distance. “I can imagine an event like this is probably stressful for the local police to handle. It’s not surprising that the captain is still here.”

      The inside of the station looked like a battlefield, except with drunks instead of wounded soldiers. Officers rushed here and there as detained partiers sat in chairs, slumped over on the floor, or were dragged off by an officer, presumably to be booked. There was so much going on that I wasn’t even sure who we should speak to.

      A female officer walking by hauling a case of water bottles finally paused to throw us a curious look.

      “Can I help you with something?” she asked, eyeing us warily. She looked exhausted. She had dark circles under her eyes, and her hair was slightly ruffled.

      “Yes, actually,” I replied as I reached for my badge. The woman tensed, her eyes going wide for a second until she realized it was just my badge. “I’m Agent Ethan Marston, with MBLIS. This is my partner, Agent Holm. We’re here to speak with Captain Moore. Could you point us in the—”

      “Yes,” the woman replied right away, setting the case of water bottles straight down onto the floor.

      “Hey, Mozanta!” she yelled across the busy bullpen. A different, equally tired looking officer glanced up at her. “Take these waters over to the guys in cell four, will you? And make sure someone stays with them.”

      The other officer nodded, and the woman motioned for us to follow her.

      “Sorry,” she murmured as she hurried past the bullpen and toward a quieter hallway. “We’ve got a lot of drunks in tonight. I swear, every other person in town decided it would be a great idea to get sloshed and then try to drive their way home. And we can’t very well have them all dying on us, now, can we?”

      “The festival is rough on you guys, huh?” I commiserated, and the officer smiled as she looked back at me.

      “It’s been particularly bad this year,” she replied. “We’ve always had to deal with drunkenness and pickpockets and tourists getting lost, but never quite like this. I’m Officer Lorna Young, by the way, but you can call me Lorna, if you like. Everyone does. The captain’s office is through here.” She took a left into another, smaller hallway that led to just a single door. I could hear someone speaking inside, and the voice didn’t sound particularly happy.

      “Hello?” Lorna called out as she knocked on the door. “Hello? Captain? You have a pair of agents here to see you.” She pushed open the door even though she hadn’t been called inside.

      “Well, just tell them that they’ll have to deal with it on their own!” the man sitting behind the desk grunted into the phone. His forehead was creased with wrinkles, and he was sweating.

      The office itself looked neat and tidy, aside from a haphazard-looking pile of papers on his desk. Awards and certifications hung on the walls, displayed side by side with crude drawings that looked like they’d been made by children.

      “Look, we’re up to our necks as it is,” the captain sighed into the phone, reaching a hand up to massage his temples. “Just… deal with it, all right?” Whoever was on the other end tried to say something else, but the captain hung up before he could get very far. He looked up at us in confusion. “Officer Young? What’s this?”

      “These two agents are here to see you,” she explained, gesturing toward me and Holm.

      “Agents?” the captain murmured blankly before his eyes lit up with realization. “Ah! Yes! Of course. Right, you were coming here today. About those bodies on the beach.”

      “Oh, is that what you’re here about?” Lorna asked curiously.

      “Ah, you know something about that man with the tattoos, right?” the captain muttered as he dug through his pile of papers. He seemed distracted, and like he wasn’t really aware of the details of the case.

      “Yes,” I replied. “We’ve dealt with that gang before. We came to see if they’re starting to make moves again. If so, then we need to stop them before they get too powerful again. These are dangerous people.”

      “Right, yes,” the captain murmured, giving up on finding whatever he was looking for. “Of course. Since you know more about this than I do, I’ll defer this over to you. Just do whatever you need to do for your investigation. Let us know if there are any resources that we can offer as aid.”

      “Wait, that’s it?” Holm balked at him in response. “You’re just giving us free rein?”

      More like shunting all the responsibility onto us, I thought to myself. Not that I really minded, honestly. Holm and I were more than capable of handling this ourselves. It was just unusual for the local authorities to just send us on our merry way like this.

      “Oh,” the captain stammered sheepishly, looking a little embarrassed. “That won’t do, will it? No, you’ll need—Oh, why don’t you take Officer Young with you?”

      “What?” Lorna uttered, looking shocked. “Me? I mean, yeah. Yes. I want to, can I really?” She looked at the captain and then at me and Holm. It was obvious that he’d just chosen the first person he saw to appoint as our liaison, but at least she seemed eager to go.

      “Of course!” the captain exclaimed. “Young’s lived here in George Town her entire life. Whatever you need, she’ll point you in the right direction.” His phone began to ring again then, and the captain glanced down at it with dread.

      “Oh no,” he muttered as he picked it up off his desk. “Yes, hello? Yes. Yes, I understand.”

      “We should go,” Lorna whispered behind us before motioning for us to leave with a nod of her head.

      I felt a little bewildered as Holm and I were both ushered quickly out of the captain’s office. A small part of me felt annoyed at how inattentive he’d been. We were talking about three dead bodies here—bodies that had washed up on his beach, in several pieces, and he didn’t seem all that concerned about it.

      On the other hand, maybe making a fuss was the wrong move. A part of me felt pretty happy that he’d basically granted us blanket permission to do whatever we wanted. That freed us up to investigate this as we pleased.

      “Sorry about him,” Lorna muttered sheepishly as she led us back toward the bullpen. “As I’m sure you noticed, things are really hectic around here. He’s not usually… like that.” She turned and offered us an awkward, strained smile before fully turning around to walk backward while facing us. “Oh, but I’m glad he assigned me to work with you. I’d much rather investigate what happened on the beach than spend the rest of the festival babysitting drunk tourists.”

      “We’re glad to have you on board, then,” I replied, and her smile widened before she turned forward again.

      Now that I looked at her, she was actually quite striking. She had pale blue eyes that were almost gray, set against deep, richly toned skin and framed by locks of unruly dark hair. Most of it was pulled back into a high ponytail, but several strands had torn loose of their confines and now dangled around the sides of her face. I would have guessed she was in her late forties or so, though the way she spoke and her bubbly energy initially had me thinking she was younger.

      “Don’t get me wrong,” she suddenly spoke up again as the three of us stepped out of the police station. “Batabano is amazing. If you were here for vacation, I would have said you arrived just at the perfect time. Of course, it’s only a vacation for everyone else. We police officers spend the entire time making sure everything runs as smoothly as possible, which isn’t easy.” She paused, her face falling a little. “It’s shameful, but the locals target the tourists who come here for the festival. Pick-pocketing and scams are common. Then there’s just good old-fashioned drunken brawls as well. It keeps us busy, and as you saw for yourselves, the captain has to deal with about a hundred different things.”

      “We’ll manage all right,” I assured her.

      “Great.” She beamed. “How about we all meet back here tomorrow, around—” She hummed to herself as she glanced down at the delicate watch on her wrist. “Six in the morning? I can take you over to the coroner so you can have a look at the bodies. Do you two already have a hotel? I can recommend one if not.”

      “I think our director already booked one,” I replied. “But thanks.”

      “Oh, good,” she replied. “Just make sure it’s not the ‘Getaway Inn.’”

      “Why, what’s wrong with the Getaway Inn?” I asked curiously. Diane had booked us some small, budget chain place, not whatever that was, but I was still interested to hear why Lorna was so against it.

      “It’s a piece of crap motel above one of the local bars,” she explained. “The only people I ever see using it are prostitutes and drunk tourists who are too knackered to get back to their own hotels. So it’s not exactly the kind of place you want to go if you’re actually looking for a decent night’s sleep.”

      “Wow, good to know.” I laughed. “Thanks.”

      “No problem,” Lorna replied. “Anywhere else should be fine, honestly. George Town is a tourism town, after all. Anyway, I’ll meet you both back here tomorrow, all right?” She smiled brightly at us before turning to head back into the police station, practically bouncing with happiness as she walked away.

      “She sure seems eager,” Holm said with a laugh once she was gone.

      “No kidding,” I replied with a grin as we walked back toward our car. “I’d rather that than be saddled with someone who can’t stand us, though.”

      “You mean like that FBI agent that kept telling us to go back home during the Mason case?” Holm snickered.

      “Yeah,” I agreed. “She wasn’t so bad in the end, though.”

      We ducked into the car to head to our hotel. By that point, things had died down a lot more, so I didn’t need to be as careful of people wandering into the street. There was still music playing and people partying, but it wasn’t the swarming mass we’d passed on the way to the station.

      “Ready to get a look at those dismembered bodies?” Holm asked as I pulled up to the hotel.

      “Absolutely not,” I grumbled.

      No matter how much gore we saw as part of our jobs, it wasn’t like it ever got any less awful. Just because I no longer felt the urge to hurl upon seeing a dead body like I might have as a rookie, that didn’t mean I liked it. And a dismembered body? That sounded particularly awful.
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      I was right to feel trepidation about seeing the bodies. Diane had informed us beforehand that the bodies had been found in several pieces, so I’d had a vague idea of what they might look like, but my mind had conjured images of some sick killer slicing up his victims with some kind of sharp weapon. These people had not been sliced up, though. If anything, they looked like they’d had their limbs torn crudely from their bodies.

      “What the heck happened?” Holm muttered, awe and horror apparent in his voice as he circled the metal table the body was on. He, Lorna, and I had met up just as we’d planned at the station that morning, bright and early before the day’s festivities really got going. We’d come straight to the coroner’s office from there, where the bodies were being stored.

      “To be honest,” the coroner admitted, “I’m not sure what the cause of death is. There’s a lot of damage to the bodies, so it’s difficult to make any definitive statements. One of the men did have water inside one of his lungs, however.”

      “Only one of his lungs?” I asked, frowning at him with confusion.

      “He only had one left when he was found,” the coroner explained as he pointed down at the body in question. Indeed, now that I looked at it, the lung was missing. Actually, a large portion of the man’s entire chest was gone, but what was left of his flesh and organs was so mangled that I hadn’t noticed at first.

      All the bodies looked like that, actually. Their skin was torn up, shredded in places, especially in the spots where their limbs had been removed. If they hadn’t all washed up on the beach after being in the water, I imagined they’d be covered in blood. Some of their clothes were stained dark with blood, though, and torn in spots as well.

      “So we’re not sure if they drowned,” I murmured, “or if they were placed into the water after being killed.”

      “What could have even caused something like this?” Lorna asked. She had her hands on her hips and she was looking down at the bodies in disgust, her nose and mouth wrinkled up in an expression of revulsion. “It looks like they were torn apart by a wild animal.”

      “I thought the same, at first,” the coroner replied. “The jagged wounds do look like what we’d expect from an animal attack. There are a few issues with that idea, though. Namely, there aren’t really sharks in this area. On top of that, if that were the case, then we likely wouldn’t have found the limbs.”

      “Well, some are still missing, right?” I pointed out as I gestured toward some of the other bodies. Though some of the missing limbs were present, albeit mangled, some were noticeably absent.

      “That’s true,” the coroner agreed. “But it would still be strange for a shark to bite someone’s limb off and then just… not eat it. I think so, anyway. I’m not a vet, and I don’t know much about sharks. My point is that I don’t think that’s what happened here, especially since there are no teeth marks. The wounds are crude and nasty, yes, but still, there should be some sign of animal teeth if that were the case. To be honest, and I don’t know how this would be possible, but these injuries are more consistent with what we’d see in an explosion.”

      “An explosion?” Lorna asked, blinking at him in surprise. “Surely someone would have noticed an explosion on the beach? Or near enough to the beach to have caused a lot of bodies to wash up on shore?”

      “That is true,” the coroner replied, pursing his lips.

      “I think you might be right, actually,” Holm muttered, lines forming between his eyebrows as he frowned thoughtfully. “I have a friend who used to be in the Army. He told me a story about this time he and some of his platoon mates accidentally drove over a landmine in a Jeep.”

      “Oh, no,” Lorna gasped quietly, her hand flying to her mouth.

      “Yeah,” Holm muttered somberly. “He told me about it one night after we’d had a few drinks. The way he described it… it was just like this. Some of his buddies were blown apart, limbs all gone, just like these guys. He actually lost a leg himself but was lucky enough to survive. A few of the others were, too, luckily. But now that I think back to that story, these three look exactly like he described, all torn up.”

      “I think you’re right, too,” I agreed. “This does look more like an explosion than anything else. Their limbs definitely weren’t cut off with anything, or the wounds would be cleaner. And if we look closely,” I bent down toward one of the bodies, “there are a lot of little wounds all over them, like they were hit with shrapnel. Although–” I paused as I looked down at what was left of one of the men’s faces. “Some of these scars look a lot older. Like this one.” I pointed at the man’s cheek, where a thin, jagged scar ran down the side of his face. It looked a lot cleaner than the other injuries, like he’d been cut with a knife or a sharp piece of glass.

      “Well, they were gangbangers,” Holm muttered with a shrug. “Not exactly the safest occupation. Heck, we’ve got our fair share of similar scars.”

      “No kidding,” I agreed. “Still, it’s easy to tell that most of these wounds are fresh. They’re not healed at all.”

      “So our most likely cause of death was an explosion.” Lorna exhaled, shuddering slightly. “That’s terrible. But also a little confusing. I still don’t understand how. Unless…”

      “Unless what?” I asked, looking away from the bodies to glance at her.

      “Well, the festivities have been going on for a few days now,” she explained. “I was wondering how a bomb could go off without anyone noticing. They’re pretty loud, aren’t they? But if we suppose that it was drowned out by all the music and excitement, then I guess it’s possible.”

      “No, there’s a problem with that theory, too,” I pointed out. “Last night, as we were making our way to our hotel, I noticed that it was getting pretty quiet out, and it was only around midnight then. These bodies were found early in the morning, which means they had to have washed up sometime during the night, after all the partying had already died down.”

      “Oh, that’s right,” Lorna grumbled. “Then my issue still remains unsolved. How did nobody hear an explosion going off? And what exactly happened? Agent Holm’s friend triggered a landmine, but there aren't any landmines out in the ocean.”

      “There are, though,” Holm argued. “Not landmines, but mines. I think there are still a few left over from World War II that weren’t recovered. I mean, they’re all pretty far out and not close enough to the surface that anything would accidentally trigger them. Unless, somehow, one made its way closer to shore.”

      “Is that possible?” Lorna asked, looking between the three of us for an answer.

      “I don’t know that any currents would be strong enough to shift something that heavy,” I replied. “Though it might be better to consult with an expert. If you ask me, though, I think pirates are a more likely answer than old, unexploded ordnance.”

      “Pirates?” Lorna repeated. “You think so?”

      “It’s possible.” I shrugged. “There might have been some kind of fight further out at sea, maybe they had grenades or something.”

      “And then the bodies washed up to the beach,” Holm concluded. “That’s not a bad theory.”

      “Are pirates a problem in this area?” I turned to Lorna, who bit her lip pensively.

      “They have been, in the past,” she replied thoughtfully. “They’ve never directly affected George Town, but, of course, there are ships all over the Caribbean that have had run-ins. I suppose we could ask around town if anyone has noticed anything recently. The folks that work out on the water, like the fishermen, might know more.”

      “That’s a good idea,” I commended. “Let’s go and do that now.”

      “All right,” Lorna replied before flashing a smile at the coroner. “Thank you for everything. We appreciate the help.”

      “Of course,” the man replied with a nod.

      I shook his hand, and then Holm did, and then the three of us set off again.

      “We should start with the woman who found the bodies,” Lorna suggested as we stepped out of the morgue and back into the warm glow of the sun. “She owns a little shop down in the market at the center of town. Her husband is a fisherman, so she might know something.”

      “Great,” I replied. “Let’s start there, then.”
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      Lorna led us over to a tiny little store in the center of town. Honestly, calling it a store was being rather generous. The entire thing was more like a tent, made up of a canopy that was open on all sides. It was separated from similar canopies lined up all along the street by rows of tables covered with what looked like handmade jewelry. The entire market was bustling as vendors called out to tourists as they passed by, offering clothing, decorations, and various little knick-knacks, all claiming that their prices were the best on the street.

      “That’s Mrs. B,” Lorna whispered as we approached the little shop in question. A short, plump woman wearing a bright purple dress and a straw hat was greeting customers with a cheerful smile, enticing one woman in particular into buying matching bracelets for her daughters. “Be careful in how you speak to her.”

      “Why?” I asked, pausing in my steps as I turned to raise an eyebrow at her.

      “She’s… a bit difficult,” Lorna explained, and Holm crossed his arms as he glanced back at the woman, who was now patting one of the girls gently on the head.

      “Her?” he asked with a tilt of his head. “She seems like a sweet little granny.”

      “Yeah, to paying customers,” Lorna scoffed. “She’s a good saleswoman, I’ll give her that, but she’s not a fan of cops.”

      “And what’s the reason for that?” I asked. Usually, when people were afraid of law enforcement, it was because they had something to hide. Not always, but in my experience, that was the case.

      “Her husband,” Lorna replied. “He’s a drunk and a moron, and he likes to harass female tourists after he’s had a few too many.”

      “So her husband is a jackass, and instead of being mad at him, she’s mad at the cops?” I asked, unimpressed.

      “Oh, she can’t stand her husband,” Lorna replied. “But they’ve got kids, and she’s worried about their reputation. Doesn’t want them getting bullied for having a drunk dad who’s always getting arrested.”

      “That still sounds like it’s his fault,” Holm grumbled.

      “Well, in her mind, it’s partially our fault for arresting him all the time.” Lorna shrugged. “Even though he’s usually back out after a night sleeping off the alcohol. Just… be prepared to get some pushback, all right?”

      “Should we pretend we’re not cops?” I suggested, reaching out to stop her as she was about to step forward. “We’ve done undercover jobs before.”

      “That might work if she didn’t recognize me,” Lorna replied. “And trust me, she’ll definitely recognize me. Besides, she’s the one who found the body, remember? She’s already involved in this case, so no point in being coy about it.”

      I nodded in agreement, and the three of us stepped toward the shop. Mrs. B was in the middle of helping someone else, praising a young woman’s skin and going on about how nice the necklace she’d picked out looked on her. The saleswoman’s smile faltered for just a second as she noticed us, but she quickly turned the cheer back on as she turned back to the girl.

      “I’ll tell you what,” Mrs. B cooed. “I’ll let you have it for ten just because it looks so pretty on you.”

      “Deal!” the girl cried excitedly as she pulled out her wallet to pay. “Thanks!”

      “You’re welcome, honey,” Mrs. B called out as the girl left, her smile already slipping away. By the time she turned to face us, she looked like a completely different woman. The smile lines and wrinkles around her round face her gone. She looked like a marble statue now as she stared us down.

      “What do you want?” she snapped, looking directly at Lorna. “I have a business to run. You’re scaring away all my customers!”

      “We need to talk about that body—” Lorna started, only to be harshly cut off by Mrs. B.

      “Shh!” the woman hissed angrily. “Why are you talking about that out loud? You want people to hear you? You wanna ruin my business, huh? You gonna pay my rent for me? Get out of here!”

      “Mrs. B, please—” Lorna tried again.

      “That’s Mrs. Bartrum to you!” Mrs. B snapped. “Only my customers get to call me Mrs. B, not you dirty rats always making my husband look bad!”

      “I’m sorry,” I interjected, physically stepping in front of Lorna in an attempt to deescalate the situation. “I think we got off on the wrong foot.”

      “Oh, is that what you think?” Mrs. B hummed, taking a step back and looking me up and down in a way that was not remotely subtle. “Hmm… and what’s your name, Goldilocks?”

      “Ethan Marston,” I replied, smiling at her as I reached out to grab Holm’s arm. “This is my partner, Robbie Holm. We’re federal agents, from the United States. We were just hoping to ask you some questions.”

      Mrs. B looked back and forth between me and Holm for a few seconds before a smirk slowly overtook her features.

      “All right, you two can stay,” she declared, pointing a finger at me. “Especially you. That one can leave.” She tossed a mean look at Lorna, who shot me an open-mouthed look, as though she couldn’t believe Mrs. B was acting like this.

      “She won’t say anything,” I rushed to assure her, lowering my voice and taking on a conspiratorial tone. “You know how these local cops are. We have to have her around.” I rolled my eyes before flashing Mrs. B another smile. I couldn’t see Lorna’s face, and I really hoped she could tell I was only acting to build a rapport. Mrs. B obviously didn’t like the cops, so trash-talking them might actually help me connect with her.

      “I know exactly how they are,” Mrs. B snarled. “Embarrassing my kids. How are they supposed to walk around town with their heads held high if their daddy is behind bars? Hm?”

      Holm was right. That really seemed like an issue she should be taking up with her husband rather than the police, but saying so wouldn’t help us.

      “Trust me, I know,” I groaned. “These local cops never know what they’re doing. That’s why they had to call us in to help, you know?” I smiled as I leaned in closer under the canopy. “I know you’re probably tired of talking about it, but we really need to know what happened. So we can do the investigation right.”

      Maybe it was my imagination, but I felt like Lorna was stabbing me with her eyes. I’d have to apologize for the remarks later.

      “Well, I understand that,” Mrs. B replied, looking around before leaning in closer and lowering her voice. “It scared the soul out of me when I found them, just lying there. It didn’t hit me at first, you know? I saw them, but I didn’t see them. It was like when you see dead people on TV, it didn’t feel real.”

      “That’s understandable,” I replied seriously. “Seeing something like that is traumatic. It’s normal that your brain would try to block it out.”

      “I thought they were drunk,” Mrs. B murmured before shaking her head. “No, not really. I think I knew right away they were dead, but I told myself maybe they were just drunk. I had come out to bring that moron, Jeb, his lunch.”

      “Jeb is?” I asked.

      “My husband!” Mrs. B spat. “Damned fool, good-for-nothing, deadbeat loser. He forgot his lunch, so I was bringing it to him. He’s an idiot, but he’s still my kids’ daddy. When I got to the dock, his boat was already gone. That’s when I saw them bodies on the beach.” She screwed her face up, squeezing her eyes shut.

      “Do you want to take a break?” I asked.

      “No!” Mrs. B grumbled with annoyance. “I can’t stand around all day talking! I have a shop to run. Oh, speaking of which—” She hummed to herself as she shuffled toward the back of her tent. She bent to dig through a cardboard box back there before pulling something out. As she came trudging back, I noticed she was holding something small and metallic in her hand.

      “I found this with the body,” she declared, holding the object up to me. I squinted at it, tilting my head as I tried to make sense of what it was. It had a weird shape, and I really couldn’t tell what it was other than being some kind of metal chunk of… something.

      “What?!” Lorna suddenly rushed forward, her voice cracking with anger. “You never told us you found something! What is that?!”

      “It’s mine!” Mrs. B scoffed, snatching the object away before Lorna could grab it. “Finders keepers. I found it, and I’m going to use it to make some nice pieces.” She smiled down at the object, and I could almost see the gears in her head as she calculated how she might best transform it into a necklace or a bracelet.

      “Mrs. B,” I called out softly, leaning down so my elbows rested on the edge of the table. “We really, really would appreciate it if you gave that to us.”

      “It’s mine!” Mrs. B grumbled, crossing her arms. I knew I could take it by force. She had admitted it was evidence, after all. I didn’t want to get on her bad side, though, especially since I still wanted to ask a few more questions.

      “I know,” I replied, a charming smile still set on my face. “But it could really help us. How about a trade?” I stood up straight and gestured toward the jewelry on the table. “I’ll buy something. Then you can use that money to get even better materials. You don’t really want that ugly thing, do you?” I grimaced as I gestured toward the hunk of metal she still had clutched in her hands.

      “Well, I’m not fool enough to say no to a customer,” Mrs. B replied, already sounding pleased as she shuffled over to the counter again. “So who’s it for? Sister? A girlfriend?”

      “He doesn’t have a girlfriend,” Holm cut in before I could say anything, and when I turned to glance at him, he had a sly smile on his face.

      “Oh, no?” Mrs. B asked, smiling broadly. “You’re telling me a tall, sturdy man like you isn’t spoken for?”

      She chuckled under her breath, tossing me flirtatious glances from beneath her eyelashes. I pretended to be receptive, laughing along with her as she ran her finger along the chain of one of the necklaces.

      “So, who you buying for then?” she asked.

      “Uh, my cousin,” I replied, thinking on the spot. Holm had already spilled that I wasn’t dating anyone, and I couldn’t have lied about that anyway if I wanted Mrs. B to like me. And it wasn’t a lie, really. I certainly didn’t have a use for the necklace, so Ava really could have it after the case was over with.

      “Well, aren’t you just the sweetest!” Mrs. B gushed, fully jumping into saleswoman mode. “Well, I recommend one of these.” She tapped one of the necklaces. They were the most complex looking ones, and likely, I assumed, the most expensive. “Handmade right here in George Town! You see these? These are real pearls! Fresh, I harvested them myself.”

      “Really?” I asked, not having to fake how impressed I was. “Well, how can I say no to that? How much?”

      “Thirty-five,” the woman replied, probably expecting me to haggle.

      “How about we make it forty,” I suggested, “and you throw in that chunk of metal you found?”

      “Deal!” Mrs. B replied shockingly fast, quickly wrapping up both the necklace and the chunk of metal in brown paper.

      I stifled a laugh as I pulled out my wallet. Buying evidence was usually not how we went about things, but handing over forty dollars was easier than trying to convince or force her. And now, she was sure to be happy with me, which meant she’d be more likely to talk.

      “Thanks,” I said as I took the small bag she’d placed both items in. “I’m sure she’ll love it. Before we go, though—”

      “Go?” Mrs. B pouted, frowning at me in dismay. “You just got here!”

      “Well, we won’t go yet,” I replied soothingly. “Actually, I wanted to talk a bit more, if that’s all right with you.”

      “Sure, that’s all right with me,” Mrs. B replied, flashing me a toothy grin.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I caught Holm rolling his eyes and biting back the urge to laugh. I ignored him and refocused my attention on Mrs. B.

      “Well, can you tell us if you noticed anything else about that morning?” I asked. “Anything strange? Someone unfamiliar? Someone acting strangely, maybe?”

      “Only thing strange about that morning was those dead bodies on the beach!” Mrs. B grumbled in response. “Oh, but if you’re here poking around… does that mean somebody killed those boys? I assumed they got drunk and drowned out there.”

      “Boys?” I raised an eyebrow at her. “The bodies you found… they were of kids?”

      “Well, not little kids,” Mrs. B replied. “Not like my babies, but they certainly weren’t grown men, neither. Young punks, you know? That’s why I thought they must have drowned. Kids are always out there on the beach, drinking and smoking and making a mess.”

      “You didn’t get a good look at the bodies, did you?” Lorna asked her, and there was something shrewd about her tone as she spoke.

      I frowned at her, wondering why she was asking that like she already knew the answer. Mrs. B frowned at her too, only with much more vitriol.

      “No, I didn’t!” she barked. “Of course I didn’t! You think I stood there gawking at them? You think I got myself a little snack and pulled up a chair?! No, I didn’t take a good look at them! I ran back home and called you useless rats!”

      “Right,” Lorna sighed, running a hand through her hair. “Sorry I said anything.”

      “Yeah, I bet you are,” Mrs. B harrumphed before turning her attention back to me, her voice and expression totally different now. “So, anything else you want to ask me? I’m all ears.” She smiled broadly.

      “I think we’re good, for now,” I replied, and her face fell. “But if we have any more questions later, I hope it’ll be okay if we come back and speak to you?”

      “Of course!” Mrs. B laughed, reaching up to brush aside a lock of her curly hair. “Any time! I’m always here. Just, uh, maybe don’t bring her around next time.” She shot Lorna another hateful glare before returning her attention to me.

      “Oh, don’t worry.” I winked. “I won’t.”

      Mrs. B blushed and smiled, and I quickly motioned for Holm and Lorna to follow me as I turned on my heel. Mrs. B was happy with me now, so if we did have anything else come up, hopefully she’d be receptive. Now we needed to split while that impression was still fresh in her mind.

      “Wow,” Lorna huffed once we were out of earshot, a few streets away from the bustle of the market. “Do you, uh, always flirt to get answers out of witnesses?”

      “When it works,” I replied with a smirk.

      “And it usually does, to be honest,” Holm grumbled, tossing me a disparaging look. “Well, whatever. We got what we came here for, and then some.”

      “Right,” I replied as I reached into the bag to grab the chunk of metal. There was little point in putting it into an evidence bag now. Mrs. B had already touched all of it, and besides, the sand and water at the beach would have washed any evidence away anyhow. I turned it over in my hand, my eyebrows knitting together as I tried to make heads or tails of it.

      “Why is it bent like that?” Lorna asked as she stepped closer to examine it. She got close as she did, and I could smell the scent of jasmine in her hair.

      “Is it not supposed to be bent?” Holm asked as he got closer as well. “I can’t even tell what it is.”

      “Neither can I,” I replied as Lorna took the object and stepped back.

      “Is it even related to the bodies, then?” Holm asked. “I mean… it could just be junk, right?”

      “I think it’s too much of a coincidence,” Lorna argued. “If Mrs. B was telling the truth, and this was found right next to the bodies, then what are the odds? Besides, the beach where the bodies were found isn’t some dump. Driftwood is one thing, but I can’t see how this—whatever this is—could have wound up there otherwise.”

      “So what’s next?” I asked. “Maybe we should look more into the identities of the bodies. Mrs. B made a good point. It was difficult to tell considering the condition of the corpses, but they did look young, now that I think about it.”

      “You think that means something?” Lorna asked. “Aren’t most gang members on the younger side? It’s not exactly a safe profession, or one with a lot of job security.”

      “True,” I murmured. “I don’t know. I guess I’m just wondering how a bunch of young, healthy guys wound up dead on the beach. In pieces.”

      “Well, that’s what we’re all here to find out,” Lorna replied. “Anyway, it’s already past midday, so we should think about what we want to do next.”

      “Really?” Holm blinked at her. “But we just started.” He pulled his phone out of his pocket to check the time. “Oh. Well, it felt like that, anyway.”

      “Time flies when you’re investigating a potential homicide,” Lorna joked. She glanced down at the watch on her wrist. “We’ve still got some daylight left to burn. Why don’t we head down to the beach where the bodies were discovered? I highly doubt there will be anything left there as far as evidence, but who knows? Let’s not leave any stones unturned.”

      “Sounds good,” I agreed, and the three of us set off.

      The beach wasn’t too far from the center of town, but by the time we set off again in our rental, the festivities had started to pick up, which made our journey take that much longer. Those dancers Holm had mentioned were out in full force now, mostly women, though there were a few men in the mix as well, all scantily clad in costumes that were huge and loud and still left very little to the imagination.

      “Wow,” Holm remarked as we turned down a side street to avoid the busiest part of the event. “It’s a full-on party over there.”

      From a distance, we could still see the performers, though I was mostly forced to keep my eyes on the road.

      “Hopefully, whatever’s going on with these dead bodies won’t affect them,” I murmured.

      I’d been racking my brain to try to figure out what could have caused the corpses to look like that, but couldn’t come up with an answer that made sense. How does one die via explosion then end up washing ashore on a crowded vacation beach, with nobody seeing anything to boot?

      We did eventually make it to the beach, but the moment we arrived, I knew that Lorna had been right about there being no evidence left.

      The beach was absolutely packed. Maybe not as packed as some of the more touristy parts of Miami, but it was densely populated enough that there were footprints all over the sand going in every direction. Abandoned sandcastles and plastic toys littered the shining, white beach anywhere that wasn’t covered with enormous beach towels and big, fancy umbrellas.

      “Well, this was a waste of time,” Holm grumbled as the two of us got out of the car.

      Lorna was just a few parking spaces away, climbing out of her own vehicle.

      “This is it,” she informed us as she slowly walked over. “I looked through the files this morning before we set out, and this is definitely where the bodies were found.”

      “There’s no chance there’s anything here,” I muttered as I surveyed the beach. “And if there was, it’s long gone by now, probably scooped up in some kid’s bucket.”

      Nevertheless, we still decided to do a quick check. Despite walking the beach up and down, though, there was nothing of note to be found. There was no sign at all that there had ever been washed-up corpses here.

      “Why wasn’t the beach closed down as a crime scene?” I asked, and Lorna scoffed.

      “During our biggest, busiest event of the year?” she grumbled. “No way the captain would ever order that.”

      I frowned. That was hardly a reason to just allow civvies to wander around, but I supposed it didn’t matter now.

      “So now what?” Holm asked, crossing his arms as we made our way back toward the parking lot.

      “Well, we’re still working on IDing the bodies,” Lorna replied. “As far as I know, prints didn’t pull anything up. Not in the Cayman Islands, at least. But the report mentioned this gang is originally from Trinidad and Tobago, right? I’ll go and see if I can’t request their records as well. Maybe we’ll be luckier. In the meantime… I’m not sure what else we can do. Actually—” She checked her watch again. “The fishermen around here usually work either early in the morning, right before sunrise, or later in the evening, right after sunset. The fish are more active or something. We can try coming back later tonight. If we catch them before they set out, we can ask them some questions. Maybe somebody saw something.”

      “Sure,” I agreed. Lorna knew the area better than we did, so I trusted her judgment on when we were most likely to catch someone around.

      “Anyway, I’ll take this back and enter it into evidence,” she added. “You two… enjoy the festival. It only comes around once a year. Since you’re here, it’d be a shame for you not to have a look around.”

      “You’re not coming with us?” I asked, and Lorna looked a bit taken aback.

      “Oh, well, I suppose I could,” she muttered, sounding flustered. “I need to get this back to the station, though.” She held up the metal object. “Maybe some other day.” She stood there for a moment, watching us, as though she wanted to change her mind. Then she shook her head before quickly turning to leave.

      “Oh, no, please no,” Holm deadpanned as she walked away.

      I snapped my head around to look at him, worried.

      “What?” I asked. “What is it?”

      “You,” Holm grumbled. “Making eyes at our liaison. Again. Not that I’m surprised at this point.”

      “Making eyes?” I repeated. “What are you talking about?”

      “Never mind,” Holm replied flippantly. “It’s just your nature, I guess. Leopard can’t change his spots and all that. Whatever, though, let’s go check out the party like Lorna said.”

      “You actually want to?” I asked, offering him a sideways smile. “Weren’t you whining about how sleepy you were earlier?”

      “Well, now I’m whining about how hungry I am,” Holm countered. “Come on, something smells good over there.”
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      We had several hours to kill before we were meant to regroup with Lorna back at the docks to speak to the fishermen, and even then, we had no guarantee any of them would know anything. Regardless, both Holm and I had been interested in checking out the festival, and this short window seemed like the perfect time to do so.

      The hottest part of the day had passed us by, and the sun was beginning its descent. It would still be a few hours before it got totally dark, but the shadows on the street were beginning to grow longer.

      “Not that watching this all isn’t fun,” Holm grumbled, his mouth set into an uncomfortable line as we watched a man dance around on the bed of a pickup truck, playing the saxophone for a crowd of hooting admirers. “But maybe we could find something to eat? Everything smells good, but I don’t see any actual food anywhere.”

      “Sure.” I laughed under my breath.

      Holm had a one-track mind when it came to eating, and he wasn’t going to stop grousing about being hungry until we found something. Luckily, it didn’t take long for us to figure out where all the food was hiding. In truth, it was all around us. It was just that we couldn’t see it past the throngs of excited revelers. Lined on either side of the street, set up against the walls of buildings, were rows and rows of food carts and tents.

      “Whoa, what is that?” Holm gasped as he rushed toward one of the carts. Shrimp covered in some kind of thick, creamy sauce was set out on oyster shells, being packed into little paper cartons before being handed off to hungry customers.

      “I don’t know, but it looks good,” I replied as we went to grab some.

      Holm bought a carton right away, reaching in to grab one just seconds after handing the vendor the bills for it.

      “Oh, it’s sweet!” Holm exclaimed as he looked down at the carton. “But it’s good.” He popped another one into his mouth, dropping the empty shell back into the carton as he did.

      I reached over to try one and found that he was right. Whatever the sauce was made of had something sweet in it, fruit maybe, but it was mild enough to complement the savory taste of the shrimp it was served over. Between the two of us, Holm and I cleared the entire carton in a matter of minutes.

      “Oh, what’s that?” Holm asked as he pointed toward something else on the other side of the street.

      That was how the next half hour was spent, sampling everything we spotted along the main parade street. The majority of the dishes included seafood, which wasn’t surprising since this was an island, but what was unique was the flavoring. Interesting combinations of sweet, spicy, savory and, at times, even sour all mixed together to create dishes that, while unfamiliar, were surprisingly good.

      “Okay,” Holm declared as he finished off a small bowl of a crab and pasta dish. “I’m good. I might head back to the hotel and have a nap.”

      “Wait, what?” I blinked at him in surprise as a huge shower of confetti suddenly came raining down over us. A group of kids rushed over as the pieces of paper came fluttering down, reaching their hands up to try to grab them. “You want to leave? All you did was eat!”

      “Yeah, a lot,” Holm replied, patting his stomach. “Too much, maybe. Hence why I want a nap before we get back to questioning those fishermen. Besides, what else is there for me to do here? Ogle all these half-naked women?” He gestured around us, and really, his comment hadn’t been exaggerated at all.

      The vast majority of the ladies on the street were wearing very little clothing. Actually, I wasn’t even sure who was a performer and who was just a visitor anymore, since even some of the tourists seemed to be wearing rather provocative outfits. Many of those that weren’t were in swimsuits, which covered the same amount of skin as the costumes.

      “Hey! Come here!” a woman wearing a rainbow-colored beach cover-up hissed as she came rushing after the kids. “Come on, the kid’s parade is over there! And shut your eyes! You don’t need to be seeing… this.” The woman, who I assumed was the kids’ mother, looked around aghast at the street as she took hold of her kids’ wrists and dragged them off.

      “In case you forgot,” Holm huffed as he set a hand on my shoulder, “I am happily spoken for.”

      “So you need to run and hide in case you accidentally… look at someone else?” I teased, and Holm rolled his eyes.

      “Well, it would be different if it was just one or two,” he muttered. “But this whole street is full of gorgeous—Anyway, it just doesn’t seem respectful, you know?”

      “When did you become so domesticated, Holm?” I asked, stifling a laugh.

      “Make fun if you want.” He chuckled. “I’m going to go and call her since we have some free time. You go and enjoy yourself. Heck, you’ve got an infinite variety to choose from, so you really don’t have any excuse this time to go after our liaison. Again.”

      “I wasn’t going to!” I protested, but Holm was already walking away, waving a hand in goodbye.

      I rolled my eyes and turned back toward the parade. It was wild. A group of dancers would pass, then a band of musicians, dancing and jumping and still managing to play their instruments at the same time, then another group of dancers, then a truck carting around a group of people tossing confetti and candy out at the crowd.

      I’d never been to Mardi Gras, and now I wondered how it compared to this. The few times we’d been to New Orleans had been during the off seasons, but indulging in the festivities here had me wondering how the version we had back home might compare.

      For a little while, I just stood in pretty much the same spot, just watching the entertainment as it went by. After about an hour, I got thirsty and wandered off in search of something to drink. It was then that I heard someone cry out, as though in pain. I paused in my steps and searched for the source of the noise. After a few moments, I found it. About halfway down a small alley a little ways from the main street was a man standing with one of the dancers. It was obvious she was one because of the feathers she had on her dress and the headpiece she wore. The man was leaning in pretty close, and the woman seemed to be trying to push him away.

      “Hey, you think she needs help?” some guy standing nearby asked as he peered down the alley. He and another man were both watching the scene play out from a distance.

      “Yeah,” I muttered as I quickly rushed closer. The two other guys might have been too drunk to intervene, or maybe they just didn’t want to get involved, but I couldn’t just stand by and watch the woman get harassed.

      “Hey!” I barked as I closed in on them.

      The man jumped away immediately, skittering to the opposite wall of the alley from where the woman was huddled.

      “Oh, please help me!” the woman called out. “He attacked me!”

      “Look, I don’t want no trouble,” the man muttered, putting his hands up as he slowly stepped backward away from us.

      A second later, he turned and ran, and I had half a mind to chase him, but the dancer suddenly lunged at me, wrapping her arms around mine and pressing her chest into my shoulder.

      “Thank you!” she sniffled. “I was so scared. Some of these guys think just because we wear these costumes, it’s an invitation, you know?”

      “Yeah, there are jerks like that everywhere,” I murmured sympathetically as I tried to extricate myself from her.

      “Hey, is everything all right?” a voice called as a man came walking down the alley. It was the same guy from before who’d asked me if I thought she needed help.

      “Yeah,” I replied. “We should get back to the main street—”

      “Actually,” the woman cooed as she pressed one of her hands against my chest, “I think I’d like to sit down for a minute. There’s a bar near here, just on the next street.” She smiled demurely at me. “Will you let me buy you a drink? It’s the least I can do after you helped me.”

      The guy who’d come to check on us walked off awkwardly, and I peered skeptically down at the woman. She was acting weird, and part of me was starting to think this was a setup. The guy who’d been harassing her had run off with no fight and barely a word, and now the victim was literally throwing herself on top of me, offering to buy me a drink. Honestly, I’d met my fair share of damsels in distress, and they typically didn’t jump straight to flirting seconds after being rescued.

      “Sure,” I replied, feigning a smile. Maybe it would have been wiser to just walk away, but then she might try pulling this scam on some other poor sod thinking he was defending a helpless woman.

      “Great!” the dancer replied, awfully chipper for someone who’d just been getting menaced in a dark alleyway. “It’s right over here.” She hooked her arm beneath mine and dragged me back out onto the street. I kept my eyes peeled for any kind of ambush or any sign of an accomplice, but there was none. Eventually she led me to a small, ordinary looking bar just off the main parade street.

      It was, predictably, packed with people. Was it a pick-pocketing scam? I remained keenly aware of my phone and my wallet in my pockets, just in case it was.

      “That was so brave of you,” the dancer hummed, stroking my arm as she pulled me over to the bar. All the stools were taken, but she squeezed into a spot at the very end, calling for the bartender as soon as we arrived.

      “Hey, Louis!” she yelled, cupping her hand over her mouth. The bartender finished the drink he was making and handed it to the customer before wandering over.

      “Hey, Sybil,” the bartender greeted her with a smile. “Who’s your friend?”

      “Oh my gosh, you won’t believe it,” the woman, Sybil, gushed. “This creep was trying to get handsy with me, and he rushed up and scared him off!”

      “Wait, what?” the bartender blinked at her. “Someone did what? Are you okay? Did you call the cops?”

      “No, no!” Sybil waved him off dismissively. “He ran off, but it’s whatever. But I did want to buy my hero here a drink as a thank you.”

      “Well, you’ve certainly earned it,” the man replied, smiling at me. “What’ll you have, Mr—” He paused, waiting for me to say my name.

      “Ethan,” I replied, deliberately leaving out my title. If this woman was running a scam, I didn’t want to give away that I was law enforcement.

      “Well, Ethan, what’ll you have?” the bartender asked me.

      “Just a beer,” I replied. “In the bottle, please. Whatever you have that’s light. I’m technically on the clock right now.” The bartender nodded and turned to reach down behind the bar.

      “Oh?” Sybil muttered, scooting up closer to me. “What do you do?”

      “That’s a secret,” I replied as the bartender returned with a bottle. He cracked it open before setting it on a coaster and passing it to me. I set my hand on it and kept it there. If this was some kind of trick, Sybil might try slipping something into the bottle.

      “Oh, you tease.” Sybil giggled as she turned to the bartender. “I’ll have my usual, Louis.”

      “You got it,” the bartender replied as he quickly got to work whipping something up.

      “So you’re regular here, I take it?” I asked as I lifted the bottle to my lips. I’d been thirsty for a while now, ever since before I’d noticed Sybil in the alley, so I wound up downing a lot of it in one go.

      “Well, you know, it’s close by,” Sybil murmured distractedly.

      “So you live near here?” I asked conversationally. “Or work?”

      “Uh, yeah, both,” Sybil replied vaguely. Her demeanor had suddenly changed, and I wondered if she was upset that her plan wasn’t going as she wanted to. I kept the bottle in my hand and never set it down, so she had no chance to do anything.

      “So, um, what are you doing here in George Town?” she asked after a few seconds of awkward silence. “Did you come for the festival?”

      I smiled at her, mostly out of amusement since I’d literally just told her I was on the clock.

      “I’m here for work,” I replied, a little surprised at how heavy my tongue suddenly felt, like it took effort to form the words.

      “Right, yeah,” Sybil replied, the tone of her voice less sultry now as the bartender returned with her drink. I blinked as the edges of my vision blurred slightly. “Oh, are you okay, Ethan? You look a little pale.”

      I’d messed up. I wasn’t sure how because I’d been so careful, but somehow I’d missed something. I felt lightheaded, my vision was blurry, and my limbs felt strangely heavy. I didn’t know how she’d done it, but Sybil had drugged me. She must have.

      “What—” I tried to ask, the words dying on my tongue as I tried to focus. “What did you do?”

      “Hm?” Sybil simpered as she blinked her large eyes at me. “What do you mean?”

      I looked down at the beer bottle. It had been sealed. I’d watched the bartender crack the top open. But then again, the bartender had been awfully familiar with the woman. They’d greeted one another by name, and he’d known her usual drink order. Was he in on this? Had he somehow drugged the bottle and replaced the cap?

      “Maybe you should lie down,” Sybil urged as she reached up to wrap an arm around my shoulders. I shrugged her off, nearly falling in the process as whatever was in my system made me dizzy and threw off my balance.

      “Ethan, it’s okay,” Sybil cooed. “Let’s just so find somewhere to relax, and—”

      “Stop,” I grunted angrily, pushing her off again before grabbing her arm and twisting it behind her back. She cried out with pain, and several of the other customers in the bar turned to look our way.

      “Hey!” the bartender barked, rushing out from behind the bar. “What are you doing?!”

      “Stay right there,” I commanded, though my voice didn’t have nearly as much strength behind it as it usually did. I fumbled around in my pocket with my free hand as I looked for my badge. “I’m a federal agent.”

      “What?!” Sybil called out as she twisted around to look at me.

      “Well, I…” the bartender muttered uneasily, clearly not having expected that. “Listen, just let her go, okay? You’re hurting her.”

      “She drugged me,” I grumbled back, though my hand was trembling from the effort of maintaining my grip on her. I wanted to add that I knew the bartender had helped, but I was having trouble just staying upright.

      “Hey, I said let go of her!” the bartender growled as he rushed up to me.

      I was dizzy and only had one hand free, but I still fought back. I shot my hand out as the man was lunging at me and gripped him by the front of his shirt, stopping him in his tracks. Then I brusquely yanked him toward me, head-butting him in the face before roughly shoving him away. He stumbled backward, cradling his nose as tears of pain sprung to the corners of his eyes.

      He came at me again, but a hand shot out to grab him before he could reach me. A moment later, Lorna was there, standing between us, slamming him forcefully into the side of the bar. A few customers were shoved out of the way, their drinks and plates sent flying as the man came crashing down onto the bar top.

      “Did I hear right?” she sneered as she pulled a set of cuffs off her belt and quickly snapped them into place around the man’s wrists. “Are you two running some kind of scheme here? Drugging tourists and taking their money?”

      She was quick, that much was clear. She’d managed to gather just that much in just a few seconds.

      “Hey, Marston? Marston?” she called out. “You okay?”

      “No,” I groaned, blinking hard. I felt dizzy and a little nauseous now.

      “All right, you move,” Lorna ordered as she waved a nearby customer away before shoving the bartender down onto one of the stools. “You sit here and keep your mouth shut. You—” She pointed at Sybil. “You’re under arrest. Here, hand her over.”

      “Sure,” I muttered as I sluggishly let go of her to let Lorna take over. I really wanted to sit down.

      The moment Lorna switched her focus onto cuffing Sybil, the bartender jumped to his feet and sprinted for the door.

      “Hey!” Lorna shouted as he made a break for it.

      A few of the bar customers cried out as well, and some even reached out to try to stop him, but the bartender was fast and slippery, and he evaded everyone even with his hands cuffed behind his back. Lorna swore under her breath as she finished getting Sybil handcuffed and reached into her pocket for her phone.

      “Hello?” she snapped at whoever answered.

      I listened vaguely as I sank into one of the now open stools. Most everyone had moved away from this part of the bar, but they were all still loitering around, watching and listening.

      “Yeah, send someone out to find him,” she continued. “He’s handcuffed, look for the idiot running around with his hands behind his back.”

      I rested my head in my arms as I set it down on the bar top. The dizziness was giving way to sleepiness. My eyelids drooped, and my arms and head felt too heavy. I knew I probably shouldn’t fall asleep here, but logic was quickly losing ground to physical exhaustion.

      “Whoa, Marston, stay with me,” I distantly heard Lorna say. “Hey! Hey!”
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      I woke up the next morning feeling hungover, a sensation I hadn’t experienced since I was a lot younger and a lot more inexperienced with alcohol. My head throbbed, and I had to tamp down the need to hurl, and the worst part was that this wasn’t even the result of a night spent partying. I’d barely had a single sip of beer, but that had been enough for whatever drug Sybil had used to knock me out flat. I could vaguely remember being in the bar, but I had no idea how I’d made it back to the hotel, which was where I woke up some undefined amount of time later.

      “You awake for real this time?” Holm asked, startling me.

      I sat up and opened my eyes, and found him sitting at the small table at the other end of the room. He was eating something out of a takeout container, and while the smell probably would have been mouth-watering at any other time, it just made my stomach churn more.

      “What?” I grumbled as I reached up to rub my eyes with a yawn.

      “You woke up a couple of times earlier,” Holm explained as he shoveled a spoonful of some kind of pasta into his mouth. “But you just kind of rambled and then passed back out again.”

      “I’m awake,” I muttered. “How long was I out?”

      “Like fourteen hours,” Holm replied, and my eyes shot wide open.

      “Fourteen?” I repeated, mouth agape as I turned to find a window. It was slightly dark out, as it had been last night when I’d run into Sybil, except this was obviously sunrise, as opposed to sunset. “Crap. The fishermen.”

      “Don’t worry,” Holm grumbled between bites of food. “Lorna went and talked to them, but it was a dead end, anyway.”

      “Great,” I muttered sarcastically. “And about Sybil. What did she drug me with? And why am I not in a hospital?”

      “Rohypnol,” Holm replied. “Sybil admitted to it after Lorna dragged her to the station.”

      “That tracks,” I grumbled bitterly. “Explains why I was out so long and why I can’t remember anything. Let me guess, the plan was to drug me and steal my wallet?”

      “Yep,” Holm replied simply. “Classic scam.”

      “Yeah, and I still fell for it,” I huffed.

      I’d been careful, but obviously not careful enough. Some people assumed that only women were in danger of being drugged in bars, but the same was true for men, at least abroad. It was a common scam, as Holm had said. Pretty women would entice men into bars, slip them something, then once the poor, unsuspecting guy was out, they’d make off with any cash and rush to rack up enormous bills on their credit cards. A lot of the time, the victims wouldn’t even report it out of shame or out of fear that they wouldn’t be believed. After all, the women could just claim that the guys willingly spent that much on drinks and services.

      “It was lucky that Lorna happened to find you,” Holm noted. “Apparently, she came to try to find us after she dropped off that stuff. She heard people talking about an assault in an alleyway and got a bad feeling. That’s what she told me. She’s at the police station now, actually, and so is Sybil, if you want to talk to her.”

      “Why would I want to talk to her?” I grumbled as I got to my feet. I didn’t feel wobbly anymore, but my head hurt like crazy.

      “Well, Lorna only questioned her a little to ask what they’d slipped you,” Holm explained. “It was late, so she said we could put the rest of the interrogation off until today. Then she tried to talk you into going to the hospital, but you… said no.”

      “And you listened to me?” I snorted as I reached up to run a hand through my hair. “I was drugged out of my mind.”

      “Yeah, you were,” Holm replied. “But we both figured since it wasn’t anything lethal, it would be better for everyone involved to just let you sleep it off. They’re scam artists, not murderers, so we knew it wasn’t going to kill you. Probably. Besides, you get combative when you’re in a bad mood.”

      “I do not,” I protested indignantly.

      “You punched a bunch of Coasties a few weeks back when they wouldn’t let you dive into a sinking ship,” Holm retorted.

      “To save you!” I shot back. “You’re welcome, by the way.”

      “My point stands,” Holm insisted. “Anyway, you’re obviously fine. The most they would have done in the hospital is hook you up to an IV, maybe. And I would have called an ambulance if you stopped breathing or something, but you just zonked out all night.”

      “Well, I’m up now,” I replied. “And ready to go and speak to this woman. This might not be our case, technically, but I don’t want to let that bartender just run loose after he helped Sybil drug me. Has he been caught?”

      “I don’t know,” Holm replied as he quickly finished his food and got up. “Lorna hasn’t called me, so I assume not.”

      “Let’s head to the station, then,” I urged. “We can ask her there.”

      Holm suggested driving, and I didn’t argue. Though I felt sober and level-headed now, the mild headache and nausea I still felt were enough of a distraction that I was willing to cede that duty over to Holm.

      “Today’s the last day of the festival,” Holm declared as he turned down a side street to avoid the busy parade route. “Lorna mentioned that the last time I spoke to her. Hopefully, we’ll have an easier time moving around once things settle down.”

      That was good to hear, though also a bit disappointing. I was glad I’d gotten a bit of a chance to enjoy the revelry, though disappointed that the day had culminated in my getting drugged by some scam artist thief. Still, Holm was right. It would be easier to investigate without constantly having to navigate around massive throngs of people.

      Once we did finally make it to the station, Holm and I were quick to head inside. I wanted to have a word with Sybil, but on top of that, I wanted to know if we had any leads as far as our actual case. Lorna had said that she was going to get in contact with the authorities in Trinidad and Tobago to see if we could get an ID on the gang member.

      The station wasn’t nearly as hectic as it had been the first night that we arrived. That wasn’t that shocking, I supposed, since things were bound to be more hectic at night after everyone had been drinking. It still wasn’t empty, though. The bullpen was littered with officers and arrested suspects, slowly going through the motions of being booked in. Everyone looked exhausted, and I knew that the officers were probably relieved that the festival was finally winding down.

      “Hello?” one of them called out to us as he looked up from his desk. He glanced over to the front desk, frowning when he saw that there was nobody manning it. He grumbled under his breath as he walked over to us, muttering something about people slacking off. “Hey, sorry, can I help you with something?”

      “Yeah, we’re here to speak with Officer Lorna Young,” I replied as I pulled my badge out of my pocket.

      “Oh,” the man replied with a small exhale before turning to peer into the bullpen. “Uh… She should be around somewhere. Let me—Give me a minute, okay?” He pulled at a radio speaker that was clipped to his uniform shirt and spoke into it. He looked, and sounded, like he was hanging on by a thread as he murmured into the speaker, alerting Lorna that someone was here looking for her. Her voice crackled back an answer, and a few moments later, I spotted her, bounding out from behind a doorway at the far end of the bullpen.

      “Thanks for letting me know,” she thanked the officer who had called her as she came jogging up to us.

      “No problem,” he muttered, looking around again. “Have you seen Greystone, though? He’s supposed to be up here.”

      “Um, no?” Young replied, casting her own look around the bullpen. “I haven’t seen him all day, to be honest.”

      “He was here earlier.” The officer sighed with annoyance. “Probably snuck out to lunch early. Whatever. Someone needs to get up to the front desk. I have things to do.” He went back to grumbling under his breath as he marched off.

      “Looks like things are pretty hectic around here,” I remarked, and Lorna nodded as she gestured for us to follow her into the back.

      “Yeah,” she hummed, a yawn escaping her as she led us back through the door she’d appeared from. “Now that the festival is winding down, feels like we all are, too. Everyone’s been working overtime for the past week, so I think our nerves are all kind of frayed. Although, I guess I’m lucky that I got to join you two on this case.”

      Lorna did look decidedly less stressed out than everyone else. I could still recall how she’d looked two days ago when we first met her here at the station. She’d looked as miserable as everyone else as she hauled a large case of water bottles over to a cell full of drunk inmates. She looked fine this morning, though, and even had a bit of a pep in her step as she walked.

      “How are you feeling?” she asked, turning to glance at me over her shoulder with a small smile. “You fell for that woman’s tricks, eh?”

      “No,” I grumbled, frowning as I recalled the events of the previous night. “I knew she was a scam artist from the beginning.”

      “You did?” Lorna asked, frowning at me in confusion. “Then how?”

      “I had a feeling she was running some con,” I explained. “Her acting was awful, and the circumstances were just too coincidental. I’ve been in this game for a long time. I’m not so naïve that I don’t recognize common scams. I specifically made sure to order a bottled drink so she wouldn’t be able to slip something into it without my noticing. It never occurred to me that the bartender himself would be in on it.”

      “Really?” Lorna grinned teasingly at me. “And you say you’re not naïve. I’m afraid that’s not entirely uncommon, either. In these types of scams, the bartender will usually help out in exchange for a cut. Once the poor sod is out like a light, they’ll run up a huge bill without ever actually providing any of what the customer supposedly ‘bought,’ and then if the victim tries to bring it up with the bar, the bartender will insist that they bought it all and was just too blackout drunk to remember.”

      “No halfway decent bartender would keep serving someone who was that far gone,” I grumbled bitterly. “That alone should be a sign that there’s a scam being pulled.”

      “Yes, well, there’s no way to prove otherwise,” Lorna replied. “If someone walks into a police station and claims that a pretty woman tricked him into spending all his money, do you think they’d be all that sympathetic? It’s lucky for you that I stopped by when I did. Otherwise, it would have been your word against theirs.”

      “And Sybil hasn’t said anything?” I asked as we walked farther through the station.

      “Not much,” Lorna replied with a shrug. “Then again, by the time we got her back here, it was late, and Agent Holm and I were more concerned about making sure you were okay than bothering with her. All I know is that she and the bartender were both in on it and that the bartender slipped the drugs into the bottle beforehand. Apparently, they have a few ‘sealed’ bottles on hand for just such occasions.”

      “So this obviously isn’t their first rodeo,” I snorted. “What a couple of sleazes.”

      “Well, it might not be the first time they’ve done this,” Lorna huffed as we stopped outside a secured door. Lorna lifted her badge up to a keycard reader by the door, and it unlocked with an electronic whir. “It’ll be the last, though. We’ve already got the bar locked down. We haven’t found the bartender, but we will.”

      The area she led us to had a long line of cells along the left wall. A few of the inmates hooted and hollered at her as she walked by, but Lorna didn’t even blink at their comments, obviously used to the harassment by now. Eventually, she came to a stop outside one of the cells. Sybil was inside, along with a few other female suspects. She was still wearing the skimpy, glittery outfit she’d been arrested in at the bar.

      “Didn’t someone give you a change of clothes?” Lorna asked, frowning and looking toward the desk at the entrance, where a few officers were chatting as they kept watch on the prisoners.

      “You mean those ratty old pajamas?” Sybil scoffed, her nose scrunching up in disgust as she glanced at the outfit some of the other inmates wore. “You honesty expect me to wear that?”

      “Well, if you'd rather stay as you are, I don’t really care,” Lorna shot back as she went to unlock the door. “Come on. We need to have a word.”

      “I’m not going anywhere with you!” Sybil sneered.

      It was almost shocking to see how different her attitude was now. The night before, she’d been all seductive smiles and batted eyelashes. Now, she looked like the very sight of us made her want to vomit.

      “I wasn’t asking,” Lorna sighed as she stepped into the cell to grab Sybil by the arm. I kept an eye on the other inmates to make sure they wouldn’t try anything, but none did. I supposed they all realized how foolish that would be, this far into the station and surrounded by armed law enforcement.

      “Hey! Ow!” Sybil whined as Lorna roughly pulled her arms behind her back and cuffed her wrists together.

      “Come on,” Lorna repeated as she pulled Sybil out of the cell before shoving her back toward the door we’d come in from.

      Holm and I followed her as she led Sybil to a room just next door to the holding area. She used her badge to unlock the door again before shoving the dancer inside.

      “Hey! Watch it!” Sybil snapped as she stumbled into the room and over to one of the few chairs inside.

      Lorna sank into the other one, while Holm and I took up position by the wall, on either side of the door. Sybil glanced nervously toward us as she sat, her eyes lingering on me for just a second as her scowl deepened.

      “You want to tell us what happened yesterday?” Lorna asked, shooting Sybil a flat, unimpressed look.

      “Why?” Sybil scoffed, rolling her eyes at Lorna. “You were there, weren’t you?”

      “You’re right, I was,” Lorna replied. “Guess I just wanted to give you a chance to explain your side since your accomplice ran off and left you holding the bag. You understand that if we don’t find him, this is all going to fall onto you, right?” She raised an eyebrow at Sybil, whose face grew red with fury.

      “What?!” she screeched, leaning forward in her seat. “No! That’s crap! This was all Louis’s idea in the first place! Why the hell do I have to go down for it all myself?!”

      “Because Louis ran off without you,” Lorna replied unsympathetically. “And if you don’t want to talk to us, then—”

      “Fine, yeah, we drugged the big dumb muscle-head,” she blurted out angrily, and it took me a second to realize she was talking about me. “It wasn’t even hard. Guys like him are so easy. All I have to do is pretend that I need help and that I need a big, strong man to come and save me.” She scoffed and rolled her eyes. “Half the time, they’re drunk already, anyway, all I have to do is press up against them a little, and they’ll follow me anywhere.”

      She grinned cockily, and I had to bite back the urge to inform her that her little act was neither convincing nor alluring. She was singing like a canary, so for now, I would hold my tongue and just let her continue incriminating herself.

      “I see,” Lorna replied, unmoved. “And exactly how many times have you done this? You said that guys like him are ‘easy,’ and you clearly have worked out this little scheme down to a T, which makes me think this isn’t the first time you’ve done this, Sybil.” Lorna crossed her legs and leaned forward toward the dancer. “Exactly how many men have you drugged and robbed?”

      “Uh, well, I—” Sybil muttered, her face flushing as she realized what she’d just admitted to. Her eyes darted over to me and Holm by the door, as though looking for an escape route. “I… I just—” Suddenly, she began to sniffle, and a second later, she threw her face into her hands and began to sob comically loudly. It was obvious that the crying was fake, and I could tell that Holm was fighting the urge to laugh as she carried on in the otherwise silent room.

      “It was Louis!” Sybil insisted when she finally lifted her head, her eyes completely dry. “He threatened me! He, uh… he made me do it!”

      “Uh huh,” Lorna replied skeptically. “And what exactly did he threaten you with?”

      “Well, he, uh—” Sybil stammered as she struggled to come up with a lie on the spot.

      She really was a horrible actress, so it was surprising that so many people had fallen for her con. Then again, I supposed the outfit she pranced around in would be enough to sway most drunk, young men into believing anything.

      “Listen.” She suddenly changed her tactic, her voice now steady and free of any fake sobs.

      This time, Holm actually did let out a snort of laughter under his breath. Though I was the one she’d drugged, even I had to recognize the absurdity of what I was seeing. Sybil was grasping at whatever she could, whipping wildly between personas as she tried to shift responsibility away from herself.

      “Maybe we can work this out,” she murmured as she slipped off one of the straps of her top.

      “Are you joking right now?” Lorna gaped at her in pure shock.

      Even Holm stopped chuckling as we all stared at her in disbelief.

      “Stop!” Lorna yelled, jumping to her feet.

      “No,” Sybil scoffed, rolling her eyes. “Just—I have something, okay? Take these cuffs off, and I’ll show you.”

      “Absolutely not,” Lorna replied flatly, her eyes still wide with a mixture of horror and confusion as she glared down at the dancer.

      “You want to reach in there yourself?” Sybil shot back caustically. “I don’t have pockets, genius. Where else am I supposed to keep things?”

      For a few seconds, Lorna just stared down at her. Then she glanced over at us before sighing and circling around to unlock the cuffs on Sybil’s wrists. Part of me was surprised that she was going along with it, but another part was curious where Sybil was going with this.

      “Thanks,” Sybil replied as Lorna removed the cuffs. She took a second to stretch her wrists out, rolling them before suddenly reaching into her low-cut top.

      Lorna tensed, her hand moving toward her gun. A moment later, though, Sybil produced a small, lumpy-looking yellow object.

      “What is that?” Lorna asked as she reached into a small pocket on her belt to grab a set of gloves before taking the object. “Wait… is this gold?”

      “Yes, it is,” Sybil replied with a wicked grin, and it suddenly hit me why she hadn’t wanted to change out of the impractical costume all night. Doing so might have revealed the gold nugget she had hidden away.

      “Why…” Holm muttered, unable to finish his question before Lorna cut in.

      “Wait, is this a bribe?” she deadpanned. “Are you trying to bribe us right now? With what I assume is a stolen object?”

      “I didn’t steal it!” Sybil growled defensively, her hands balling into fists.

      “Whoa!” I warned her as I took a step forward. Lorna had the handcuffs in one hand and the gold nugget in the other and wouldn’t have been able to defend herself quickly if Sybil suddenly lashed out.

      “Calm down,” Sybil grunted. “I’m not going to do anything.” She slumped back in her chair, crossing her arms over her chest.

      “If you didn’t steal it, then where did this come from?” Lorna asked pointedly, turning the lump of gold over in her hands.

      I’d never seen anything like it. The only times I’d ever personally seen gold, it had been in the form of jewelry or in the gold coins and relics I’d sometimes discovered while on my search for the Rogue. This thing looked totally unfinished and raw, like it had been yanked straight from the ground.

      “I found it,” Sybil replied vaguely, reaching up to fiddle with a strand of her hair. I knew immediately that she was leaving something out. The way she averted her gaze down to the floor and started to fidget made that obvious.

      “Where did you find it?” I prompted, and Sybil flinched a little at hearing my voice but didn’t answer.

      “If you won’t tell us, I’m going to assume you stole it.” Lorna sighed after a few seconds of silence, standing up from her chair and taking the nugget with her.

      “Hey! You can’t just take that!” Sybil shouted in protest. “That’s mine!”

      “And you were going to use it to bribe us,” Lorna shot back tersely. “You’re lucky I don’t slap another charge on you just for that. In fact, maybe I will. Last chance. Where did you get it?”

      “At the beach!” Sybil sneered furiously. “It was washed up, just sitting there! That’s not a crime!”

      Lorna blinked at her, pursing her lips as though trying to gauge whether Sybil was telling the truth. It didn’t seem to me like she was lying about that, but something in my gut told me she still wasn’t being entirely truthful.

      “What aren’t you telling us?” I probed, and Sybil shot me a sidelong glance before looking down at the floor.

      “It…” she murmured stiffly. “It was next to some dead guy, okay?”

      “What!?” I asked, and suddenly, what little humor the situation had held evaporated like water into the air.

      “You found a dead body,” Lorna exhaled, “and instead of calling the police, you robbed it?”

      “The gold wasn’t on the body!” she countered. “Just kinda close to it… and why would I call the cops? So you could take it from me like you’re doing now? I found it, so it’s mine!”

      “That’s not how it works,” Lorna shot back. “This is evidence in a crime. It’s already been, what, five days since those bodies were discovered? For goodness’ sake, to think we’ve been missing a piece of evidence this entire time!”

      “Five days?” Sybil muttered, her eyebrows knitting together as she looked up at Lorna. “No… no, that’s not right. I’ve had that thing for two weeks already.”

      “You’ve been walking around with a lump of gold on you for two weeks?” Holm asked her incredulously, but Sybil just rolled her eyes.

      “Wait, hold on,” Lorna murmured, her tone suddenly serious. “Are you sure? You found this two weeks ago?”

      “Yeah.” Sybil shrugged. “Maybe a little more. Why?”

      Instead of answering her, Lorna lifted her head to look over at me and Holm, her eyes wide.

      “Then these aren’t the same bodies,” she muttered, and a chill rattled its way down my spine.

      Lorna was right. If Sybil had stolen the gold nugget off a body two weeks ago, then it was some other body we were completely unaware of. Just how many corpses had washed up onto the beach in George Town these past two weeks?
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      “This is absolutely ridiculous!” Lorna exclaimed, seething with anger.

      After learning the shocking truth about where Sybil had gotten the gold from, the three of us had gone off to speak with the captain to ask what she was talking about. Surely, even if she hadn’t reported it, someone must have said something about dead bodies at the beach? The captain’s reply had been shocking.

      Apparently, the three bodies connected to our case had not been the first three to wash up on the beach. Far from it. Two other instances of bodies being discovered on the beach had been reported within the last month or so, but, somehow, nobody had made the rather obvious connection between those reports and our case.

      “Clearly somebody dropped the ball here,” the captain explained calmly.

      “I’ll say!” Lorna snapped angrily, scoffing through clenched teeth. “Dropped the ball. This is way bigger than some tiny little slip up! How the heck did this get overlooked?”

      “With all the preparations for the festival and all…” the captain murmured weakly. He was sweating nervously under Lorna’s furious glare and, frankly, didn’t look much like a captain in that moment. “People drown all the time. It’s tragic, but—”

      “Drown?” Lorna shot back. “Did anyone even investigate at all? Or did we just assume that they drowned and call it a day?”

      “The bodies we saw definitely didn’t die from drowning,” I agreed. “A single look would have been enough to confirm whether something was up.”

      The captain shot me an annoyed look. Though he’d cowed under Lorna’s scolding, it was obvious he didn’t appreciate me jumping in as well.

      “I already said that we made a mistake,” he grumbled, bristling slightly. “And you have to agree that the circumstances were different this time. Three bodies washed up all at once, one with very obvious tattoos. That’s the entire reason MBLIS was called in to assist. After we discovered that one of the men was involved with a gang that MBLIS had dealt with before, I felt it was best to contact you and let you handle it.”

      “Well, someone finally had to get around to doing something,” Lorna muttered caustically.

      “All right, that’s enough, Officer Young!” the captain reprimanded her, slamming his fist down onto his desk. “I’m still your superior! And we had no reason to believe there was foul play involved with any of the other bodies! They only ever showed up one at a time before now! And like I said, people die. They get drunk, go out on boats or for a swim, and they drown. It’s very sad, but there’s no point in dispatching an entire investigative team over it!”

      Except there obviously was reason to do that, I thought bitterly to myself. I supposed I could understand the captain’s perspective, to some degree. After all, if somebody washed up on a beach in Miami, anyone would assume they’d probably just drowned. However, Lorna also made a good point. The bodies we’d already seen had been decimated, quite literally blown into pieces. Assuming these other bodies looked the same, it meant that the police had not done their due diligence in looking into things.

      Lorna looked like she wanted to argue with the captain further. She opened her mouth before suddenly clamping it shut again, a tiny vein throbbing in the side of her jaw as she clenched her teeth.

      “Okay,” I intervened before she could explode, as I suspected she was close to doing. “Someone messed up. Fine. There’s nothing we can do about that now. Let’s not waste any more time arguing over it, and let’s do something about it instead.”

      Lorna slowly turned to look at me, the irritated frown on her face slowly slipping away.

      “Of course,” she muttered after a few seconds of tense silence. “You’re right. So what do we do now?”

      “Let’s start by looking into those reports,” I suggested.

      “So we can see exactly how badly they were screwed up?” Lorna quipped, and I saw the captain’s expression darken considerably.

      “So we can get a gauge on where we should start looking first,” I corrected with a tense smile. “After that, maybe we can go and look at the bodies.” I paused as I turned to glance at the captain. “Assuming they haven’t been disposed of yet.”

      His face went pale, and he fumbled over his words for a moment as he looked up at me.

      “Well, it’s been a little over a month now,” he muttered awkwardly. “They’re probably still in the morgue, especially if nobody has come forward to claim them.”

      “How could they?” Lorna scoffed. “I was completely unaware this had even happened. How are normal civilians supposed to know? And what do you mean ‘probably’? You don’t know where those bodies are?”

      “Officer Young!” the captain snapped, glaring at her.

      It was obvious from his tone that his response was a warning to her to stop pushing him. It was also obvious, though, that he didn’t actually have a retort. She was right. The captain had really, really dropped the ball on this one.

      “Let’s just go and have a look at those reports,” I suggested, setting a hand on Lorna’s shoulder to ease her away from the captain’s desk and toward the door. I wasn’t any more impressed with the captain than she was, but antagonizing him wouldn’t do us any good. He’d already given us tacit permission to just do whatever, and I didn’t want him revoking that out of anger. That would just make our job harder for us to do.

      “We’ll let you know what we find,” Holm assured the captain with a nod before following me and Lorna out of his office.

      Lorna steamed the entire way back to the bullpen, her shoulders hunched and her face set into a mask of indignation.

      “I can’t believe this,” she grumbled as she flopped down into her desk chair. “To think he’d mess this up so badly and then try to shift the blame around. It’s embarrassing.” She shook her head before looking up at us. “Allow me to apologize on his behalf since he didn’t. It’s ridiculous that we would call a foreign agency here to help us when we’ve done such a sloppy job up to now.”

      “You don’t have to apologize,” I rushed to assure her. She wasn’t the one who’d failed to look into the deaths or keep track of the bodies.

      “Yeah,” Holm agreed as she leaned against the side of her desk. “Besides, we’ve had to deal with improperly stored evidence and badly handled investigations before. Heck, we’ve had to deal with crooked cops who deliberately destroyed and falsified evidence before. Not that we think that’s what the captain did.” He clenched his teeth awkwardly as he realized what he’d just implied.

      “No, I know that,” Lorna sighed sadly. “The captain is a disorganized man, but he’s not a bad person. I just never realized he was scatter-brained enough for something like this to happen.”

      “Like I said in there,” I replied, “there’s no point in worrying about that now. What’s done is done. What we can do is go through those files and see if anything sticks out to us. Any similarities in what we’ve already seen with the three most recent bodies.”

      “Good luck,” Lorna snorted as she switched on her computer. “From the way it was handled, I doubt there will be anything useful in these files.”

      “We can still try,” Holm replied as she clicked through different folders on her work PC. “What I’m more curious about is that lump of gold that Sybil had. I mean… what the heck was that about?”

      “I sent it down to forensics,” Sybil replied. “Asked them to confirm whether it was gold and whether they could get anything else from it. Between being in the ocean and down Sybil’s shirt, though, I doubt there will be anything useful on it.”

      “Right,” Holm agreed with a short nod. “But assuming it was gold, and I think it was, judging from other gold objects I’ve seen—” He shot me a knowing look, and I knew he was referring to all the treasures we’d found while diving. “I have to wonder where it came from. I mean… it would be one thing if she’d taken a gold ring off the dead guy, or a gold watch, or heck, even a gold tooth, but who walks around with big lumps of pure gold?”

      “That’s a good question,” I mused as I stole the chair from the empty desk beside Lorna’s. I sank into it as I thought over what Holm had just said. “I wondered about that in the interrogation room as well. Jewelry would be one thing, but not many people even have access to big chunks of gold like that.”

      “Good point,” Lorna murmured, tapping her finger against her lips with her left hand as she continued clicking through her computer on her right. “My father took me to this place once, when we were on vacation up in the States. I don’t remember it well, but there was this activity that kids could do, where they ‘mined for gold.’” She smiled fondly as she recalled the memory. “They gave us these little flat trays, and we would use them to sift through dirt that had little flakes of gold in it. It was all fake, I think, just something fun for children, but I remember them giving us this lesson about that being the way actual miners looked for gold back in the day.”

      “I think I did that once, too,” I hummed, a vague, foggy memory coming to mind. That was the kind of thing kids did on field trips when learning about the Gold Rush.

      “My point is that the gold flakes were always really tiny,” Lorna replied. “And though I imagine that trying it for real would probably yield larger pieces, that thing that Sybil was carrying around was…”

      “Excessive?” I offered, and Lorna nodded.

      “Yes.” She exhaled as she leaned back in her chair. “Not the kind of thing you just happen upon. And here are the files.” She waved a hand lazily toward the computer screen. “As I suspected. Nothing. It says here that the victim most likely drowned, blah blah blah, nothing useful. It even says the officer will follow up after checking with the coroner, but there’s no update. Who was in charge of this report? Officer Steward? Where is he? I need to have a word with him.”

      She got to her feet, and I reached out gently to grab her wrist before she could go call out whoever had written the report.

      “We can worry about that later,” I insisted.

      Lorna pursed her lips and glowered at me.

      “If he wasn’t paying attention then, he probably won’t remember much anyway, right?” I pointed out. “And besides, it seems like everyone around here is dead on their feet after Batabano.”

      “His brain is probably fried,” Holm added, and Lorna slowly sat back down.

      “Yeah, you’re both probably right,” she grumbled. “But I’m going to tear him a new one over this later. All these morons that wrote these half-cocked reports. Anyway, there’s nothing useful here, what a surprise.”

      “All right,” Holm breathed as he walked to a nearby desk to steal another chair. He dragged it back to Lorna’s desk before plopping down into it. “So let’s go over what we know. According to these reports, bodies have been washing up onto the beach for, what, two months?”

      “Not quite,” Lorna responded as she turned to check the computer. “Looks like the earliest one is dated back to… five weeks ago? So a little over one month.”

      “And so far, they’ve been appearing one by one, it seems like,” I added. “Then, suddenly, there’s three of them?”

      “And along with the bodies,” Holm continued, “we know that a weird chunk of metal and a huge lump of gold have washed up too.”

      Lorna frowned, biting down on her lip.

      “So what is this?” she asked. “A serial killer that uses metal and gold as part of their killings?”

      “Well, ritualism is actually pretty common with serial killers,” I replied with a shrug. “A lot of them have to follow specific rules and outlines they made up to make sure that the killing is done ‘right.’”

      “What could the gold and metal mean?” Lorna wondered aloud, tapping her fingers pensively against the surface of her desk.

      “Well, gold is metal,” Holm corrected. “It’s just really expensive metal. And that’s the thing. There are four reports here. That means four bodies, plus the three we found, for a total of seven. Seven ritualistic killings all involving huge lumps of gold? Seems pretty dang expensive.”

      “Which means there would be a record of purchases made,” I surmised. “Unless the killer is getting the gold from somewhere else, aside from buying it. And we don’t even know what that metal thing was.”

      “Where does someone even get big lumps of gold?” Lorna asked, raising an eyebrow at me. “If the killer isn’t outright buying it, then that means they’d have to have access to a gold mine, right? I feel like that would be even harder to do than just buying it. Those things are all highly regulated and guarded. So we’d have to be dealing with a corrupt worker who was somehow sneaking gold out of a mine without anyone noticing. Either that, or—” She paused suddenly, and I could practically see the lightbulb going off over her head as her eyes shot wide open.

      “What?” I asked curiously.

      “An illegal mine,” she murmured slowly. “One that nobody knows about.”

      “Yeah.” Holm nodded slowly. “That would make sense. Seems like a really stupid thing to do, though. Finding a literal gold mine and then using that gold to murder people ritualistically?”

      “No.” Lorna shook her head quickly. “No, I don’t think that’s what’s happening.” She turned sideways in her seat to face us directly. “Jamaica has an issue with unregulated, underwater mining. It’s been in the news for the past few months. It’s not illegal because the government knows about it, and it’s sanctioned and everything, but a lot of people are concerned about the safety and environmental aspects of it.”

      “Go on,” I urged, shifting in my seat to sit up straighter as she spoke.

      “Well, I say it’s unregulated because underwater mining is kind of an unexplored frontier,” she explained. “Scientists aren’t sure what kind of impact it could have on underwater environments, though it can’t be good with explosions going off down there.”

      “Explosions?” Holm asked, and Lorna nodded.

      “That’s how they get to the precious metals,” she replied. “There are a lot of them, apparently, under the surface of the ocean floor. And they get to them the same way we get to precious metals up here, like in quarries. We throw bombs at it until the metals are exposed.”

      “Those bodies at the coroner’s office looked like they’d been hit by an explosion,” I murmured, and Lorna nodded quickly.

      “The mining operations in Jamaica are controversial but legal,” she muttered. “But there’s nothing like that here in the Cayman Islands. I doubt the British government would ever allow it. But what if someone is doing it illegally?”

      “That would explain why the bodies looked like they were blown up,” I concluded.

      “That metal thing,” Holm spoke up. “It’s a piece of shrapnel. That’s why it was all bent and we couldn’t make heads or tails of it. It’s a piece of an exploded bomb.”

      “And that’s where the gold came from,” Lorna finished. “Someone’s running an illegal gold mining operation. And people are dying as a result.”
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      The conclusion we reached made sense, but at the same time, it was difficult to imagine how the perps could pull off something of that scale. Now that we’d decided that was the theory we were going to work with, the three of us began to research how an illegal underwater mining op would even work. What we found poked a few holes in our theory.

      “There’s no way they could pull this off unnoticed,” Holm snorted, turning the tablet he was using around to face us. Lorna had lent it to him when the three of us began to look into what something like this would entail. “Look, underwater mining requires some pretty heavy duty, specialized equipment. Stuff that takes trained scientists to operate and people with actual knowledge and skills. Plus all this stuff is huge, and expensive, and cumbersome. No way they could just go out and do it sneakily.”

      “You’re assuming that these people are taking any kind of safety precautions,” I shot back flatly. “If that were the case, I don’t think we’d have seven bodies on our hands, don’t you agree?”

      “Well… that’s true,” Holm grumbled, his face settling into a perturbed frown.

      “We’ve seen a gang set up an illegal oil rig,” I reminded him. “It’s amazing what bad people can do if they’re resourceful enough.”

      “It’s too bad they put all that effort into things like this,” Lorna scoffed. “They’re obviously smart people if they have a mining operation going on the sly. And instead of doing something honest, they’re getting people killed.”

      “Well, they can’t be all that smart,” I countered. “Or else bodies wouldn’t be washing up onto the beach every few days. And gangs aren’t exactly known for making the smartest or safest decisions. If you ask me, I think these idiots are going out there and dropping homemade bombs down into the water.”

      “Just like that?” Holm snorted, shaking his head. “Just setting off explosions all willy-nilly?” He paused for a moment before chuckling. “Yeah, actually, that sounds about right.”

      “That’s why the guys we found looked like they’d been hit with a grenade,” I mused. “Something went wrong, maybe the bomb went off ahead of time, and they got caught in the blast.”

      “And the other bodies,” Lorna cut in. “You think they all got blown up as well?”

      “It’s possible.” I nodded. “Though we should go and have a look before we make any conclusions. On the other hand, it’s also possible that they really did just drown, and then that would explain why all the reports the other officers wrote seem to reflect that.”

      “What do you mean?” Lorna frowned at me, looking frustrated. “So you don’t think the other bodies are related?”

      “No, I do,” I corrected. “But maybe they didn’t all die the same way. These three latest ones were obviously blown up, but what if the others died of different causes? You said yourself that the gold is under the ocean floor, right? They have to get the bombs down there somehow.”

      “You think they’re diving!” Holm asserted, realization lighting up his eyes.

      “They have to be.” I shrugged. “If they’re not using the specialized equipment, then how else are they getting bombs all the way down there? And if we assume that these guys are all a bunch of gangbangers without any training or concerns about safety, then I think it’s pretty safe to say that none of them are actual, licensed divers.”

      “So they’re just strapping equipment on and hoping for the best?” Holm groaned. “No wonder so many of them are drowning.”

      “How can they be so reckless?” Lorna murmured, a perplexed, almost dazed look in her eyes. “I mean, I’ve seen and heard of people doing foolish things for money, but this is insane.” She turned to look between me and Holm. “Isn’t it? This is my first time working a case quite like this, so maybe you two have some better insight, but to risk your lives by going underwater to set off bombs—” She threw her hands in the air helplessly, unable to find the words.

      “You’re not wrong,” I agreed. “It is stupid. And I’m not sure we’ve ever seen anything quite like it either.”

      “We’ve had to dive for cases before,” Holm pointed out. “Pretty recently, actually.” He grinned, an odd response given the last time we’d had to dive for a case had been because he became trapped inside a sunken wreck and nearly drowned. Though I supposed humor was how we all coped with trauma in this line of work.

      “I don’t think we’ve ever had a case where the perps were diving, too,” he concluded, folding his arms over his chest.

      “Well, it’s not like these are actual, practiced divers,” I reminded him. “Sounds more like a bunch of idiots playing around, thinking they can get rich quick by ignoring all the safety and training that comes with running an actual underwater mining rig.”

      “Even that isn’t safe,” Lorna pointed out, gesturing toward her computer. “I looked into it more, and people are right to be concerned about this. There isn’t really a safe way to do this. The variables are just too unpredictable underwater. But, of course, people are willing to overlook that for money.”

      “And our perps are being even more careless,” I muttered, shaking my head in disapproval. “So that’s where we are. The gang is running this suicide operation, sacrificing their own members to try to get their hands on some gold. I guess the only thing that’s still throwing me is why they’re doing this way out here, so far from Trinidad and Tobago where they started.”

      “Maybe just because this is where the gold is?” Holm suggested. “If there was gold to be mined closer to home, they’d probably do it there.”

      “That makes sense,” I replied. “So, somehow, they found out that there was gold here, off the coast of the Cayman Islands, and moved over this way. Now that we’ve established that, how do we stop them?”

      “Well… do we really have to?” Holm snorted jokingly.

      “What?!” Lorna shot him a perplexed look. “Of course we do.”

      “Do we, though?” Holm asked, sounding half serious now. “I mean they’re really only hurting themselves, right? If we let them keep at it, they’ll end up drowning or blowing up all their own members. If they’re taking themselves down, why interfere?”

      “Well, I guess that’s kind of true,” Lorna replied, looking uncomfortable. “What about the damage they’re doing, though? They’re destroying the ocean floor! Who knows how many creatures they’ve killed?! Or how many natural habitats they’ve destroyed?!”

      “I was just kidding,” Holm quickly backpedaled, holding his hands up in surrender. “Well, mostly, anyway. I know we can’t just let them keep setting off homemade bombs, but it does seem a bit ironic, doesn’t it? By tracking them down, we’re basically stopping them from hurting themselves.”

      “Well, you’ve got to consider the ramifications of what they’re doing, though,” I countered. “Sure, they’re culling their own members, but the ones that survive are pulling up gold. That nugget that Sybil found is proof of that. And I doubt they’re doing anything good with the money they’re getting for that gold.”

      “Ah, right,” Holm replied, his lips pressing into a thin line. “Like funding whatever the heck Hariska is up to.”

      “Who?” Lorna asked, cocking an eyebrow at Holm.

      “Someone that the gang has ties to,” I briefly explained. “That’s kind of the reason we came here to help with this. Usually, we wouldn’t get involved in things unless the perp or victim was an American. In this case, though, our agency has a vested interest in making sure this gang goes down.”

      “Oh,” Lorna murmured. “So suffice to say that she’s bad news. Well, that’s enough of a reason to make sure we cut off their supply of gold.”

      “Right,” I replied with a nod, leaning back in my chair and crossing one of my legs over the other. “Now we just have to figure out how to do that.”

      “We know they have a boat,” Holm chimed in. “They have to. They’re not swimming all the way out to wherever it is they’re diving.”

      “I asked all the workers near the dock about it, though,” Lorna replied, frowning for a moment before her face fell. “Oh, but now that I think about it, I only asked them if they’d noticed anything suspicious lately. A group of men heading out on a boat would hardly seem suspicious.” She lifted a hand and pressed it to her forehead. “Crap, what if I accidentally talked to them?” She peered up at me. “I might have given away that we’re looking for them.”

      “Well, there’s nothing we can do about it if so,” I muttered, hiding the disappointment I felt at that. If the perps were aware we were sniffing around, then it would definitely make things a little more difficult. I had meant what I said, though. There really wasn’t much we could do about it at this point, so what was the use in fretting over it?

      “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Holm suggested. “Speaking of the docks, though, that might not be a bad starting point. We can go and have a good old-fashioned stake out. We’re pretty dry as far as leads, so why not just keep an eye out? Real fishermen will probably have proper equipment for fishing. The guys we’re looking for will probably stand out if we pay attention.”

      “That’s not a bad idea,” Lorna commended, smiling at him. “We can head over there tonight. It looks like most of the bodies washed up pretty early in the morning, which makes me think they’re doing this at night.”

      “It’s usually easier to pull off shady crap under the cover of darkness,” I agreed.

      “Right,” Lorna replied. “Especially if they’re setting bombs off. So we can go and stake the docks out once it gets darker. In the meantime, though, why don’t we go and take a look at the other bodies? We can see if any of the others look like they were blown up too.”

      “Good idea,” I replied as I got to my feet. “We can see if any of them were found with diving gear, too, since that would support our theory about what they’ve been doing.”

      “Oh, good point,” Holm replied as he and Lorna got up after me. With that, it was settled, and the three of us headed off to make our way back to the morgue.
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      The coroner was surprised to see us again so soon, though not upset. If anything, he looked kind of happy to have a distraction, as he’d seemed pretty bored when we arrived. He immediately led us down to the storage coolers where the bodies were, assuring us that they should all be there, so long as they remained unidentified.

      “With the festival going on,” Lorna sighed, “I’m sure all of this got pushed to the back-burner, as they say. Trying to figure out the identity of someone that nobody seemed to be looking for wouldn’t be a high priority.”

      That was a depressing thought. I supposed one could have easily argued that the gangbangers brought this on themselves. They were the ones who’d come up with this stupid scheme and the ones getting themselves killed, but still. They all had mothers, at least, and maybe more family as well, who’d likely never know what happened to them, assuming they were all back in Trinidad and Tobago.

      “Here they are,” the coroner explained as he pulled out an entire row of bodies, double checking a list on his phone as he did. “These three. And then there’s one more over on this side. Do you want me to pull him out as well?”

      “Yes, please,” Lorna replied as she pulled a set of gloves out of her utility belt.

      Holm and I did the same, slipping gloves on as the coroner walked to a different wall to locate the other body. Lorna walked to the one closest to us and reached down to unzip the body bag. When she did, I was left stunned by what I saw.

      Specifically, the fact that I saw nothing worth noting. There were no telltale tattoos to indicate that the dead man was part of the Southside gang, and no marks to indicate that he’d been blown up.

      “What was the cause of death?” I called out to the coroner as Lorna unzipped the bag fully.

      The coroner stopped what he was doing to look over at me.

      “Which one?” he asked, standing on his toes to peer over at us. “Oh, locker six? Let me see… drowning. He had water in his lungs.”

      “So they did drown,” Holm murmured as Lorna moved on to the next bag. Like the other man, this one bore no signs that he’d met a violent end, and he also didn’t have any tattoos.

      “Were any of them found with diving equipment?” I asked as the coroner grabbed a stepladder to pull open a taller locker.

      “Oh, um, yes, actually,” he replied, placing his hands on his hips as he looked thoughtfully upward. “Two of them, actually, now that I think about it. One of them had the whole getup, that little vest, with the tank, and a pair of goggles, too. Poor guy, I figured he must have been careless since there was no air in the tank.”

      “There wasn’t?” I asked, alarmed to hear that. It would have been an awful way to go, to be so deep underwater and suddenly find yourself unable to breathe.

      “Afraid not,” the coroner replied. “At least, I don’t think so. I’m no expert, but when he was brought to me, I had to take all of that off, of course, to examine the body. I opened the little turning valve at the top, and I didn’t hear or feel anything, so it seemed empty to me.”

      “It probably was,” I murmured. Even with a regulator attached, it was easy to feel when the flow of air started up.

      “That sucks,” Holm muttered beside me, and I nodded. Checking air levels before and during dives was second nature to a diver. Of course, these poor idiots weren’t really divers, so it wasn’t surprising that they’d neglected to take proper precautions.

      “What about the other one?” I asked as Lorna went on unzipping bags. “You said there were two.”

      “Ah, yes,” the coroner replied, pulling a different shelf open. “That one was only wearing a mask with one of those snorkels on it. I assumed he must have gone snorkeling and had an accident. Strange, though, that nobody reported him missing. Actually, as far as I’m aware, nobody has reported any of these people missing. Whenever an unidentified body is discovered, we’ll look into it and search through missing persons’ databases.”

      “Right,” I replied, well aware of how it worked.

      “Well, there was nothing,” the coroner replied. “There was only one who matched the description of a missing boy, but when I contacted the parents and had them come down, they told me it wasn’t him.” The coroner shook his head sadly. “It was a bittersweet moment. Of course, they were relieved to see that the dead boy wasn’t their son, but on the other hand, their son is still missing.” The coroner shrugged helplessly.

      “A boy?” I asked, frowning. “You mean one of the dead bodies was a child?”

      “Not a small child,” the coroner explained. “I estimated his age to be around his late teens or early twenties. The boy who was reported missing by his parents was nineteen, so I thought it might be him. He’s definitely young.”

      “Him?” Lorna called as she pointed down at one of the bodies.

      “Ah, yes,” the coroner replied solemnly as he walked back over to the first row of shelves he’d pulled out. “It’s a pity.”

      As I walked over to the body in question, it was easy to see that the man was in fact quite young. He had no wrinkles and was clean-shaven. He also didn’t have any tattoos or serious damage to his body that I could see.

      “Something’s strange,” Lorna murmured, hands on her hips as she looked down at the boy.

      “What?” I asked as the three of us all turned to look at her.

      “None of them have tattoos,” she replied, her eyebrows furrowing together. “Two of the most recent ones didn’t either, but I really expected at least one to have a gang tattoo. None of these bodies do, though. And none of them look like they were blown up.”

      “Blown up?!” the coroner asked, looking up at her with surprise. “You mean like the other ones that were missing limbs and such? No, not at all. As far as I can tell, all of these people drowned. They all had water in their lungs.”

      “The other guys had water in their lungs, too,” Holm pointed out.

      “Sure,” the coroner agreed, “but it was a lot more obvious that there were other forces at play. Some of them were missing their arms and legs.” He shot Holm a look. “Honestly, I didn’t really make the connection until right now, when you three arrived. I did think it was strange that so many people were drowning so often, but that’s not unheard of. This is an island town, and one of our main attractions is the beach.”

      “Right,” I replied, glancing over at Lorna. She was quiet, her face set into a stern frown. I wondered if she felt bad about going off on the other officers like she had, knowing now that they hadn’t actually messed up their reports. All these men really had just drowned.

      “There’s no way these deaths aren’t connected, though,” Holm was quick to point out. “Don’t forget that gold nugget. Everything fits with our theory.”

      “Everything except these bodies,” Lorna argued back. “Sure, let’s say they all just drowned trying to get to the ocean floor. Why don’t any of them have gang tattoos? Out of seven total bodies, only one has had any gang markings. Isn’t that a little strange?”

      “A little,” I agreed with a nod. “But not impossible. Not every single gang member gets tattoos.”

      “Well, most of them do,” Holm replied with a shrug. “If it’s not part of the initiation, they get it to show their pride or whatever. Come on, we both know that. I think Lorna’s right. This is kind of weird.”

      “Unless they were all brand new recruits,” I suggested, my eyes darting back over to the kid at the end of the row. “It would make sense to send the newbies to do all the dangerous suicide work.”

      “That’s horrible,” Lorna gasped, her eyes also flying back to the young man. “So they were taking the newest guys with the least experience and making them plant the bombs? How cruel.”

      “Gangs aren’t known for their kindness,” Holm bit out sarcastically before turning to the coroner. “What about other stuff? Aside from the dive gear, did any of them have anything on them we could use to identify them? Or a common link?”

      “A few of them had drugs on them,” the coroner replied with a shrug after taking a moment to think it over. “Inside their pockets. A few different kinds, pills and what I assume was weed, mostly in little plastic baggies.”

      “That’s not unusual for gangbangers,” I muttered. “Inside their pockets, though? What kind of clothes were these guys wearing?”

      “Street clothes,” the coroner replied. “Ordinary jeans, that sort of thing.”

      “Huh,” I replied blankly. “Guess it was naïve of me to assume these guys would go down in wetsuits, or even swimming trunks.”

      “They really didn’t know what they were doing,” Holm noted.

      “Clearly,” I replied before turning my attention back to the coroner. “Anything else? Did any of them have anything unique or unusual in their pockets, other than the drugs I mean?” I was fishing to see if he would mention gold or any other weird, metal objects, without actually giving it away. The coroner suddenly went a bit stiff, his shoulders going rigid as he swallowed nervously.

      “Um, no, not that I can remember,” he replied. He sounded casual enough, like he really meant it, and yet I got the distinct impression that he might be lying to us.

      “Really?” Holm prodded further, and I could tell by the tone of his voice that he’d caught on as well. “None of them had anything else in their pockets?”

      “I’m afraid not,” the coroner replied with a shrug. “Aside from the drugs, which I turned over to the police, of course. I’m sure if you check the records, it will be there. Actually, it wouldn’t surprise me if the drugs were what caused some of their deaths. It isn’t safe, you know, to go out on the water under the influence.”

      “Yeah,” I replied, eyeing him warily. “We know.”

      “Well, um,” the coroner continued, clearing his throat awkwardly, “was there anything else you needed? Any questions about the bodies? I’m happy to be of help.” He smiled, and though it might have looked genuine to the average person, I could see the tension in his face as he strained to keep the smile on.

      “No,” I replied, exhaling as I looked over at Lorna. “We only wanted to have a look at the bodies. And since we confirmed that some of them were wearing dive gear, that helps us confirm what we’ve been thinking.”

      “Oh, well, great!” the coroner replied cheerfully. A little too cheerfully, by my estimation. It really felt now like he was trying to usher us out as quickly as possible. “If you have any questions or need to stop by again, just let me know. Anything I can do to help, I will be glad to lend my assistance.”

      “Right,” I replied. “We’ll get out of your hair, then.”

      I turned and gestured for Lorna and Holm to follow me before leading the way out. The coroner followed us out at a distance, calling out to us again once we’d reached the entrance.

      “Like I said, just call if you need anything,” he said as the three of us stepped out.

      “We will,” Lorna called back, waiting until the door was fully shut before snapping her head around to look at me and Holm. “So… he was lying, right? We all agree on that.”

      “Oh, absolutely,” I snorted as we walked back toward our car.

      “Do we think he has another one of those nuggets?” Holm asked, and I nodded.

      “Yeah,” I replied, pausing to lean against the side of the rental. “That’s why he got so skittish when I asked if any of them had anything else in their pockets when they were brought in.”

      “And why he was suddenly rushing us out and acting all helpful,” Lorna scoffed, crossing her arms. “So… what? Are we just going to let him keep it?” She looked up at me expectantly, and I appreciated that she was deferring to my decision on the matter. As a police officer, Lorna could have just arrested him for stealing evidence.

      “Not yet,” I replied. “Especially since he seems to want to be helpful, for the moment. If we need to come back here again, it’ll be beneficial if he’s willing to work with us more readily.”

      “That’s what I thought, too,” Lorna replied, glancing back at the morgue. “Which is why I didn’t say anything. Still, we can’t just let him keep it forever.”

      “Who does it belong to?” Holm asked curiously. “I’m not trying to justify him stealing it, obviously, but I’m trying to think who ownership falls to. The gangbangers had it originally, but they got it by illegally bombing the ocean floor, so… who is it going to end up with?”

      “We should just toss it back in the ocean,” Lorna insisted with a huff. “It was obtained illegally, and we shouldn’t encourage people to go looking for more.”

      “Regardless of where it ends up,” I interjected, “what matters at the moment is that it exists. Even if we didn’t see it, it’s pretty obvious that he was hiding something that he took off of one of the bodies. Knowing what we do about the nugget that Sybil has, it’s not hard to guess what it is. And two gold nuggets means that our theory was right. These guys are sending divers down with bombs to trawl the ocean floor for gold.”

      “Divers,” Holm repeated sarcastically, accentuating the word with a roll of his eyes. “If we can call them that. It sounds like these guys are barely even gangbangers if they’re all so new that they don’t even have tattoos yet.”

      “Yeah,” Lorna agreed, “seems like it’s mostly dumb young people suckered into being pawns.”

      “All the more reason for us to stop them,” I replied with finality. “So now we have to work backward. The coroner said that nobody’s reported these people missing, but that can’t be possible. Someone has to be missing these guys, especially that kid. Maybe they’re all just back in Trinidad and Tobago.”

      “So what do you suggest?” Holm asked. “You want to call Diane and have her request info about recently reported missing persons?”

      “That’s a good start,” I replied with a nod.

      “I’ll do the same here,” Lorna added. “Maybe we’ll be able to find something the coroner overlooked.” She paused for a moment as she pulled her phone out of her pocket and checked the time. “We still have a while to go before sundown.” She bit her lip, her gaze off in the distance, as though she was trying to come to a decision about something.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “Nothing,” Lorna replied. “I might know someone who can help us, though.”

      “You do?!” Holm asked, cocking his head at her quizzically.

      “Maybe!” Lorna emphasized. “An old informant buddy of mine, Devonte. He’s out of the game, as far as I’m aware, but he might still have a few contacts with access to information. Maybe he or one of his buddies has heard about weird goings-on around the docks. Like I said, he’s retired, so don’t get your hopes up, but it’s worth a shot.”

      “We’ve got nothing else to do while we wait for it to get late,” I replied. “Let’s try it.”

      “I’ll call him,” Lorna decided as she turned back to her phone to dial her friend. She lifted it to her ear and waited, tapping her foot anxiously. She waited for a while, and then eventually pulled the phone away from her ear. “Dang. He didn’t—Oh wait, he’s calling back!” She quickly answered and held the phone up to her ear. “Hello? Devonte? Hey, oh, did I wake you up? Your voice sounds weird. All right. Well, the reason I called is that, well, I could really use your help right now. I need some information. Yeah. Yeah, all right. The plaza? Yeah, we can be there in fifteen minutes. Perfect, we’ll see you there.”

      “That sounded promising,” I remarked as she slipped her phone back into her pocket with a grin.

      “He’s agreed to meet us,” she replied cheerfully. “I don’t know if he’ll know anything, but it’ll be nice to see him either way, to be honest. It’s been a while since we had a chance to meet up. Anyway, come on, we’re meeting up in a plaza at the center of town.”

      And just like that, we were heading back into the chaos of Batabano.
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      It was late in the afternoon on the last day of the festival, and it was obvious that things were winding down. There were still dancers and street performers showing off for the people still around to watch, but it was nothing like the massive fanfare and parade we’d seen the past few days. It wasn’t surprising, really. After several days of drinking and partying, anyone would be tired.

      Lorna managed to snag a small table at the edge of the plaza, shielded from the sun under an umbrella. I barely even noticed when she suddenly slipped away from us to claim it, and it wasn’t until she started calling for us that I realized she’d sat down. Holm and I walked over and sat as well so we could wait for Lorna’s informant friend to arrive.

      It was a nice spot to enjoy the festivities going on while we waited as well. My gaze wandered over to a group of dancers all decked out in sequins and massive feathers. The majority of them performed some kind of choreographed, synchronized dance while two of them pulled people out of the audience, encouraging them to follow the steps as well.

      “It’s fun, right?” Lorna asked, smiling brightly at me and Holm. “It’s lucky that you two got to come during Batabano. Well, not lucky, but you know what I mean.”

      “Yeah,” I replied, offering her a smile in return. “You’re not wrong.” Of all the times to visit, this was probably the best. It was unfortunate that we were here to investigate a series of gruesome deaths, but we probably wouldn’t have come to the Cayman Islands otherwise.

      “Don’t go falling for any of the dancers’ tricks again,” Lorna teased, playfully reaching out to shove my shoulder.

      “Hey, I didn’t fall for it!” I insisted defensively. “I knew the whole time. I just… didn’t expect a sealed bottle to be spiked.”

      “They’re getting more and more creative.” Lorna sighed, shaking her head sadly. “And please don’t get me wrong. Not all the dancers are like that, of course, and certainly not all the bartenders here. Most of the locals are good, decent, people. Of course, there are bad apples anywhere.”

      “We wouldn’t be here if there weren’t,” Holm noted, his mouth twisting into a dismayed grimace.

      “True,” Lorna replied sadly. “The only reason you two came was because of those dead bodies. What a shame.” She cast us both a pitying look. “It must be sad, to always arrive places under the worst conditions, with the worst impressions.”

      “I never thought of it like that,” I muttered as I turned to look at her. “And I don’t think that’s really true. Sure, we usually go places for the first time because someone died or did something bad there, but we’re not close-minded enough to assume that everything and everyone in a place is bad just because something bad happened there.”

      “We’d be hypocrites if we did,” Holm snorted. “Miami isn’t exactly the most crime-free city in the U.S.”

      “Ha, good point.” I chuckled. “He’s right. If someone were to assume that everyone in Miami was a criminal, that would include us, too.”

      “Well, I’m glad that you two are open enough to understand that,” Lorna replied as she turned her attention back to the dancers. “Especially after what happened to you, Agent Marston. I would hate for you to think that all the performers are like Sybil.”

      “Nah, there’s people like her everywhere,” I replied reassuringly.

      “Of course,” Lorna scoffed, her voice tinged with annoyance. “If there weren’t, there would be no need for cops or federal agents. Anyway, enough about all that depressing stuff. It’s the last day of the festival. We might as well enjoy it while we wait for Devonte.”

      “What does this guy look like?” Holm asked, glancing around as though he might recognize the man by feeling alone.

      “Tall,” Lorna replied. “Crew cut.” She was looking around now as well. “He usually—Oh, no.” She gasped suddenly, her eyes going wide.

      I looked out in the direction she was facing and immediately spotted the cause of her concerned exclamation.

      A man who was clearly heavily inebriated stumbled through the crowd. He was twitching slightly, moving erratically as he wobbled around, either drunk or high or both. People backed away from him as he passed, sneering in disgust or pulling their kids away protectively.

      “Oh, crap,” Holm grunted as he spotted the man as well. “Come on, there are kids around.” He got to his feet. “Here, I’ll go grab him, one of you find a cop, and we’ll—”

      “No,” Lorna cut him off, her face crumpling with despair. “No, no, no, why?” I looked back and forth between her and the man, confusion mounting in my mind. “Why is he high? He said he’d quit. I saw him. I helped him get into rehab.”

      “Wait,” I uttered, looking back up at the man again. “Is that the informant?”

      “Yes,” Lorna hissed, gritting her teeth as she jumped up and made a beeline for the man.

      Holm and I followed quickly behind her.

      He was wobbling toward one of the dance groups now, and a few of them hesitated in their movements as they noticed him approaching them.

      “Hey… Hey!” the man shouted, swiping at them with his hand as though he was trying to claw at them. A few of the dancers screamed, ceasing their movements as they backed away.

      “Hey, man, you can’t do that,” a man who was with the dancers declared as he stepped between the dancers and the informant. He was dressed in a similar color, which made me think he must be some kind of manager.

      “Get away!” the informant suddenly screamed, thrashing his arm out toward the man and clocking him in the side of the head.

      More of the dancers screamed as the man stumbled to the side.

      “Go away!” one of the dancers screeched fearfully.

      “Lorna?” the informant called out, scrutinizing the dancer. “No. You’re not Lorna. Who are you?!” He rushed at the dancer, flailing his arms wildly as he ran.

      The three of us broke into a sprint as the dancers scattered. Lorna was just a few steps ahead, so she got there first. She threw herself between the informant and the terrified dancer, holding her hands up instead of drawing her gun.

      “Devonte, stop!” she shouted, but the man was blinded by confusion, or anger, or both, and he swung his fist down at her, punching her in the jaw. Lorna cried out with pain as she stumbled backward, shoving the dancer back with her.

      “Hey!” I yelled, my hand flying to my sidearm as the out-of-control man continued to approach the two women.

      “No!” Lorna screamed, her eyes wide as she stared straight at me. “Don’t shoot him! He doesn’t know what he’s doing!”

      I stared incredulously back at her. The man had just punched her straight in the face, and she was not even drawing a taser. She was begging us not to do anything either.

      “Why?” the informant muttered. “What’s going on? How did I get here?”

      “Devonte, calm down, it’s okay!” Lorna struggled to get through to him. The dancer she’d protected turned and ran off, leaving Lorna alone.

      “No, don’t tell me to calm down!” the informant yelled. “Everyone is always telling me what to do! There is nothing wrong with me! I am not crazy! I am not sick!”

      “It’s okay,” Lorna tried to soothe him as she slowly approached him. Holm and I did the same from the side, gradually closing in.

      “No…” Devonte muttered, reaching up to clutch at his hair as he looked out at the three of us. “Stay away from me. Why are you all looking at me? Stop staring at me!”

      He suddenly reached into his pocket, and in an instant, Holm and I both had our guns drawn.

      “No!” Lorna screamed again. “Do not shoot him!”

      Devonte yanked a knife from his pocket, which wasn’t as bad as a gun, but it still wasn’t good, especially when he flipped it open and suddenly lunged at Lorna.

      “Hey!” I yelled, hoping to distract him as I lifted my gun. My finger twitched against the trigger, but I fought against muscle memory and held back. Lorna had practically begged us not to shoot, and her voice cut through my mind like the knife in Devonte’s hand.

      I regretted it instantly, though, when the enraged man threw himself forward and slashed the knife across our liaison’s face.

      “No!” I yelled as they both went down in a heap. Now we really couldn’t shoot since doing so would mean risking hitting Lorna instead.

      I shoved my gun back into its holster and rushed forward as Devonte lifted the knife to strike again. I threw myself at him at full speed, tackling him forcefully off of Lorna. He grunted with pain as he went rolling off to the side, the wind knocked out of him.

      I turned to check on Lorna, aghast when I saw that the gash on her head was bleeding profusely. I didn’t have much time to focus on her, though, because the informant was still conscious, still angry, and now unsteadily clambering back up onto his feet. Lorna was alive, so she’d have to wait for now while I dealt with the informant.

      “Don’t kill him!” she screamed as I leapt away to grab him. It was almost enough to distract me since I couldn’t believe she was still more concerned about him, even while she was bleeding on the ground. I focused all my attention on Devonte, though. I would figure out what her strange concern was all about later.

      Before Devonte could totally regain his footing, I reached out to grab the collar of his shirt, yanking him forward to headbutt him. He grunted with pain and blinked his eyes, dazed, from the blow. While he was distracted, I reached out and took hold of the wrist holding the knife with one hand, and then used the other to twist his arm forcefully until he dropped it.

      The informant howled with pain, which prompted Lorna to call out again.

      “Careful!” she cried, and I felt like I was going insane. This man was high beyond belief, on a rampage, and had threatened a civvie before attacking her. Why the heck was Lorna acting like he was the victim?

      I ignored her and twisted his arm more, forcing it behind his back before shoving him down to the ground. He let out a pained “oof!” as he fell, and I made quick work of pinning him down before pulling his other hand behind his back.

      “Devonte, stop resisting, please,” Lorna pleaded as she appeared at my side, blood dripping all over the place.

      “Lorna, Officer Young!” Holm called out as he joined her, trying to get a look at her face. “You’re bleeding a lot, please stop moving around!”

      “I’m fine,” Lorna replied dismissively before turning back to Devonte. “Just stop resisting, okay?”

      “Get off of me, you pigs!” the informant bellowed at the top of his lungs. “Stupid slag!” He looked straight at Lorna when as he continued to hurl insults, and I could tell by the look in her eyes that she was hurt.

      “He doesn’t mean that,” she muttered, so quietly that it seemed like she was speaking more to herself than she was to us.

      “Holm’s right,” I noted with alarm as bright red blood poured down her face. “You’re bleeding a lot.”

      I suddenly became aware of the sound of footsteps rushing toward us. When I turned to look, I saw that it was a pair of police officers bearing down on us. Someone in the crowd must have called for help.

      “Everyone freeze—” one of them yelled, stopping short as their eyes landed on Lorna.

      “Young!? For goodness’ sake, what happened?” one of them gasped as they took in her bloodied appearance.

      “I’m fine,” Lorna insisted as the officer helped her up. “Devonte—this man—he’s having a psychotic episode. Drug related.”

      “We got it,” the officer replied, her face alight with fury as she looked down at the informant. “We’ll bring him down to the station.”

      “Wait,” Lorna called, shooting an arm out to grab the officer. “He’s… a friend of mine. Be nice. Please?”

      The officer shot her a perplexed look that I was sure reflected the way I felt about the whole situation.

      “Sure,” she replied with a shrug before she and her partner reached down to haul Devonte off the ground. He was still struggling, but at least he wasn’t swinging a knife around anymore.

      “Who are you?” he grumbled, his gaze vacant. “Where am I?”

      Lorna looked on sadly as they dragged him away, the mood in the plaza suddenly a lot darker.

      “Come on,” I urged her gently, winding an arm around her back to guide her back to where we’d parked. “We need to get you cleaned up.”

      She nodded glumly, following along with Holm and me. I had no idea what had just transpired, but I fully intended to find out, just as soon as we got her some medical attention.
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      Once we were finally able to get the informant under control, we hauled him back to the station. After Lorna got him settled into a cell with a surprising amount of gentleness and care, given how he’d attacked her, she went to tend to the injuries he’d given her. The gash on her head had continued to bleed for a while after the incident, and now the majority of her face and a large part of her shirt were stained bright crimson.

      After that, she left him alone, indicating for me and Holm to follow her so he’d have a chance to come down.

      “No point in trying to talk to him when he’s not here with us,” she grumbled as she marched farther into the station. A few officers paused in their tracks to glance at her as she passed, probably shocked by the blood all over her, but Lorna ignored them as she walked determinedly toward a small infirmary in the back of the station. I thought of it that way, for lack of a better word, but it wasn’t really an infirmary in the strictest sense. There was no doctor, nurse, or any kind of medical personnel. Really, it was more like a big storage closet full of medical supplies. Lorna silently snatched a large, white first aid kit out of the closet before turning and stalking back toward the bullpen.

      Holm and I exchanged a silent look. She hadn’t spoken a word to either of us since we got back, and though I was itching to break the silence, something in my gut told me to just keep my mouth shut for the moment.

      I watched as she sat at her desk and flipped open the first aid kit. She pulled a small compact mirror from her purse before soaking a small cotton ball with alcohol and dabbing it across her forehead, wincing as the object made contact with her skin. She hissed and wound up accidentally dropping the mirror, cursing under her breath as she did.

      “Here,” I offered as I bent down to lend a hand, finally breaking the awkward silence.

      “Thanks,” Lorna muttered as I took the cotton ball from her and got to work cleaning all the blood off her face.

      “I’m going to go look for… some water,” Holm muttered awkwardly. “Maybe some snacks.” He walked off then, probably sensing like I did that something was up with Lorna’s attitude.

      “You sure you don’t want to go to the hospital?” I asked, raising my eyebrow at her. “This is a lot of blood.” Even once we finished cleaning her face, her shirt would still be drenched.

      “It looks worse than it is,” Lorna muttered distractedly. “It’s not even bleeding anymore, I don’t think.” Her eyebrows furrowed together as she reached a hand up to check, frowning when her hand came away wet with fresh blood. “Well, head wounds always bleed a lot.”

      “That’s true,” I agreed, quickly cleaning up the area immediately around the gash so I could apply a bandage. “So your informant—”

      “Devonte,” Lorna corrected quickly. “His name’s Devonte. And whatever you’re going to say…” She sighed and reached a hand up to cover her eyes.

      “Ah,” I stopped her, pushing her hand away gently. “I’m in the middle of something here.” I smiled at her in an attempt to cheer her up, and though she smiled back, the expression didn’t reach her eyes.

      “Well, hurry it up,” she grumbled glumly. “And make sure you do a good job. I don’t want to wind up with an ugly scar.”

      “You wouldn’t look ugly even with a scar,” I assured her, in part to cheer her up, but also because it was true. Lorna’s face reddened again, despite the fact that I’d already cleaned off most of the blood.

      “Do the ladies usually fall for lines like that?” she teased, and finally, a real, albeit small, smile graced her lips.

      “Rarely do I find myself in situations which call for lines like that,” I shot back. “It’s not like I’m constantly surrounded by beautiful women with injuries on their faces.”

      “Just your partner, right?” she replied, her face glowing pink. “He’s got a pretty big one right over his eye.”

      “Yeah, usually just Holm.” I laughed. “And I’m not using lines like that on him, trust me.”

      Lorna laughed, which set me at ease. Her behavior since we’d returned had been strange, to say the least, and I was concerned.

      “So… you were really nice to the informant—to Devonte back there,” I noted as I finished placing a large bandage over the cut on her head. “Maybe a little too nice, considering he did this.” I gestured toward the injury.

      “He didn’t mean to,” Lorna muttered quietly, her face falling again. “And I know that sounds so cliché, but he really isn’t like that.” She pursed her lips together. “He wouldn’t hurt me. Not if he was in his right mind.”

      “Sounds like you’re pretty well acquainted with him,” I remarked as I stood back straight, stealing a chair from a nearby desk to sit beside her.

      “We…” Lorna started before suddenly cutting herself off. “We, uh…”

      She paused, and it was pretty evident that whatever had gone on between them was difficult for her to talk about. I actually started to get worried, wondering if we were going to have to deal with some old relationship drama on top of everything we already had going on with this case.

      “He was my friend,” she explained sadly. “Still is, when he’s not high out of his mind. We grew up together. We were thick as thieves.” She smiled fondly before casting me a sidelong glance. “And before you ask, no, we were never involved or anything like that. It really was just an innocent friendship. All the way up until high school. Then… we started down different paths.”

      “Ah,” I muttered. It wasn’t difficult to imagine how things must have gone. After all, Lorna was a police officer, and Devonte had clearly gone very much in the opposite direction.

      “Yeah,” Lorna whispered. “I tried getting him straight more times than I can remember. After a while, I just accepted that this was who he was. I’m not proud of it, but there were more than a few times when I pulled strings to get him out of trouble.” She shot me an abashed smile. “And then, one thing led to another, and he started working as an informant for us. I guess he felt guilty. He used to promise me he would stop using, get cleaned up, get a job. But he never did, obviously. I think working as an informant was his way of sort of making up for it.”

      “So that’s why you were so nice to him even after he attacked you,” I replied, and Lorna groaned as she leaned back in her chair.

      “I swear that wasn’t him,” she insisted. “And I know, everyone tells me that I make too many excuses for him, that I coddle him. Maybe I do, but someone has to be on his side, you know? And I’ve never, ever seen him like that. He’s done some stupid stuff while high, but he’s never laid a single finger on me.” She pursed her lips, and I could see the internal battle being waged behind her eyes. I couldn’t help but feel sympathy for her. As an outsider, it was easy to judge, to dismiss her thoughts as just wishful thinking. This was Lorna’s friend, though. If Holm or Birn or Muñoz suddenly became addicted to a drug, I’d do everything I could to help them, too.

      “It’s been a while since I’ve seen him,” Lorna went on. “After the last case he helped with, I decided enough was enough and sort of forced him into this halfway house a few towns over. It’s run by a friend of a friend. It’s a private facility, so it’s a lot nicer than the public shelters and a lot better at actually helping people. It’s run by a woman named Rachel. Her son overdosed when he was just fifteen.”

      “Damn,” I muttered. That was truly tragic. It was sad, of course, any time anyone struggled with addiction, but kids literally didn’t know better. Drugs ate away at their developing brains a lot faster than with adults.

      “Yeah.” Lorna sighed. “After that, she opened up the facility. I pulled a lot of favors to get Devonte in there, and then I just… left him there.” She shrugged sadly, balling her hands into fists. “I haven’t checked in for months now.”

      “Hey, it’s not your fault that this happened,” I was quick to assure her. “I know you care about your friend, but this is his battle. You can try to force him all you want, but—”

      “He has to be the one to want it,” Lorna finished with a nod. “I know. I’ve been told that a few dozen times, believe me.” She licked her lips, looking forlorn. “I’m just disappointed. I wasn’t sure he’d have anything helpful for us, but I never expected him to have fallen quite this low.”

      “Well, we’ll wait until he’s come down, like you said,” I suggested gently. “Then, even if he doesn’t know anything about our case, you can try to get him some help.”

      She turned and offered me a grateful smile.

      “So elderly witnesses aren’t the only ones you use that charm on, hm?” she teased.

      “What?” I blinked at her in confusion. It took me a moment to realize that she was referring to earlier, when I’d sweet-talked Mrs. B into handing over that chunk of metal.

      My face flushed. But fortunately, or perhaps unfortunately, Holm chose that moment to return to us, carrying a few bottles of water and a package of cookies.

      “Oh, thank you,” Lorna spoke up gratefully as she took the bottle Holm offered. She unscrewed the bottle and gulped down half of it in one go.

      “So, we ready to question the informant yet?” he asked as he ripped open the small packet of cookies. “Or are we figuring out some other way of getting information now? I mean, we don’t have any guarantee that he actually knows anything, right?”

      “Let’s wait a few hours,” I suggested quickly, before Lorna could. Now that I knew the details of her relationship with Devonte, I wanted to stop Holm before he accidentally said something upsetting. “He’ll come down enough by then for us to talk to him without anyone getting hurt. And it’ll give us time to take a bit of a break, too, maybe find something other than cookies to eat.” I eyed the package in Holm’s hand. “Where did you even get that?”

      “There was a storage closet off in that direction,” Holm replied. “You know, ever since Hariska snuck into our office, it’s made me very aware of how easy it is to just go anywhere if you look official enough. Nobody stopped me from just wandering around.”

      “Well, once your ID is checked at the front, it’s assumed everyone who’s in here has permission to be,” Lorna replied. “Who’s Hariska?”

      “A lunatic,” Holm replied.

      “Don’t worry about her,” I cut in. “Just a suspect from a different case of ours. Anyway, why don’t we break for lunch, like I said?”

      “I’ll order something for us,” Lorna offered as she went to pull her phone out of her pocket. “Then maybe I’ll go find a change of clothes.”

      The next couple of hours passed by quickly. Lorna disappeared into the station after placing the food order, which both Holm and I left up to her, as the local and therefore better judge on what would be good. When she returned, she was dressed in a baggy sweatshirt which, unfortunately, completely covered her toned figure. It was free of bloodstains, though, which outweighed the cons.

      The meal she ordered was surprisingly large and elaborate. The main dish was some kind of spicy chicken set over rice, with sides of both crispy fried coconut shrimp and a plethora of fresh fruit, which included mangoes, plantains, and a few things I was totally unfamiliar with.

      The three of us barely spoke at first, too absorbed in the food. It seemed like we all realized just how hungry we were as soon as it was there in front of us. Once we’d all had our fill, Lorna looked smugly up at both me and Holm.

      “It’s good, right?” She beamed. “I thought it would be good for you two to try a bit of local food at least once while you’re here. I don’t know what you’ve had so far, but I bet it hasn’t been as good as this, right? This place is one of my favorites.”

      “It’s amazing,” I replied, and she wasn’t wrong. Though we’d sampled a few things during the festival, this was easily some of the best we’d had yet.

      “All right,” Holm declared as he finished off his meal. “Now we’re ready to go and speak to our guy?”

      I noticed that Lorna’s face fell just a little, but she nodded.

      “Yeah,” she replied. “Let’s go and have a word with him.”

      After cleaning up, the three of us headed back to the holding area where he was. There was nobody else in this section aside from him, and Lorna whispered something to the officer keeping watch as we stepped in. He nodded and got up to leave. So it was just the three of us and Devonte.

      The informant was sitting against the wall of the cell, his knees drawn up to his chest and his head buried in his arms. He was shivering and sweating, which wasn’t surprising for an addict coming down off a high.

      He glanced up at us as Lorna opened the door, his eyes fearful. They shifted into surprise as he recognized Lorna, only for his entire face to crumple as his gaze drifted up to the bandage on her head. It was interesting seeing that many emotions flash across a man’s face in just a matter of seconds.

      He dipped his face back down into his arms and heaved a heavy sob.

      “I’m so sorry,” he murmured, his voice cracking.

      Lorna looked like she wanted to get down on the floor with him, and even bent for a second before straightening up.

      “Come sit up here, Devonte,” she instructed, her fists clenching at her sides.

      The informant nodded weakly as he got to his feet before settling back down on the small bench in the cell. Once he did, Lorna took a knee to look him in the eye.

      “I—” Devonte uttered, stopping short as another tear rolled down his eye. “I don’t even know what to say.”

      “If you want to apologize to me,” Lorna replied firmly, “you can do it by helping us.” She turned to glance at me and Holm over her shoulder. “These two agents are here on an investigation, and I’m helping them. We’re looking for some really bad people. That’s why I called you. When we talked on the phone, you said you might know something.”

      “I did?” Devonte murmured weakly, and my heart sank. Had what he said before just been drugged out ramblings?

      “Yes,” Lorna insisted. “And it would be really, really helpful to us if you could tell us anything you know. These people are running an illegal underwater mining op. A few of them have died, and they washed up on the beach. If you’ve seen anything, or heard anything, then—”

      “I don’t know,” Devonte cut her off. “I don’t know what I know! My head hurts. Ugh, why are the lights so bright? I can’t think.”

      “Hey,” Lorna called out softly, her voice barely more than a whisper. “It’s alright. Just take your time, okay?”

      I couldn’t help but think of Dollar Store. He’d been in a similar position the last time we’d met. After dropping off the face of the earth for several months, he’d suddenly resurfaced when we least expected, broken down and miserable after having lost everything. I’d felt sympathy for our informant and had convinced Diane to look into getting him some help. With Lorna and Devonte, though, it was obvious things were more personal. Dollar Store was just an informant to us, but for Devonte, as her childhood friend, Lorna naturally felt a lot more compassion.

      “Hey, how about after we’re done here, I drive you over to Mrs. Rachel’s?” Lorna suggested, earning herself a scoff from the shaky man.

      “She kicked me out,” Devonte murmured, laughing sadly. “She won’t let me back in.”

      “I will talk to her,” Lorna promised, reaching out to grip her friend’s hand. “You know she can’t say no to me. She can’t say no to you, either. She just doesn’t want to see you hurting yourself.”

      “I know,” Devonte muttered sadly, hanging his head in shame. He sighed heavily before lifting his head back up to peek at Lorna. “It was just going to be a little. Just once. I’ve just been really stressed lately, and—”

      “Come on, Devonte,” Lorna admonished him gently. “Don’t feed me those excuses. Look, it doesn’t matter. It happened. But we can fix it, all right? I’ll talk to Mrs. Rachel. But you have to stop doing this stuff.”

      “If I stopped, then where would you get all your information from?” Devonte tossed back with a small, teasing smile.

      “I’d be perfectly fine with losing an informant if it meant you weren’t getting yourself into trouble anymore,” Lorna insisted as she let go of his hand and leaned back in her chair. “So, how about it? You help us out, then I’ll go and see what I can work out with Mrs. Rachel. Deal?”

      “Deal,” Devonte replied without hesitation. I didn’t know him enough to be able to tell whether he was being honest, but I still hoped he would pull through and do as Lorna said. It was clear that she really cared for her friend.

      “But…” Devonte muttered as he lifted a hand to scratch nervously at his own chin, “I don’t really know much. All I can say is that… well, someone’s out there targeting addicts.”

      “What?!” I uttered, shocked by the declaration. That certainly hadn’t been what I’d expected when Devonte said he didn’t know much. “That sounded like a whole lot to me, actually. What do you mean, someone is targeting addicts?”

      “I mean, they’re killing us,” Devonte explained, his expression growing dark. “Not like walking around shooting people in the face or anything like that. They’re not going around murdering people, but they are killing us.”

      “Wait, slow down,” Lorna murmured gently. “What do you mean? Why do you say that?”

      “There are these guys,” Devonte explained, bristling as he thought of them. “They used to come around looking for workers. Well, they still come around, only nobody goes with them anymore since everyone knows that you won’t come back if you do.”

      “I see,” I murmured. This certainly sounded ominous, and even if it had nothing to do with the illegal mining case, there was no way we could just ignore a lead about some kind of potential serial killer. “When you say they were looking for workers, what do you mean? What kind of workers?”

      “They said they needed people to come work on their boat,” Devonte replied, and my stomach sank as I realized that this most likely was related to our illegal mining case. “They said it would be easy work, and in exchange, we’d get pay and… other stuff.”

      “Drugs,” Lorna replied simply, and Devonte nodded awkwardly.

      “Yeah,” he murmured. “Yeah, drugs. So a lot of people went with them. At first, people would fight when they came by. I mean, money and a little something extra? It was like a dream come true. Until—” He swallowed thickly, clasping his hands together.

      “Until they stopped coming back,” I ventured a guess, and Devonte nodded again.

      “Yeah,” he huffed, his voice dry and airy. “We didn’t really notice at first. It’s not like we all have meetings or anything, but people talk. We started noticing that so-and-so wasn’t around anymore. And that’s not too weird, either. People OD, they get arrested, they just stop hanging around trying to score… but then it was happening a lot. And then we started noticing that it was only people that would go off with those guys.” He shook his head, his expression stern. “So we started steering clear. We might be junkies, but we’re not stupid. Only…” He trailed off again, looking nervous.

      “What is it?” Lorna asked him, her voice soft.

      “People still kept disappearing,” Devonte replied. “Now we can’t prove anything, obviously. Nobody cares about us, anyway. But when those guys would come around, we’d all ignore them, and they’d get mad, and then a few days after, we’d realize someone else was gone.”

      “People stopped going willingly, so they started taking them by force,” Holm surmised, shaking his head with disgust. “They need someone to go and do the dangerous part for them.”

      “Dangerous part?” Devonte asked. “What exactly is happening to everyone that goes missing?”

      Holm, Lorna, and I exchanged an uncomfortable look, unsure how much we should divulge.

      “Devonte…” Lorna murmured quietly. “Those people are probably all dead, to be honest with you. You’re right in thinking that these men are killing them. Maybe not directly, but based on what we’ve seen, all the people you know who have gone missing are no longer with us.”

      “Aw, man,” Devonte grumbled, his face sinking into his hands.

      “Which is why,” Lorna continued quickly, “we need you to help us catch these guys.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Devonte replied, sniffling as he reached up to wipe some wetness from the corners of his eyes. “But what can I do?”

      “You can tell us where it is that these people are going to try to recruit workers,” I cut in. “You mentioned that you guys don’t sit around having meetings, but there must be some place you all gather where these men are skulking around.”

      “Yeah,” Devonte replied with a shaky nod of his head. “Out behind that crummy little bar on Garden Street. Or sometimes out by the old rec center on King’s Road.”

      “The one that closed down?” Lorna asked, and Devonte nodded in confirmation.

      “Yeah,” he muttered. “There was a security guard there patrolling for a little while after, but he’s gone.”

      “And that’s where the men from the boat come looking for workers?” I asked.

      “Yes,” Devonte replied. “I’ve seen them at both places. There might be more, but I only really hang around there.”

      “Where have you seen them most often?” I asked.

      “The bar,” Devonte replied without hesitation. “It’s a lot busier around there, but I think they prefer that. Easier to hide in the crowd, you know?”

      “Yeah,” I replied. “That makes sense. Can you give us the address?”

      “I’ll do you one better,” Devonte replied, a concentrated look in his eyes. “I’ll show you myself.”
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      Lorna was extremely reluctant to allow Devonte to show us to the bar. I could understand her hesitation. After all, not only was Devonte a civvie, but he was also her friend. There were multiple reasons he shouldn’t be anywhere near the scene. On the other hand, having him there could actually be really beneficial to us.

      “I messed up,” Devonte insisted as we formulated a plan of attack. “I know I did. Let me do this. I can help. They won’t suspect anything if they see me there, but they might run off if they see the three of you. No offense, but you all look like cops. But what if I go there with you? I’ll hang around, whatever, you three hide in the bushes or something, then when I spot them, I’ll point them out!”

      There were a few kinks to work out, but overall, I thought the plan was solid. Though reluctant, Lorna eventually came around as well, and half an hour later, the four of us were on our way to the bar in question.

      There wasn’t really any part of George Town that I would consider a bad area. The Cayman Islands in general were very popular with tourists, and as such, the British government did everything in its power to make sure it was clean and safe in order to keep those tourism dollars flowing in steadily. That being said, the bar that Devonte guided us to was markedly less glitzy than what I’d seen elsewhere in the city.

      It wasn’t run down or even all that dirty, but there weren’t any decorations here for the festival like we’d seen practically everywhere else in George Town. On top of that, the clientele of the bar were a far cry from the pretty dancers and drunk tourists we’d seen back on the main street. It was clear that this place was more targeted to the locals, some of whom turned to cast curious, though not particularly friendly, glances our way as we pulled into the parking lot.

      “So this is it, huh?” Holm asked as the two of us climbed out of the car. We looked up at the bar as Lorna and Devonte got out of her car as well.

      “Hey!” Devonte suddenly hissed at us. “Come over this way!” He gestured for us to follow him around to the side of the building, shooting glances over his shoulders as we walked. “See what I mean? Everyone’s staring. You all look like tourists. Except Lorna, who looks like a cop. But none of you look like you should be here.”

      He wasn’t wrong. Several of the people loitering outside the exterior door followed us with their eyes as we headed around toward the shadows of the building. Before we could get there, one of them pushed off the wall he was leaned against to wobble over to us.

      “Hey! Devonte!” he called, his words slurring together. “Heeey, what’s going on?”

      “Nothing,” Devonte shot back, gesturing for us to keep walking with his hand as he paused to say something to the man.

      Lorna hesitated, as though she was reluctant to leave him behind, but she eventually resumed her walking to join us. I turned as we moved into the cover of darkness, glancing over my shoulder at Devonte. He was muttering something to the other man, but I couldn’t hear what they were saying. Honestly, I felt as frustrated as Lorna looked. I didn’t really like leaving things up to some drug addict I barely knew, but I didn’t want to mess up our chances of catching our suspects, either. This was Devonte’s domain, so for now, it would be best to let him handle this.

      After a few seconds, he walked away from the other man, looking annoyed as he quickly marched over to us.

      “So damned nosy…” Devonte muttered. “Anyway, I set him straight. So now you all wait here, okay? By those bushes.” He pointed to a bit of shrubbery behind the bar. I hadn’t realized he’d been serious when he suggested we should hide in the bushes as part of our plan, but apparently he had been. It wasn’t a bad plan, either, since the cover of trees and darkness would make us impossible to see at first glance.

      “As soon as I see them, I’ll call Lorna,” Devonte continued. “I’ll try to get their attention, tell them I’m interested, and then pretend to go on my phone. As soon as I call you, come out and trap them. Good?”

      “No, not good,” Lorna countered, her eyebrows knitting together. “Do not approach them! We have no idea if these people are armed or what.”

      “She’s right,” I agreed with a nod. “The rest of your plan is all right, but instead of going near them, just go straight to calling us. We’ll keep an eye out, don’t worry. Just call us, and we’ll figure out who you’re talking about.”

      “But—” Devonte grumbled, sounding disappointed.

      “Seriously!” Lorna scolded. “You shouldn’t even be here. It’s not safe! Please, just do it like Ethan says, okay? We can see everyone who drives up from back here. As soon as they get out of their car, call me. The second you do, we’ll come out. And as soon as we come out, you head into the bar, and you stay there until it’s safe to come out. Okay?”

      “Okay…” Devonte murmured, averting his gaze as Lorna frowned at him. “I will. I promise. Now go and hide, they might be here any second!”

      We did as he instructed, moving a little further back to conceal ourselves fully among the trees and bushes. Devonte moved off toward the entrance of the bar, just out of our sight.

      “He’s not going to run or anything, right?” Holm asked skeptically as soon as the man was out of sight.

      “No,” Lorna replied firmly. “Trust me. He’s got problems. I won’t delude myself and say he doesn’t, but he wouldn’t let us down on something like this.”

      “People aren’t themselves when they’re craving a hit,” Holm pointed out, still distrusting. “Not out of malice, but addiction is a sickness.”

      “I know that,” Lorna grumbled, casting him an annoyed, sidelong glance. “And I know Devonte. We’ve been friends since we were kids, and even though he disappoints me by taking that crap, he’s never let me down when it mattered. He won’t let us down now. Honestly, I’m worried he might try to do something to ‘help’ instead of just hiding inside like I told him to.”

      “We’ll just have to trust him,” I interjected. Things seemed to be getting a little heated between the two of them.

      Honestly, I felt the same as Holm. I didn’t know this guy, and we had no guarantee he wouldn’t get jittery and run off while he was out of our line of sight. But Lorna trusted him, and I wanted to try to respect that. It wasn’t like we had a better option either way.

      The men we were after did not, however, arrive “any minute now,” as Devonte had worried. Half an hour after we first arrived, the three of us decided to get comfortable. It was late enough that the sky was completely dark, but still early enough in the evening that the suspects could realistically still arrive and have plenty of time to make off with their victims before daybreak.

      “So those bodies that washed up on the beach…” Holm whispered after another half hour. “Do we think those were all junkies that the group kidnapped?”

      “Probably,” Lorna hissed, her hands balling into fists on her lap. She was sitting cross-legged on the ground, leaning back against a tree. “This explains why we had such a hard time figuring out who they were. Most of them were probably indigent, too. No house, no vehicle, no job, so obviously no records. They preyed on the most vulnerable people they could find.”

      “They must be getting desperate,” I mused as I glanced over at the bar. People had come and gone in the hour we’d spent sitting here, but Devonte hadn’t raised the alarm at any point.

      “What do you mean?” Lorna asked, cocking her head at me. “Why do you think that?”

      “At least two of the bodies we’ve found so far have had gang tattoos,” I explained my reasoning. “If they’re kidnapping locals to do the dangerous work of actually placing the bombs, then why are gang members dying, too? Devonte mentioned that, in the beginning, they were hiring people to go and work, and paying them. Once that stopped working, they started kidnapping people to maintain their workforce. But if even that isn’t working anymore, then—”

      “They’d start to turn on their own,” Lorna finished, her eyes widening. “That’s why we’ve only found a few bodies with tattoos. Now that their supply of labor is running low, they’re probably forcing the lowest rung members to do the jobs themselves.”

      “Right.” I nodded. “Which is why I think they must be desperate. They’re willing to let their own die to keep this operation going.”

      “Just how many people have they already killed that they’ve run out!?” Holm balked, his expression a mixture of horror and rage. “All for some half-baked plan?”

      “It might be half-baked, but it’s working,” Lorna murmured bitterly. “That dancer that drugged Ethan had that giant chunk of gold, remember? And that was just what she found washed up on the beach, a leftover. Imagine how much they’ve managed to pull up, all on the blood of these innocent people they’re kidnapping.”

      “This is a lot worse than we thought,” I grunted. An illegal mining op was one thing, but an illegal mining op being operated by literal slaves was a whole different ballgame.

      “We need to catch these people,” Lorna whispered harshly, her hands digging into the soft earth beside her legs. “We need to stop them before they get anyone else killed. Even if these people are using, that doesn’t mean they deserve to die!”

      “Of course not,” I agreed.

      “Wait, shh, look!” Holm suddenly exclaimed, pointing out at the road. Lorna and I both halted our conversation to turn and look toward the bar. A car was pulling slowly up to the parking lot, and though other cars had come and gone, something about this one raised my hackles.

      The car rolled to a slow stop near the end of the parking lot, close to where we were hiding, actually. The three of us jumped to our feet as silently as we could, careful to remain under the cover of shadow as we watched three men get out of the car. The three of them spoke to one another in soft, hushed tones. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but their body language set me on edge. They all kept looking around, as though checking to see if anyone was listening in.

      “I have a bad feeling,” Lorna whispered, her voice so quiet that I could barely hear her.

      “Yeah,” I agreed with a slow, deliberate nod. “Me too.”

      We watched, unmoving, as the three men sauntered casually up to the entrance of the bar. I waited with bated breath to see if anything would happen. Devonte had said he would call as soon as he saw the suspects we were after. They were turning the corner now, which meant that any second now, a call would come in.

      Then it did, shockingly loud amidst the silence of the shadows, even though it was just a low buzz.

      “That’s it,” Lorna declared, not even bothering to grab her phone as she jumped out from behind the treeline, her hand flying to the holster on her hip. Holm and I followed closely after her, the three of us all rushing quickly toward the entrance of the bar.

      “Hey, he’s a rat!” someone suddenly yelled, and I felt my blood turn cold in my veins. I faltered in my steps for just a second as I turned to look at Holm and Lorna, and then the three of us all broke into a full-on run toward the bar.

      Standing just outside were several men. Among them were Devonte, the man he’d spoken to earlier, and the three new arrivals. It was the man from before who was yelling, his index finger shoved right up at Devonte’s face.

      “He’s a snitch!” the man yelled at the three newcomers. “He came here with some cops! I saw them! Look, look, there they are!” The man suddenly shifted his attention onto us, pointing as we came flying toward the group. The three suspects all turned to face us as well, matching expressions of shock on their faces.

      “Argh!” Devonte suddenly let out an almost animalistic cry as he lunged toward the men, shoving one of them to the ground in front of the bar. “Lorna! Get them!”

      The man flailed, struggling to push Devonte off as his two cohorts looked back and forth between us and their fallen comrade in panic.

      Lorna took off at a run toward Devonte and the fallen suspect, while Holm and I went for the other two. One of them turned tail and ran off immediately, while the other reached behind his back.

      “Gun!” I screamed as I ground to a halt, reaching for my own sidearm as I jumped to the side.

      I landed hard on my elbow as I fell, wincing with pain as the asphalt of the parking lot came up at me. There was a bang as the man pulled the trigger, but neither Holm nor I was hit. I lifted my gun and shot back at him from my position on the ground and hit him square in the chest.

      The suspect grunted with pain as he fell backward, flat on his back. The commotion was enough to send everyone outside scampering away, and for a second, I lost sight of both Holm and Lorna. I jumped to my feet, looking for them in the commotion, then another shot rang out. I turned around frantically, trying to figure out where the blast had come from.

      A second later, I spotted Holm, running off after the goon who’d run away. Neither of them seemed injured, which made me think it hadn’t been either of them who fired. I spun back toward the bar, tensing with shock as I spotted Lorna and Devonte. The latter was on the ground, clutching his chest as blood soaked through the front of his shirt and gushed out onto the parking lot beneath him. Lorna was beside him, pressing her hands to his injury as she looked fearfully up at the man Devonte had knocked down. He was holding a gun now, looming over Lorna as he pointed it straight at her.

      “Hey!” I hollered to get his attention. His eyes flicked over to me for just a moment, and before he could blink, I lifted my sidearm and fired at him. Once, twice, and then three times, each bullet striking a different part of his body. He stumbled backward for a moment before collapsing onto the ground, his gun falling from his hand with a clatter.

      “No, no, no,” Lorna muttered as I raced over to her. She was putting pressure on Devonte’s chest, which was bleeding heavily from what was obviously a gunshot wound. “I told you to go inside! Moron!”

      “Sorry.” Devonte coughed, blood bubbling from his lips and spilling out over his chin. “I guess I got carried away.”

      “Don’t talk,” I cautioned as I leaned down to help. He was bleeding a lot, even with the pressure that Lorna was applying. “I’m going to call for help.” I snatched my phone out of my pocket and went to call 911. Before anything else, we needed to get the professionals over here ASAP.

      “Sorry,” Devonte sputtered again, his eyes squeezing shut as he hissed against the pain. “You won’t be able to arrest them now… you shot him.”

      “There’s one left,” I muttered as I looked back toward where Holm had run off. I couldn’t see him or the perp anymore. “Don’t worry about that. Hello?” I turned toward the phone as the call connected.

      “911, what is—” the operator started.

      “I’m at the Big Fish bar,” I called urgently into the phone. “On Garden Street. A man’s been shot. We need EMTs here now.”

      “Okay, sir, can you tell me what happened?” the operator calmly asked.

      I explained everything as quickly as I could, jumping to my feet and rushing headlong into the bar as I did. Inside, everyone watched as I came storming in. It seemed they’d all been paying attention to what was going on outside, and their eyes widened as they spotted me coming toward them.

      I finished the call and quickly shoved my phone back into my pocket as I stalked up to the bar. The bartender took a few steps back, eyes widening with fear, and I realized that he didn’t know whether I was friend or foe. All the people inside had just heard a bunch of screaming and gunshots, and now here I was, rushing inside.

      “Agent Ethan Marston,” I announced myself, pulling my badge out to show him. “Someone’s been hurt. I need your first aid kit.”

      The bartender blinked at me, and I found myself wondering if they even had one. Surely any halfway decent business that saw a lot of people on a daily basis would, right? Even a basic one just for emergencies. The man just stared blankly at me for a few seconds before snapping out of his stupor. He shook his head a little before nodding and reaching below the bar.

      The small box he produced was paltry, but it was better than nothing, at least until the ambulance arrived. I snatched it out of his hand and rushed back outside, hopeful that I wouldn’t find Devonte dead out there.

      To my relief, he was still alive. Lorna was still knelt beside him, speaking softly to him.

      “Mrs. Rachel can’t say no now, right?” He laughed weakly, and Lorna gave him a strained smile.

      “She’s going to wish she never kicked you out, believe me,” Lorna replied, looking up at me as I rushed over to them.

      “This is all they had,” I explained as I opened the small first aid kit. It was mostly bandages, though there were some disinfectant wipes and a few small rolls of cream-colored gauze inside as well.

      “Pack it with the wipes,” I instructed as I tore the small packages open and stacked them all together. Lorna nodded before taking the wad from me. The injury on Devonte’s chest gushed blood as she took her hands away, but only for a second. Then Lorna’s hands were back on him, pressing the pads to the gunshot wound.

      “Hold on,” I urged as I unwound the rolls of gauze before folding them over several times. Between these and the wipes, hopefully we’d be able to stem the flow of blood until the paramedics arrived.

      We’d just finished getting him as patched up as best we could when a loud, shrill pop broke out in the distance.

      “Holm,” I uttered, dread pooling in my stomach. He still hadn’t come back, with or without the perp, so hearing a gunshot like that was not a good sign.

      “Go!” Lorna urged, nodding her head toward the direction the sound had come from. “I’ve got things here. Go and help him.”

      I nodded gratefully as I jumped to my feet. I didn’t want to leave her alone to look after a grievously injured victim by herself, but Holm needed me more pressingly. I took off at a full sprint, tearing across the parking lot and down the street that the two of them had disappeared into. I didn’t see anything at first, but a few seconds later, a flash of movement caught my eye.

      Something had just moved in the yards of one of the houses to my left, so I immediately took off in that direction. As I turned the corner of a fence, I spotted the two of them. They were on the ground, both grappling for the same gun. My hand flew to mine at my hip, but I hesitated before drawing it. At this angle, I might hit Holm if I wasn’t careful.

      Instead, I doubled my efforts and ran even faster. I didn’t slow down as I approached them. Instead, I put as much force as I could into slamming straight into the perp.

      He made a yelping noise as the two of us went tumbling roughly over the grassy yard. He landed hard on his back, and I quickly punched him in the nose. He tried to push me off, but I punched him again, hard enough that the back of his head struck the ground, and he went limp.

      “Hey!” I turned to yell at Holm, who was just getting to his feet. His legs shook as he went to stand, breathing heavily. “You okay? I heard a gunshot.”

      “Yeah,” Holm breathed. “He nicked me, but I’m okay—Look out!”

      I turned back to the man just as he swung a knife at me. I hadn’t even realized when he’d gotten his arm free, or when he’d grabbed the weapon. He’d somehow managed to do it in the few seconds I was focused on Holm.

      I grunted with pain as the knife cut across my shoulder and collarbone, rolling away from him. He jumped to his feet, and I was up right after him as he swiped at me again. This time, I was ready, and I managed to reach out to grab his wrist before he could make contact. I twisted his arm harshly downward, forcing it into an unnatural, painful angle. He screamed and dropped the knife, and I yanked him forward to punch him yet again.

      Blood gushed from his nose. He tried to reach up to stop it, but I grabbed his other hand before he could, quickly bringing both arms behind his back.

      “Hold still,” I spat as Holm came rushing over, a set of cuffs already in his hands.

      “I—I didn’d do adything!” the man insisted, tripping over his words as blood gushed out of his nose and down his mouth and chin.

      “Didn’t do anything?” Holm asked between heavy breaths, staring at the man in disbelief. “You shot me. And stabbed him. And that’s not even touching the real reason you were at the bar in the first place.”

      “Planning on kidnapping more people for your little gold mining scheme, huh?” I growled as I shoved the man forward to lead him back to the bar.

      “What?!” the perp gasped, twisting to look at me. “How did you… Uh, I mean, I d’know whad you’re dalking about!”

      “Uh huh,” I grunted as I shoved him forward. “We can go and talk all about it at the station.”
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      Lorna had been upset when I’d shoved Devonte to the ground and arrested him, but she was beside herself in the aftermath of the shootout at the bar. Fortunately, the informant had survived and was in the hospital recovering from the gunshot wound he’d taken point-blank to the chest.

      Although we’d managed to arrest one of the suspects, we’d put off interrogating him until later. Lorna’s priority was Devonte, so Holm and I accompanied her to the hospital. I kept my mouth shut the entire time. I knew that the odds of him surviving a straight shot to the chest like that were basically non-existent. He’d been rushed straight to the hospital, but still, getting hit point-blank was no joke. Lorna didn’t relax the entire time he was back in surgery. Holm and I settled into a couple of chairs in a waiting room nearby while Lorna paced anxiously. She alternated between tapping her foot and walking up and down the length of the corridor and waiting room, but she never sat, so when she suddenly fell harshly into the chair beside me, it caught me off guard.

      “I knew we shouldn’t have let him come with us,” she muttered darkly, her brows scrunched together as she stared down at the floor.

      I tensed for a moment, worried she was going to blame me and Holm for agreeing with his plan. I knew she was right. Involving civvies in missions was stupid for exactly this reason. If things had gone according to plan, and Devonte had hid when the perps arrived, then this wouldn’t have happened. However, we couldn’t rely on a civilian to follow a plan. They were neither law enforcement nor soldiers. The fact that he’d gotten hurt was on us.

      To my relief, though, Lorna didn’t blame me. She just sat quietly, tapping her foot anxiously as she alternated between looking over to the door and down at her feet.

      “I know you said he’s not my responsibility,” she muttered without lifting her head. “I can’t force him to get help. He’s a grown man and all that. But surely encouraging him to do stupid crap like this doesn’t help, right?” She looked sadly up at me. “I’m a bad friend.”

      “You’re not,” I insisted firmly. “Bringing him with us was stupid. I’ll agree on that. We should have come up with another plan, but we were too eager for the chance to catch them in the act. That was on us. But you’re not a bad friend. A bad friend would have given up on him a long time ago. A bad friend would have shot him when he came at you with a knife to the face.” I chuckled. “Hell, I like to think Holm and I are pretty good friends, but if he came at me with a knife, I’d probably shoot him.”

      “You would what?” Holm spoke up from a few chairs away where he was browsing through his phone. He shot me a perturbed look. “What did I just overhear?”

      “Not lethally,” I teased.

      “Wow,” Holm scoffed, pretending to be offended. “After everything we’ve been through, you would shoot me just like that?”

      “I mean, if you tried to stab me in the face with a knife, maybe.” I laughed.

      “What if I was being mind-controlled?” Holm asked. “Like with that zombie powder stuff?”

      “You can’t just go adding variables,” I scoffed. “Obviously, it would be different in a nuanced situation like that.”

      We bickered back and forth for a little while, and as we did, Lorna relaxed more and more until she was no longer anxiously peering around or pacing. That had been the entire goal, so I was pleased, though by the end of the discussion, Holm seemed aghast.

      “I just can’t believe there’s any scenario in which you would shoot me,” Holm huffed, dramatically shaking his head with dismay.

      “Look, just don’t try to stab me in the face, and it will never be an issue.” I laughed. The good mood died down, though, when a doctor suddenly walked over to us. There wasn’t anyone else around at this hour, so we knew right away that he was there to speak with us.

      “Is Devonte okay?” Lorna asked grimly.

      “He’s out of the OR,” the doctor explained. “And doing well. He did request that we not administer any opiates, so it might be a rough couple of days here—”

      “He did?” Lorna asked, her eyes going wide. She looked a little dazed at the news.

      “Yes,” the doctor replied. “And with this kind of injury, I won’t lie, he is going to be in a lot of pain. We can provide Tylenol and other analgesics, but… you should be prepared. I’ll inform him of all of this once he’s awake, of course.”

      “Right,” Lorna replied with a slow, stiff nod. “Thank you for letting me know.”

      “Of course,” the doctor replied. “He’s sleeping now, but if you want, you can go ahead and—”

      “No, we have to get going,” Lorna interrupted before the doctor could finish, jumping to her feet. The doctor seemed a little taken aback by her sudden, curt response.

      “Oh, all right,” he replied. “I’ll call you if anything happens, then.”

      “Thanks,” Lorna muttered as she turned on her heel and marched away.

      I exchanged a concerned look with Holm before we both hurried off after her.

      “Everything okay?” I asked as the three of us stepped into an elevator at the end of the floor.

      “It’s fine,” Lorna sighed. For a few seconds, her expression was stone cold, and then, slowly, she smiled. It was a small, barely there thing, but it was there. “He said no to the drugs. I can’t believe that, to be honest.”

      “Guess this was the push he needed,” Holm replied as the elevator stopped with a ‘ding.’ “It’s often said that people have to hit their rock bottom before they can really change. I imagine a near-death experience is about a low as a person can get in most cases.”

      “Yeah,” Lorna replied, her voice soft.

      “And you’re sure you don’t want to see him?” I asked.

      “Not right now,” Lorna replied steadily. “I just needed to know he was okay. I’m so mad, though, that if I go in there right now, I might say something I regret.” She bristled, grinding her teeth together. “How could he be so stupid? Why would he just jump on top of the guy like that? I guess I’m more mad at myself, though. He’s never listened to me, even as kids. I should have known he would pull some dumb stunt like that.” She shook her head. “Come on. I want to go and have a word with the guy that almost murdered my friend.”

      With that, she, Holm, and I all ducked back into our cars.

      “I’m glad he’s okay,” Holm muttered a few minutes later after the three of us had set off. “Lorna was looking pretty rough in there.”

      “Yeah,” I replied grimly. “You were off getting snacks when she told me, but she and Devonte were friends growing up. She told me she used to use her influence as a cop to get him out of scrapes with the law.”

      “Her?” Holm asked, his voice tinged with surprise as he turned to look at me. “Wow, I never would have thought. She seems like the straight-laced type.”

      “We’ve all got our blind spots,” I noted with a shrug. “She told me that she recently helped him get into this private rehab program. I guess that’s why she was so shocked to see him stumbling around in the plaza like that.”

      “Ah,” Holm murmured. “Well, that explains why she got so worked up when he got hurt. Honestly, I was starting to wonder if there was something going on between them.” He smirked as he reached over to elbow me in the side. “Looks like you’ve still got a chance after all.”

      “What?” I deadpanned, not taking my eyes off the road as I drove.

      “Oh, come on,” Holm snorted. “You two were practically about to start making out when I got back with those waters.”

      “How’d your call with Aurora go?” I pointedly changed the subject. Two could play at this game. If there was one thing I knew was sure to fluster Holm, it was any conversation pertaining to his multi-billionaire girlfriend.

      “What?” Holm asked, caught off guard by the sudden change in topic.

      “That’s what you were doing while I was getting drugged and robbed, remember?” I clarified dryly, earning myself a scoff.

      “You make it sound like I knew that was going to happen,” Holm grumbled. “Stop following around every attractive woman you see, and maybe you won’t get into binds like that.”

      “That reminds me that we need to look into going after that bartender,” I murmured. As far as I was aware, he hadn’t been apprehended, and we couldn’t just let him walk free. The danger of being drugged in bars was real enough already without the bartender joining in on it as well. “But seriously, how was your call?”

      “It was nice,” Holm replied vaguely. “We made plans to get together again.”

      “Where? Miami?” I probed curiously. “Or is she flying you out to some exotic location?” I grinned impishly, having only meant that last part as a means of pushing his buttons. When Holm didn’t answer, however, I turned to look at him. Even in the darkness, I could tell that his face was red.

      “Wait, is she actually?” I laughed, both surprised and a little impressed.

      “Well, she likes to travel,” Holm mumbled, sounding flustered. “And she has a private jet, so sometimes, we—”

      “Wait, sometimes?” I interrupted, taking my eyes off the road for a second to look at him in shock. “As in this is something you two do regularly? Fly all over the place just to have dates?”

      “Only sometimes!” Holm insisted, clearing his throat.

      Honestly, I was stunned. I had no idea Holm had been jetting off to who-knows-where to have secret rendezvouses with Aurora. I supposed it wasn’t that surprising, in hindsight. It wasn’t like we were attached at the hip or anything, and I’d gone off to meet with Tessa time and again without telling anyone. Still, it felt like everyone was always aware of where I was, in part thanks to Muñoz and her penchant for gossip. Meanwhile, I’d been totally clueless about what Holm was up to.

      “Where have you gone?” I asked, purely out of curiosity now.

      “Europe, mostly,” Holm muttered after a few seconds of silence, as though he wasn’t sure whether he wanted to answer. “Since she lives in Italy. We did go to Brazil, recently. Not sure we’ll be going back soon, though…” He mumbled the last part so quietly that I wasn’t sure I’d heard him correctly.

      “Hm?” I questioned. “Why not?”

      “There was some trouble with—it’s nothing.” He quickly cut himself off. “It just wasn’t a great trip. Anyway, the phone call was just fine. Definitely preferable to being drugged by a couple of scam artists.”

      “Can’t argue there,” I sighed. It wasn’t much further to the police station, and a few minutes later, we arrived. Lorna jumped out of her car just seconds after pulling up, slamming the door behind her.

      “Oh, she looks ticked off again,” Holm remarked flatly.

      “Well, she’s had the whole car ride to think about the guy who shot her friend,” I reminded him. “She’s probably ready to go punch his face in.”

      “Oh, I’d like to watch that.” Holm snickered as he took off after her.

      I shut and locked the door before following behind. I didn’t really think that Lorna would physically assault the suspect, but on the off chance that she did, I didn’t want to miss it either.

      By the time we made it into the bullpen, though, she seemed to have calmed down a little. She stopped by her desk, hands on her hips as she took several long breaths.

      “I think I’ll let you two take the lead on this one,” she grumbled, crossing her arms over her chest as she turned to look at me and Holm. “To be totally honest, I’m really angry about what happened with Devonte. I think it would be better if you did the talking.”

      “Sure,” I agreed immediately. I preferred taking the reins during interrogations, anyway. “Leave it to us.”

      “Thanks,” Lorna replied quietly as she turned on her heel again to continue through the bullpen and back toward where the interrogation room was. “I called ahead and asked one of my coworkers to set up a room for us. Hopefully, everything’s ready by now.” She led us back to the same interrogation room we’d used earlier. Another officer sat in a chair outside the door, his fingers quickly tapping the screen of his phone as he played some kind of game.

      “Oh, hey, Young,” he greeted Lorna as he looked up at us. “The suspect from cell B-ten is in there. Nasty dude, I had to keep the cuffs on him since he wouldn’t sit still.”

      “Good,” Lorna huffed. “Whatever’s most uncomfortable.”

      “Wow.” The other officer laughed. “Guess he really ticked you off, huh? Anyway, since you’re here, I’m gonna head out. You owe me one for staying late to get the room prepped.” He shot Lorna a friendly smile before getting to his feet, nodding at me and Holm before walking off.

      “After you,” Lorna offered, taking a step to the side as she gestured for me to head into the interrogation room.

      “All right,” I replied with a short nod as I moved past her to push the door open. “Let’s do this.”

      I headed into the interrogation room filled with confidence, but by the time the three of us stepped back out over an hour later, I felt just as frustrated as Lorna had looked when we first returned to the station.

      The man hadn’t budged an inch. I prided myself on being pretty adept when it came to manipulating suspects into giving up what I wanted to know. Whether it was a matter of intimidating, annoying, or sweet-talking them into cooperation, I always managed to figure it out in the end. This guy, though, gave us nothing to work with.

      From the moment we’d stepped into the room, he didn’t say a single word. Trying to get on his good side hadn’t worked, and neither had basically threatening him with jail time. The most we’d gotten out of him were sneers and eye rolls, but never once did he open his mouth, not even to ask for a lawyer. After going around in circles, we eventually decided to just take a break.

      “What is with him?!” Holm hissed once the three of us were all outside in the hallway with the door of the interrogation room shut securely behind us.

      “I don’t know,” I grumbled, reaching up to massage the back of my neck. Dealing with the suspect’s obstinacy had stressed me out enough that my neck and back muscles felt tense. It would have been less stressful if he’d at least reacted, but instead, we’d spent the last hour trying to squeeze blood from a stone.

      “It’s been a while since we dealt with a perp like him,” Holm grumbled under his breath. “What do we do? We already threatened him with jail time, throwing him back to the rest of the gang as a snitch, straight up lying about having evidence. It was like he was in a trance in there!”

      “He didn’t let up at all.” Lorna sighed with frustration. “Is he that loyal to the gang?” She turned to look at me and Holm. “What all do you know about these guys? You’ve dealt with them, right?”

      “Yeah,” I confirmed. “And honestly, they’re kind of weird. From what we know, they don’t really have leaders or a hierarchy.”

      “What?” Lorna raised an eyebrow at me. “How does that work?”

      “It doesn’t, obviously,” Holm muttered sarcastically. “If it did, we wouldn’t be finding dead bodies all over the beach because of their stupid, half-baked plans.”

      “So it’s just a swarm of guys doing whatever?” Lorna blinked at us. “Seriously?”

      “Well, last time we dealt with them, there was one guy who seemed like he was in charge.” I shrugged. “He might not have been the leader in name, but there’s always one that the rest look up to. The way I understand it, it’s like kids on a playground. None of them is really the boss of the others, but then one will come up with some plan, and the rest will follow until someone else suggests something different. At least that’s how I imagine it works.”

      “Sounds like a mess,” Lorna muttered, reaching a hand up to her lips to chew on the edge of her thumb nail. “On the other hand, I can see how that would make it easier for them not to get caught. No real leader to catch makes it harder for law enforcement to bring them down. And not having any real structure means they can just scatter at the first sign of danger.” She shook her head. “No way that works long-term, though.”

      “I agree,” I replied. “That’s probably why we only found one gang member so far among the bodies. Now that they’re running out of addicts and indigent people to prey on, they’re turning on their own members. No leadership means no one to keep order.”

      “And the mob just gangs up on whoever’s weakest,” Holm surmised. “Damn.”

      “So maybe it’s not loyalty,” I murmured as I glanced back toward the interrogation room, “as much as it is self-preservation. Maybe he doesn’t want to incur the wrath of the rest of the gang and be the next one sent down to die.”

      “So then what do we do?” Lorna groaned. “This was our best chance. The other two are dead, and this one’s here, so we don’t have to worry yet, but eventually, the rest of the gang is bound to find out that we’re onto them. They’ll get suspicious when their buddies never come back with more fresh victims.”

      “Yeah, and it’s too late to go stake out the docks,” Holm lamented.

      “They might not have been out there, anyway,” I pointed out, “if they were skulking around the bar looking for more workers. It’s late enough that it’s practically morning already. I say we call it for now since this guy isn’t giving anything up. We can go and get some sleep, then meet back here tomorrow. If he still won’t talk, then we’ll try our original plan of staking out the docks. They’ll either decide to go without their three missing buddies, or if these guys were the ones in charge, then we won’t have to worry about anyone else getting blown up. We can just focus on cracking this one.” I nodded back toward the interrogation room.

      “That sounds reasonable,” Lorna replied, nodding slowly. “Now I sort of feel bad about leaving Devonte since this interrogation was a bust. Let’s just get out of here. I think we could all use some rest after everything that’s happened. You two go ahead and go. I need to get this one back in his cell.”

      “We can wait,” I offered without hesitation. “In case he tries something. He’s obviously not in the mood to cooperate.”

      “All right,” she agreed before heading back into the room.

      Fortunately, the suspect didn’t give her any trouble as she pulled him up out of the chair and guided him out of the interrogation room. The holding area wasn’t far, so Holm and I were able to keep an eye out from where we were. A few minutes later, Lorna reemerged alone, waving to someone else inside the holding area as she left.

      “Thanks for waiting,” Lorna said gratefully as she rejoined us. “You know, I think I could use a strong drink after everything. I think I’ve earned it after taking a knife to the face.” She smiled crookedly as she gestured up at the bandage on her forehead. “You two up for it?”

      “Nah, not me,” Holm replied immediately. “Sorry, but I’m beat. I’m going to head straight back to the hotel and get to bed.”

      “What about you, Marston?” Lorna asked me, her eyes sparkling expectantly.

      Honestly, I was pretty dang tired, too. The way she was looking at me, waiting for an answer, made it hard for me to say no, though. On top of that, I would have been lying if I’d said I didn’t like the idea of having a drink with her.

      “Sure,” I replied with a smile. “Why not?”

      “Great,” Lorna replied, her own smile widening as she patted my arm appreciatively. “You’re sure you don’t want to come have a drink, Agent Holm?” She looked over at my partner, and I found myself secretly hoping he would turn her down.

      “I’m sure,” Holm replied flatly before throwing me a pointed look. “I’m going to go get some rest, and I will see you two tomorrow.” He smiled and turned to walk away before either Lorna or I could get another word in.

      “Looks like it’s just you and me,” she stated brightly, turning her smile back onto me.

      “Looks like it,” I agreed, pleased by that fact more than I cared to admit. “So, do you have a place in mind? You’re the local here.”

      “I do,” Lorna replied as she started back down the bullpen. I kept in step with her as she walked, listening as she explained all about the different bars in the area.

      “The one I’m thinking is a little more on the expensive side, but the drinks are better,” she explained as the two of us stepped out into the parking lot. “The bartender is pretty generous with how he mixes, and I could go for something strong right now. Oh, your car.” She stopped in her tracks, pointing out at the spot where the rental car had been before.

      “Right,” I muttered. “Holm went to the hotel. And we only got the one rental.”

      “Oh, that’s okay,” Lorna replied with an easygoing shrug. “We’ll figure something out. If we drink, we probably shouldn’t drive after, anyway.”

      “How drunk are you planning on getting?” I laughed as I followed her over to her car.

      “Not at all,” she replied, frowning at me. “But it’s still not a good idea to drive after drinking. Besides, I’d rather keep a clear mind tonight.”

      “Oh?” I raised an eyebrow at her as I ducked into the passenger seat. “I thought you wanted to unwind after everything that’s happened today.”

      “There’s a pretty big expanse between unwinding and getting sloshed.” She laughed lightly before flashing me a coy smile. “And, seeing as it’s just the two of us, I’d rather not spend the precious little time we have together inebriated.”

      “I see,” I replied, smiling back as she turned the ignition.
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      I woke with a start, my head and body buzzing with the uncomfortable tremors that came from suddenly being yanked awake from a deep sleep. I looked around frantically, trying to recall where I was and what it was that had so suddenly startled me awake, and the events of the previous evening came back to me.

      Leaving the station with Lorna, having drinks, and eventually, making our way back to her place. Now Lorna was standing beside me, quickly getting redressed by the light of a single bedside lamp.

      “Hey, come on, we gotta go!” she urged as she grabbed a hair tie off the table the lamp was set on. She quickly pulled her hair back into a ponytail, and I realized that she’d been the one to wake me up.

      “What time is it?” I grumbled as I looked around for a clock or my phone.

      “A little after six,” Lorna replied, which meant it had only been a couple of hours since we’d gotten back to her place. “Another body was just discovered.”

      That was enough to have me jumping out of bed in the next instant. I quickly got to my feet and made quick work of getting dressed as well.

      “How long ago?” I asked, silently cursing myself. We’d assumed that the fact that those three goons had shown up at the bar meant the gang wouldn’t be going out on the boat that night, and obviously we’d been wrong. I knew, logically, that it wouldn’t have made a difference. The perp had refused to talk, so we’d have had no idea where the boat was, anyway.

      “Just now, apparently,” Lorna replied as she strapped her utility belt around her hips. “Someone called the police, and they called me. I’m glad I heard the phone ringing. I was so sleepy, I almost let it go to voicemail.”

      “Crap,” I muttered as I finished getting dressed. I still felt a little groggy from being woken up so harshly, but the news about a new body was too severe to ignore. “I’ll call Holm. Is it the same beach?”

      “Yes,” Lorna replied as the two of us made our way out of her apartment.

      The first rays of the sun had just begun to sneak over the horizon as we rushed over to her car. It made sense that the body had only just been discovered. This would be the time that people would be heading out to the water’s edge, either to get to work or start their day of vacationing. I only hoped that someone was on the scene setting up barriers to keep things from being disturbed. It would be difficult enough pulling any evidence out of a wet, sandy crime scene without having to worry about people traipsing all over it.

      I dialed Holm several times as Lorna and I made our way down to the beach. He was probably deeply asleep and didn’t have someone there to shove him awake like I had. Eventually, though, he answered my call, mumbling groggily into the speaker.

      “Hello?” he asked, clearing his throat. “What’s happening?”

      “Another body just turned up on the beach,” I explained quickly.

      “What!?” Holm shot back, suddenly sounding more awake. “Crap, okay. Where? Same spot?”

      “Yeah,” I confirmed. “Same beach we went to before. Lorna and I are already on the way, just look for us there. I’m sure it won’t be hard to find.”

      “Right,” Holm replied, and I could hear shuffling on the other end of the line as he hopped out of bed. “All right, I’ll be there soon.”

      “Bye,” I replied before ending the call.

      Lorna was speeding down the barely illuminated street. Luckily, now that the festival was really, truly over, the streets weren’t packed with performers and revelers. It actually looked a bit like a ghost town now, and I imagined that everyone must be exhausted after a full week of non-stop partying. Regardless, it made our journey a lot easier.

      By the time we arrived at the beach, it was obvious that word had spread. A police car was parked down on the sand, its lights flashing in an attempt to ward off the small crowd of onlookers who’d gathered to peer curiously at the body.

      “I guess they really don’t have any sense of leadership or order,” Lorna muttered as the two of us got out of the car in the parking lot overlooking the beach.

      “What do you mean?” I asked as we began our trek down to the water. Everyone was standing by the shoreline, which made me think the body hadn’t been moved at all since it had washed up. That was good. Even if the water had washed most everything away, at least we knew it probably hadn’t been looted yet.

      “Well, I was thinking about it in the car,” Lorna explained. “While you were on the phone with Agent Holm. I felt foolish, at first, for thinking they wouldn’t go out on the water before replenishing their supply of workers. Now that I think about it, though, they’re the foolish ones. Three of their upper rank members were missing, and with only a limited amount of people to actually dive, they still decided to go out there?” She shook her head. “Those aren’t the actions of an organized group.”

      “That’s what makes these guys so dangerous,” I noted, my words thick with irony. “Not because they know what they’re doing, but because they obviously don’t, which means we can’t predict what they’ll do next.”

      “And all the while, they’ll be taking innocent locals down with them,” Lorna spat, bristling as the two of us made it over to the scene.

      The two officers present had set up what looked like a rush job of getting the area cordoned off. Using their car and a couple of bright orange traffic cones, they’d wrapped a large section of the beach off with police tape.

      “Did he drown?” a voice in the crowd whispered excitedly.

      “I think so,” someone else responded. “That’s so sad. Looks like he’s wearing scuba gear.”

      That caught my attention, and I quickened my step as I elbowed my way through the dense crowd.

      “Was he alone?” I heard someone else murmured as I passed.

      “This is so creepy!”

      The chatter continued as everyone threw in their two cents, struggling to get as close to the caution tape as they could. I was nearly to the border when someone shoved at me, turning to flash me an annoyed glare.

      “Hey! Quit pushing!” he grumbled. He wore a bright red Hawaiian-style shirt and obnoxiously large sunglasses. “I was here first.”

      “Get out of our way,” Lorna hissed, pushing past me before I could respond.

      She flashed her badge in the big oaf’s face before ducking under the caution tape, lifting it up and indicating for me to duck underneath it as well. There was a bit of a commotion in the crowd as people further back, who hadn’t seen the badge, protested about us ducking under the line.

      “Hey! Stop!” one of the officers called as he jogged over to us, pausing when he spotted Lorna. “Oh, it’s you. You’re here, good. We were worried we were going to have to move the body soon.” He turned and motioned for us to follow further down to the edge of the waterline. “The tide is getting higher, and we didn’t want it to get swept back out, but we didn’t want to touch it, just like you said.”

      “Thanks,” Lorna and I both replied.

      “It’s better for us to have a look exactly as it was found,” I added, glancing around. “Who was the one who discovered it, by the way?”

      “Oh, a pair of kids,” the officer replied, turning to point to a couple of teenagers that were huddled over by the police car. “Apparently, the two of them slept out here on the beach. When they woke up, that’s when they noticed the body.”

      “Blige,” Lorna murmured under her breath, shaking her head. “That must have been a shock to see, first thing after waking up.”

      “Yeah, they’re both pretty shaken up,” the officer replied. “Anyway, they called us, and, well, we called you.”

      “Perfect, thanks, Evans,” Lorna replied with a grateful nod. “We’ll take it from here.”

      “Has anyone else been near the body other than the kids?” I asked as Lorna and I stepped a little closer.

      “Not since we arrived,” the officer replied. “There were a few people standing around when we got here. I guess they came out to see what was going on when they heard the kids screaming. But we left it just as we found it.”

      “Good,” I replied before turning my attention to the body lying face-down on the beach. I wasn’t surprised to see he was wearing a BCD, complete with a cylinder, and a dive mask as well. That fit with our current theory, and it just meant he was yet another victim of the gang’s dumb plan. What did surprise me, however, was the fact that the man was heavily tattooed.

      “Well, would you look at that?” Lorna remarked as the two of us knelt to get a better look. “Seems like this one was a gang member for sure, so probably not one of the local addicts they’ve been preying on.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed with a short nod. “And Holm was right when he said they must be getting desperate. This is the second tattooed body we’ve found, which makes me think they must be all out of locals to send down. And since they failed to get any more last night, I guess this guy drew the short straw.”

      “Where is Agent Holm, by the way?” Lorna asked, turning to peer toward the parking lot. “You were able to get through to him, right?”

      “Yeah,” I replied, my eyes roving over the body. “He should be here any minute.”

      It was obvious that nobody involved with this operation had a clue about diving. The jacket the dead man was wearing was way too big from the looks of it, or he just hadn’t secured it well, or maybe both. It hung loosely off him as the water sloshed around his dead form, and the mask on his face didn’t look like it was the right size, either. It wouldn’t have surprised me if the gang was just using a bunch of stolen stuff of random size and quality.

      I reached to grab a pair of gloves from my belt, slipping them on before leaning over to check the man’s pockets. My hope was that maybe, by some miracle, we might find a wallet with an ID, or even a phone, anything we could use to identify and therefore trace this man. What I pulled out instead was a massive lump of gold.

      “Oh, jeez,” I hissed, turning my body so that the object was shielded from the prying eyes of everyone behind us on the beach.

      “Is that…?” Lorna asked, and I nodded, holding the nugget in one hand as I went to search for more. I could tell just by my prodding that the man’s pockets were full to bursting. Then I realized that he was wearing cargo pants, and all the pockets seemed to bulge out.

      “He is loaded,” I muttered. “Literally, loaded down. I’m not surprised he drowned. Solid gold is heavy, and it looks like this guy filled every nook and cranny that he could.”

      “Killed by his own greed,” Lorna tsked. “I’m not saying he deserved it, but—”

      She was cut off suddenly by the sound of shouting. I turned toward the crowd that was still gathered on the other side of the caution tape. It swayed back and forth, like one giant mass, as someone pushed their way to the front.

      “Move!” Holm barked, his brows furrowed together as he pushed and shoved his way toward the caution tape. “I do not have time for this!”

      “He’s with us,” Lorna quickly explained to the officer, who looked like he was about to go stop Holm.

      “Holm!” I called out, lifting an arm in the air to wave at him. “Over here!”

      Holm looked up and briefly waved back before ducking under the caution tape, stumbling slightly over the sand as he did. His hair was askew, and his clothes were a bit rumpled, and it was evident that he, like Lorna and I, had rushed through getting ready before racing over here.

      “What did I miss?” he called as he jogged over to us, nearly stumbling again as the soft sand shifted under his boots.

      “Not much,” I replied as I turned back to the body.

      “Oh, this guy’s definitely a gangbanger,” Holm remarked as he walked up closer to the body.

      “We were just discussing that,” Lorna replied as she turned examine the corpse again. “Honestly, I’m a little relieved. I’d rather it be one of them than someone like Devonte who was tricked or forced into it.”

      “No argument here,” I replied as I crouched back down. It might have seemed callous, but it was hard to feel sympathy for the man, especially since he’d probably been one of the ones forcing the locals to risk their lives before he was put up on the chopping block himself. As I gripped the gold nugget in my hands, though, another thought occurred to me.

      “What if this wasn’t just a normal operation gone wrong?” I muttered, turning to look up at my two companions.

      “You don’t think he drowned?” Holm asked quizzically, cocking his head at me.

      “Oh, he definitely drowned,” I rebutted. “But this is a little different, don’t you think? Sybil only found the one gold nugget near the other body. And we suspect that the coroner found another one, but this is the first time we’ve seen one that was this laden down.” I pointed out the man’s pockets to Holm before opening my fist to show him the large lump I had in my hand.

      “Wow,” Holm uttered, eyes wide. “Yeah, good point. But, well, who’s to say that the coroner didn’t just take it all?”

      “I think someone would have noticed,” I replied. “The cops, or the people who found the bodies. A few people would have come in contact with them before they made it to the coroner. A single, small piece could escape detection until it came to undressing the corpses for examination, but this much? No way.” I stood back up, curling my fingers around the gold to keep it hidden until we could get some evidence bags.

      “The way I see it,” I grumbled, “there are two possibilities. One is that this guy decided he was going to skim off the top. He knew there was gold down there and decided to strap on some gear and go take it for himself. The other is that the rest of the gang sent him down to get the gold, and after he drowned, they didn’t have anyone else left to go and retrieve the body and all the gold he had left on him.”

      “If that’s the case, then they must be completely out of people,” Lorna noted. “They’re already sending their own men down. The only way they’d be willing to lose out on all that gold is if they had no other choice.”

      “Well, that’s a good thing, right?” Holm asked, crossing his arms. “It means we won’t have to worry about dead bodies for a while.”

      “You’re assuming that this means they’ll stop,” Lorna pointed out. “I’m worried this is going to spur them into kidnapping more locals. Devonte told us that once people stopped volunteering, they just started disappearing, remember?”

      “Oh, right,” Holm grumbled, his face falling. “Crap.”

      “Let’s increase police presence in the two areas that Devonte told us about,” I suggested. “The bar and that old rec center. Let’s focus on making sure they’re unable to get their hands on anyone else.”

      “Oh, I bet they’ll love that,” Lorna murmured, reaching a hand up to bite on her nail. “Even if it’s for their own protection, that crowd isn’t going to be happy to see more police lurking around.”

      “All the more reason for us to hurry and find the rest of the gang, then,” I replied, turning the nugget over in my hand. “And I think I might have an idea on how we can do that. Our suspect back at the station hasn’t wanted to talk so far, but maybe showing him proof that we have hard evidence will rattle him.”

      “We can hope.” Holm sighed, throwing me a skeptical look. “But the guy was like a rock last night.”

      “Well, all we had was empty threats,” I argued as I held the gold nugget up to where only the two of them could see it. “Now we have something solid. If this doesn’t work, well, we can always go back to our plan of staking out the docks. Now that we know that they’re still going out on the boat, we’re bound to catch them, eventually.”

      “I’ll have the officers keep an eye out as well,” Lorna added. “If they’re desperate for labor, then they’re bound to pop up at one of those two spots, eventually.”

      “Should we head back to the station, then?” Holm asked. “It’s early, but we might as well get started on trying to crack the suspect now.”

      “Yeah,” I replied. “Let’s call for some backup. We need to collect all this gold and get it into evidence before we move the body. Oh, we should also go and have a word with the kids that found the body before we leave, just in case they saw something else.”

      “You two go ahead,” Lorna offered, nodding toward the couple that was still trembling by the police car. “I’ll make some calls and get some people down here to get this all cleaned up.”

      “All right,” I replied with a nod before Holm and I went to speak with the kids. The two of them tensed up as they noticed us approaching, their eyes going round with fear.

      “Hey,” I greeted them calmly. The two of them looked like a pair of deer ready to bolt at the slightest provocation. “My name’s Agent Ethan Marston. This is my partner, Agent Holm. We’re with MBLIS, an American agency that investigates international crimes.”

      “Hi,” the girl squeaked, her knees trembling as she clung to the boy, her fingers digging hard into his arm.

      “Hey,” the boy added, sounding only slightly less nervous.

      “So you two found the body?” Holm asked, and the girl nodded rapidly.

      “Are you going to call our parents?” the girl asked, looking terrified by the very idea.

      “How old are you?” I asked, raising an eyebrow at them.

      “Nineteen,” the boy replied, waving a finger back and forth between the two of them. “Both of us.”

      “Then, no,” I replied simply. “You’re both adults, legally. Unless you want us to call your parents?” The two of them obviously weren’t locals, as they spoke with American accents. Maybe this was all too much to handle for the pair of barely adults, so I wouldn’t have been surprised if they’d instantly reverted to wanting their parents. The girl looked up at the boy with wide, fear-filled eyes before turning back to us.

      “N-no,” she stammered. “Don’t call them, please. It’s just—I’m not—we’re not—” She kept rambling, cutting herself off mid-sentence.

      “They kind of don’t know I’m here,” the boy explained sheepishly, and the girl turned bright red.

      “They think I’m on a girls’ trip,” she muttered abashedly. “And I am, technically. My girlfriends are back at the hotel. But they don’t know that Brynn came too, and if they found out, they’d be really mad, and they’d probably cut me off, and—”

      “It’s okay,” I interjected before she could start rambling again. “Like I said, you’re both adults. Unless you want us to, we have no reason to call either of your parents.”

      “Oh,” the girl replied, deflating with relief. She tossed a small smile up at the boy before turning back to us. “Okay, then.”

      “We do have a few things we’d like to ask you, though,” Holm continued.

      “Sure,” the boy agreed readily, looking a lot less nervous now. “Fire away.”

      “What time was it when you found the body?” I asked, and the boy, Brynn, pursed his lips as he looked thoughtfully up at the sky.

      “Babe, what time was it?” he asked the girl. “You were up first.”

      “Before six,” the girl explained, her gaze hardening as she thought back. “I remember waking up, and then I saw that guy.” She shuddered, squeezing her eyes shut. “I was so embarrassed at first.”

      “Embarrassed?” Holm asked.

      “Well, yeah,” the girl replied, shifting uncomfortably. “Last night, we had the beach all to ourselves. It was so romantic.” She beamed up at Brynn. “But then when I woke up and saw that guy, my first thought was that it was some drunk, homeless dude. And then I thought, ‘wow, we must look like a couple of drunks to everyone else too!’ And I got a little worried because he was in the water and I was scared he might drown, so I woke Brynn up and told him to go do something.”

      “And what did you do?” I turned to the boy.

      “I went to check on him.” He shrugged. “But when I did, I could kind of see a part of his face… his eyes were open. And he didn’t move, even when the tide came and splashed him. And, well, I just knew…”

      “That he was dead?” I finished, and the boy nodded.

      “That’s when I called the police,” the girl explained. “And I remember it was just before six because I kept checking the time, wondering why it was taking them so long to come.”

      “Okay,” I replied with a nod. “And did you notice anything else, aside from the body? Any other people? Or boats?”

      “No, but a bunch of people came over to see what was going on after Aria started yelling,” Brynn replied.

      “Well, can you blame me?” the girl, Aria, grumbled, pouting at her boyfriend.

      “Oh, wait,” Brynn went on, completely ignoring his girlfriend’s gripe. “There was something kind of weird, but not this morning. Last night, remember, babe?”

      “Huh?” Aria blinked at him in confusion before her eyes suddenly lit up. “Oh, yeah, those guys on the boat!”

      “What boat?!” I asked urgently, my interest seriously piqued now.

      “Last night,” Brynn explained, “as we were walking toward the beach here, we passed by a bunch of boats.” He pointed out at the docks just adjacent to this portion of the beach. “There were a bunch over there last night, looks like they’re all gone now. But anyway, we were walking past, and we heard these guys arguing.”

      “What were they saying?” I asked.

      “We couldn’t tell,” Aria replied, to my immense disappointment.

      “Not for lack of trying,” Brynn remarked, grinning at the girl. “She wanted to sneak up and hear what they were talking about ‘cause she’s such a gossip, but I didn’t think it was safe.” His smile fell. “They seemed pretty angry, honestly. I do remember one of them saying that there was ‘no way he was going to do that.’” Brynn shrugged. “I dunno, I kind of thought maybe they were going to do something illegal. Smoke crack or something, I don’t know. Whatever it was, that guy definitely was not into it.”

      “Wait, do you think the body—” Aria gasped, her shoulders tensing as she snuck a glance at the corpse. “Do you think it’s related to what we overheard last night? Oh my gosh, what if the thing they were going to do was kill someone? That’s why the angry guy didn’t want to do it!” She looked back and forth between us and Brynn, her eyes wide.

      “It probably wasn’t related,” I lied, if only to spare her frayed nerves. “We just need to know all the facts.”

      “Yeah, babe,” Brynn added as he wound an arm around the girl’s shoulders reassuringly. “It’s all just their protocol or whatever. The scuba dude just drowned, probably. Right?” He turned to look at us, and I nodded.

      “Yeah, probably,” I replied with a stiff smile.

      “Did you see or hear anything else last night?” Holm prompted.

      “Nah, just the guys arguing on the boat,” Brynn replied. “Sorry.”

      “It’s fine,” I assured them. We already knew what had happened anyway, just based on what they’d told us. “Why don’t you two head out? I’m sure this has all been really stressful for you.”

      “Yeah, let’s get out of here, Brynn,” Aria begged, clinging to his arm again. “I need to take, like, five showers after seeing that guy. And I just want to crawl in bed and lay there.”

      “Okay, babe, whatever you want,” Brynn replied, reaching down to kiss her on the top of her head before nodding to me and Holm. “We’ll take off, then.”

      “Careful heading out,” I cautioned, worried the crowd might harass them for information.

      The two of them set off, and Holm and I went to rejoin Lorna.

      “I’ve got a team coming down to deal with everything,” she announced, slipping her phone into her pocket as Holm and I walked up to her. “How’d it go with the two of them?”

      “Apparently, they overheard a few men having an argument on a boat last night,” I explained grimly. “With one of them saying there was ‘no way’ he was doing whatever it was the others wanted him to do.”

      “Well, it looks like they talked him into it,” Lorna replied flatly as she nodded down at the body.

      “Yeah,” I exhaled, shaking my head. “Well, now we’ve got the gold and an eyewitness report to use as leverage. If this doesn’t get the suspect talking, I don’t think anything will.”
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      Back in the interrogation room, I slammed an evidence bag full of gold down onto the table in front of our suspect. Finally, he reacted, his eyes widening just a fraction as his gaze flitted down to the bag. He knew exactly what it was, and he knew that he was caught.

      What he didn’t know, however, was how we’d gotten our hands on the gold, and that would work to our advantage. We’d pulled it off a corpse that just happened to wash up on the beach, but as far as he was aware, we could have gotten it directly from the suspects. That uncertainty was what we would use to get him to crack.

      “You still sure you want to keep sitting there, silent?” I asked as I sat across the table from him.

      Lorna sat beside me, while Holm leaned against the wall by the door, eyes fixed on the man in an attempt to pressure him some more. The suspect's eyes flicked down to the bag before looking back up at me.

      “Nothing, huh?” I sighed, shaking my head in mock disappointment. “You know, we’re all getting pretty tired of this. Your buddies don’t want to say anything, either.”

      That got the man’s attention. He went rigid for just a second, but it was enough for me to notice.

      “Do you all swear an oath to silence or something?” Lorna added, playing along with my story. She sighed, folding her arms and leaning back in her chair. “Maybe we should try that other guy. The tall one who tried to hit you when we arrested him. He wasn’t being very cooperative, but at least he was saying something. Who knows?” She paused as she turned to look back at the suspect. “Maybe we can convince him to talk.”

      Lorna was clever. She spoke calmly, like she wasn’t making that entire story up on the spot. She’d also kept the description of the man vague. With just “tall” and “violent” to go off of, the suspect would end up filling the blanks himself. It seemed to be working, too, because the suspect’s stoic mask had finally slipped off of his face. Now he looked nervous as his eyes darted back and forth between me and Lorna.

      “That might be a good idea,” I agreed with a heavy sigh. “I had hoped that spending a night locked up might convince this one to be more agreeable, but if he doesn’t want to talk, then I’m sure one of his buddies eventually will.”

      I could see the gears turning in the suspect’s head. This was exactly what we wanted, to plant the seeds of doubt so he would do the rest. Of course, everything we were saying was a lie, but he didn’t know that. If he thought that the other gang members were in a different cell, waiting their turn to be interrogated, then he might feel compelled to spill before someone else did.

      “Let’s go,” I murmured as I got to my feet. I was taking a risk now, counting on him not to call my bluff before we left. Pretending to leave would put the pressure on him, though.

      “I’m surprised they’ve lasted this long.” Lorna laughed, as though the man wasn’t sitting right there, listening to us. “You mentioned that these guys don’t really have leaders or anything, right? I would have thought they’d be more self-interested, but I guess they’re more loyal than I expected.”

      “Don’t worry,” Holm chimed in from the door. “One of them will turn, eventually. I just wish they would hurry up already. We still need to figure out where they’ve been getting the gold from.”

      “We can go ask the tall guy,” Lorna suggested with a shrug. “He’s had a while to cool off by now.”

      The three of us made as though we were about to leave, as though we didn’t notice the way the suspect began to breathe more heavily, his shoulders tensing as he followed our movements with his eyes. We were almost out the door now. It was his last chance to speak up before we left, and I held my breath as I waited to see if our little con would work.

      “I can tell you where the gold is,” he blurted out quietly, still hesitant even as he said it.

      “What?” I asked, pausing to look at him over my shoulder. “What was that?”

      “I—” the man stammered, and for a moment, I thought he would clam up and we would lose him. “I know where the gold is.”

      “Well, yeah, obviously,” Holm snorted as he and Lorna stepped back into the room as well. “Because you and your buddies have been going out there and wrecking the ocean floor. Unless you’re going to tell us, though, then—”

      “I will,” the suspect grumbled, scowling at Holm. “I can tell you… but I want a deal.”

      “A deal?” I repeated as I sauntered back over to the table, trying my best not to look too excited that the plan had worked. I folded my arms across my chest but didn’t sit back down yet. “What kind of deal?”

      “Whatever you were going to offer everyone else,” the suspect replied shrewdly. “You said you were going to go and ask them. I want some guarantees.”

      “Guarantees?” Lorna raised an eyebrow at him. “Do you think you’re in any position to make demands?” She scoffed, a second away from rolling her eyes.

      “Let’s hear him out at least,” I suggested, slipping into the role of ‘good cop’ to her bad one. “It’d save us the headache of going to talk to those other guys.”

      “Fine,” Lorna grunted, sneering down at the suspect. “What kind of guarantees?”

      “Anonymity,” the suspect replied without hesitation. “If the others find out I talked, I’m a dead man. I want you to make it seem like I’m dead.”

      “You want us to what?” Holm asked sharply, and I could tell by his tone that he wasn’t faking the confusion etched across his face.

      “Just pretend I died,” he explained. “Make it seem like I got shot, back at the bar. And I died in the hospital or something. I don’t want anyone coming after me after this is all over.”

      “All right,” Lorna replied steadily. “I think that’s manageable.”

      “And I don’t want to go to prison,” the suspect added quickly, spurring Lorna into rolling her eyes.

      “That’s not how this works,” she shot back, hand on her hip as she stared him down.

      “Then I’m not telling you anything,” the suspect sneered, baring his teeth at her as he spoke.

      “Fine,” Lorna huffed, smiling as she called his bluff. “We’ll go and ask one of your buddies. Maybe one of them will be willing to take a less ridiculous deal.” She pivoted on her heel and began to walk back toward the door, and I tried not to panic externally. I knew she was trying to force his hand, but we didn’t actually have anyone else to interrogate. If we weren’t careful, we might lose our chance here.

      “Wait, hold on a minute,” I called out. Lorna stopped in her tracks and turned to throw me an unimpressed look.

      “What?” She scoffed. “You’re not actually considering that, are you?”

      “No,” I replied with a shrug. “But there’s no need to jump straight to rushing off. He seems like a reasonable man. He’s finally working with us, after all. I think it’s only fair that we talk about this.” I turned back to the suspect as Lorna made a show of reluctantly returning to the table, and I slowly settled back into one of the chairs.

      “We can work something out, right?” I asked, watching him expectantly.

      “Yeah,” he replied quickly. “Of course.”

      “Great,” I replied, offering him a forced smile. “She’s right, though. We can’t just let you walk away. But we can make some accommodations. Like a minimum security prison, for example. You’d have to be somewhere else anyway, away from the rest of the gang. If we’re going to fake your death, that is.”

      “Really?” Lorna scoffed, shaking her head. “You’re really going to—whatever.” She shot me a glare before walking off to stand by Holm. I knew she was only faking it, but still, having her glare at me with such intensity had sent a chill down my spine.

      “So what do you think?” I asked as I turned my attention back onto the suspect. “You tell us what we want to know, and I’ll make sure you wind up serving whatever sentence you get somewhere nicer, far away from the rest of them.” I paused for a moment to allow him to think it over. I could see the struggle in his eyes as he weighed the benefits against the disadvantages of taking the deal.

      “I don’t know,” he grumbled, shifting uncomfortably in his seat. He rolled his shoulders, pulling against the cuffs that he still had on his wrists after he’d gotten aggressive with a cop the night before. “That doesn’t sound like a great deal to me.”

      “Oh, really?” Lorna asked, raising an eyebrow at him as she walked forward to lean toward him across the table. “Hm. And do you think your buddies will feel the same way? If I go next door and offer anonymity and a minimum security prison to the next guy, you really think he’ll say no? Because if so—”

      “Fine!” the suspect gritted out angrily, staring at Lorna with hate-filled eyes. “Fine, you don’t have to be such a—” He stopped himself, clamping his mouth shut before he could go on.

      “I’m glad we came to an agreement,” I interjected calmly. “So how about we start with a name? You already know who we are.”

      “Sameer,” the suspect grumbled begrudgingly. “Sameer Ali.”

      “All right, Mr. Ali,” I replied coolly, “why don’t we start from the beginning? We know your group is originally from Trinidad and Tobago. How did you all end up way over here?”

      “This is where the gold is,” he replied simply. “I’m not sure whose idea it was at first. Zane’s, probably, since he’s the one who’s been deciding everything.”

      “Zane?” I asked. “Does Zane have a last name?”

      “I don’t know,” Ali replied, tossing me a look like I’d just asked something ridiculous. “I mean he probably does, but I don’t know it. We aren’t friends or anything.”

      “No, you just take orders from him,” I shot back, earning myself a scowl.

      “I don’t take orders from anybody,” Ali insisted gruffly. “We’re all equals. Zane just happened to have the idea. He knew there was gold here, so we all came to get it.”

      I somehow doubted everyone in the gang was as equal as Ali claimed, especially if some of them were now getting sacrificed to the cause. Still, I decided not to voice my thoughts. For now, all I needed was for Ali to keep talking.

      “All right,” I replied easily. “And how did Zane find out about the gold?”

      “I don’t know,” Ali replied, and I sucked on my teeth to keep from showing how annoyed I was. Did this guy know anything useful?

      “Okay, let’s forget that, then.” I sighed as I leaned forward to rest my weight onto my elbows. “So Zane suggests you all come over here and get this gold that’s buried underneath the ocean floor. And you all decided you were going to build some bombs and then blow up the ocean floor. And that’s how you would get the gold that’s down there. Am I right so far?”

      “Yeah,” Ali replied stiffly. “Not us, though. I mean, we weren’t the ones getting it. We went out and hired people.”

      “The homeless people you kidnapped,” Lorna hissed accusingly. “And the addicts, those kids that didn’t know better.”

      “They all knew what they were getting into,” Ali argued, though I could tell by the way he fidgeted and looked away that even he didn’t really believe that.

      “Uh-huh,” Lorna scoffed. “So it’s just a coincidence that after people started disappearing, they stopped volunteering?” She fixed Ali with a cold, vicious glare, and the man looked away from her and down at the floor.

      “Oh, yeah,” Holm chimed in from his position near the door. “We know all about how your gang has been kidnapping the locals, and we know that’s what you were planning last night at the bar. So don’t try to deny it.”

      “Come on, guys, give the man a little breathing room,” I cut in before Ali could respond.

      His eyes darted back and forth between the three of us, his shoulders tensing. That was exactly what we wanted, to throw him off balance and send him spiraling as we all dogpiled. I gave him a moment to squirm before I fixed my gaze back onto him.

      “So you and your buddies would take these locals,” I stated, rather than asked, “and you would take them out on your boat, and then what would happen? Would you threaten them? Bribe them? I gotta say, I can’t imagine how you could convince someone to strap on a BCD and a bomb and just have them cooperate with you.”

      “I—” Ali stuttered, his face red as beads of sweat rolled down his temples.

      “Listen, Ali,” I murmured, “I know it must be tough, being honest about the horrible stuff you and your friends did, but I have to remind you that our deal doesn’t stand unless you tell us the truth.”

      He looked up at me, his eyes filled with fear.

      “So tell us what you did, in your own words,” I added.

      “We paid them,” Ali explained, his voice as quiet as a mouse’s. “At first. The crackheads were easy. All we had to do was give them a little money and blow and they’d do whatever. They weren’t good workers, though. They screwed up a lot, and half of them would drown before they could make it back up.”

      “You mean coked-out addicts weren’t able to do a good job handling explosives while underwater?” Holm deadpanned. “Color me surprised.”

      “The homeless guys did a little better,” Ali continued. “But after the first few times, they didn’t want to anymore. They were too scared, they said the money wasn’t worth it.”

      “No kidding,” Lorna scoffed derisively. “Were you even teaching these people how to use any of that diving equipment? Do you know how to use any of that diving equipment? Or were you just sending innocent people down blind to their deaths?”

      “Get off my back!” Ali suddenly snapped, roaring at Lorna. “Innocent people.” He laughed, mocking her. “As if anyone cares about any of them. They’re trash! A bunch of druggies and losers that nobody cares about. Nobody even noticed they were missing! We’ve been working that mine for nearly two months now! Nobody ever noticed when someone died! Half of the time we couldn’t even find their bodies. Did anyone ever come around looking? No! Save your breath, Officer. You’re fighting for people who are lower than trash!”

      I could practically feel the incandescent rage radiating off of Lorna beside me. It was almost enough to prickle at my skin, as though the anger she felt was literally enough to set her on fire. Honestly, I understood. I, myself, was appalled at the callous, ugly things that Ali had just spouted, but I needed to keep up my role as the ‘good cop,’ at least until we got a location out of him.

      “Let’s all cool down for a minute,” I suggested, regretting it instantly when Lorna snapped her head around to look at me. I really didn’t think she was faking it anymore when she fixed me with a furious scowl.

      “Getting back to what we were saying,” I muttered, “you said that the homeless people you approached refused to come and work for you after a while. Was that when the gang started kidnapping people against their will?”

      “Well… yeah,” Ali replied, his voice dropping to a barely audible mumble as he replied. “We had to send somebody down there to plant the bombs.”

      “And you sure weren’t going to do that yourselves,” Lorna snorted. “Except, wait, that’s right, you did start turning on your own members once you ran out of innocent people to slaughter, right?”

      Ali lifted his head to look up at her, the expression on his face torn between annoyed and embarrassed.

      “Yeah,” I agreed. “We did find a couple of bodies with Southside tattoos on them. Is that what happened? The gang ran out of people to send, and, well, the show must go on, right?”

      “It was only going to be until last night,” Ali grumbled defensively. “Until we found some more workers. But then you three showed up.”

      “Oh, well, we’re sorry for messing up your ridiculous plan,” Lorna sneered. “Never mind that it was bound to fail, anyway. I mean, none of you even have dive training, do you? Where did you get the equipment? Should we add theft to all the charges you already have against you?”

      “Leave me alone!” Ali grunted, standing halfway up out of the chair.

      “Whoa!” I cautioned him, jumping up to step between the two of them before he could take a step toward her. Regardless of our little performance, I wasn’t about to let him touch Lorna. “Let’s settle down.”

      I gestured for Ali to sit back down in his chair, and though he did so, his bitter glare lingered on Lorna.

      “Hey, just talk to me, all right?” I leaned down to whisper conspiratorially. “Ignore her.”

      Ali turned to look at me, relaxing slightly. It seemed we’d done a good job running our play, and now that I’d built up a bit of a rapport with him, it was the right time to strike.

      “How about we stop here?” I suggested, leaning in close over the table. “Just tell me where the mine is. We’ll go out and take care of the rest, and you won’t have to worry about any of this anymore. We’ll make sure everyone thinks you’re dead and have you processed under a fake identity.”

      Ali still didn’t look very pleased by the suggestion, but he didn’t look as upset as he was when Lorna spoke to him.

      “Okay,” he muttered. “I can tell you, but I’m not sure of the exact coordinates or whatever. Zane is the one who handles all that, I just meet everyone at the docks when it’s time to get on the boat.”

      “All right,” I replied patiently. “You mean the docks by the beach just south of here, right?”

      “Yeah,” Ali replied with a short nod.

      “And what time do you all usually meet up?” I prodded further.

      “Whenever Zane tells us to,” he replied. “But usually at night, around midnight. Then we go out on the boat for eighteen minutes.”

      “Eighteen?” I asked, blinking at him. “That’s a specific number.”

      “‘Cause that’s always exactly how long it takes,” Ali replied. “Eighteen minutes. I know ‘cause I counted one time, when it felt like it was taking forever. ”

      “I see,” I replied tersely, a little disappointed that he didn’t have more for us. “What’s the name of the boat?”

      “The name of the boat?” Ali looked at me like I was crazy. “Why would the boat have a name?”

      “All boats have names,” Holm pointed out. “It’s usually written on the side in pretty big letters.”

      “Oh, I don’t know,” Ali replied, maddeningly. “I never paid attention.”

      “Seems like there are a lot of things you don’t really pay attention to,” I scoffed as I got up out of my chair, dropping the act entirely now. “That’s a shame, but at least we know a little more than we did before.”

      “And we know when they’re likely to meet up and where,” Lorna pointed out. “Looks like our plan to stake out the docks at night was right on the money.”

      “So that’s the plan, then?” Holm asked.

      “I think so,” I replied with a nod before turning back to Ali, who looked a little stunned by the sudden change in our demeanor. “First, let’s get him back in a cell.”
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      “Why don’t we head out right now?” Lorna suggested about an hour later as we were making preparations for later that night.

      “What?” I blinked up at her, confused as to what she was talking about. “To the docks? It’s barely nine in the morning. Ali said they usually head out around midnight.”

      “Yeah, I’d say we’ve got a solid twelve hours before we need to head anywhere,” Holm remarked. “Actually, I wouldn’t mind heading back to the hotel to get a little more shut-eye before we do anything else. We only got a few hours of sleep before that body was discovered.”

      “No, listen for a second!” Lorna scolded him. “This is no time for sleep. I’ve been thinking, and what if we went and tried to find the mine now? I don’t like just sitting around waiting for nighttime, and I’m worried about what might happen if we arrest the gang before we find the mine itself.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked, setting down my phone that I’d been using to jot down notes for our mission that night.

      “Well, these guys don’t have any structure,” Lorna explained. “Obviously, they’re not as free and equal as Ali claimed. He even said himself that they all just follow whatever it is that this ‘Zane’ guy suggests. But aside from that, the fact that they don’t have a concrete leader concerns me. Say, for example, we arrest this group at the docks, and they refuse to tell us where the mine is. Who’s to say more gang members won’t come poking around later?”

      “Ah, I see,” I replied, considering her perspective.

      “You have a point,” Holm agreed. “But are you sure we won’t just be wasting our time? We could spend time and money circling around out there on a boat just to find nothing in the end.”

      “That’s true,” Lorna sighed, her shoulders slumping with frustration. “Still, even though Ali said that they usually meet at night, we can’t be sure they won’t switch things up. They started turning on their members after their workforce all died, after all. And then there was the most recent body, with his pants stuffed full of gold. We can’t assume their behavior won’t change now that things are falling apart.”

      “She’s not wrong about that,” I backed her up. “Especially since their plan to get more workers last night failed.”

      “Exactly,” Lorna replied, casting me a warm and grateful smile. “Aside from that, though, I really don’t think I can handle just sitting here for another,” she paused to glance down at her watch, “twelve hours, as Agent Holm said. Though I suppose we could just take a break and get some rest. We were up pretty early.” She swallowed, her gaze flicking over to mine for just a second before she looked away, her cheeks ruddy.

      Holm, as observant as ever, caught the glance and scrunched his nose up at me.

      “So let’s put it to a vote.” I cleared my throat, ignoring the look he sent my way. “We can either head out and get some sleep, or we can try our luck and see if we can find this mine on our own.” I looked back and forth between the two of them. “What’ll it be?”

      “I vote search for the mine,” Lorna replied without hesitation. “My blood’s pumping after that interrogation. I’m ready to go out and do some good old-fashioned investigative work.”

      She turned to Holm, shooting him an expectant look. He pursed his lips together as he looked at the two of us.

      “Fine, let’s go get a boat,” he grumbled, frowning at us for just a second before the sour look gave way to a grin. “Adventuring beats sleeping any day, even if we are on a wild goose chase.”

      “That’s the spirit,” I replied with a laugh. “And it’s not a wild goose chase since the mine is out there somewhere. More like finding a needle in a haystack.”

      “Except we’re looking for a gold nugget in the entirety of the Caribbean Sea,” Holm grumbled. “How fun.”

      “Not the entirety,” I retorted. “Ali said that they always travel for exactly eighteen minutes. That narrows it down somewhat.”

      “Sure, but which direction?” Holm balked as the three of us all got up from Lorna’s desk.

      “Figuring that out will be the tricky part,” Lorna chimed in as she slung her bag over her shoulder. “Good thing we’ve got twelve hours to figure it out.”

      After that, the three of us headed out. We were flying a little blind since we only had very rough directions to work with. All we knew was that they left from the dock adjacent to the beach where the bodies kept washing up, and that they would sail for approximately eighteen minutes to get to their destination.

      Exactly eighteen minutes, I thought to myself, if Ali is to be believed.

      I wasn’t sure how much I trusted his judgment. He’d only said that he measured the time once, but there was no telling how fast the boat had been traveling or if they’d gone in a completely straight line. We did know, however, that the spot couldn’t be too far from shore because there was simply no way to travel very far in just under twenty minutes. Unless they were going at absolutely full speed, but even then, the location was most likely pretty close to land. It had to be for the bodies to float all the way to the beach.

      An hour later, we’d procured a boat, a captain, and some diving gear, and we were on our way. The captain had seemed a little confused when we explained that we needed to travel out for eighteen minutes and then search the general radius around that point, but he hadn’t complained. He was being paid, after all. I had wanted to ask the Coast Guard for assistance, but without having something more solid to go off, we couldn’t really request their help. They were bound to be less amenable to the idea of just wandering blindly around than this hired boat captain.

      “You know,” Lorna noted as she nodded over at the diving gear that Holm and I brought with us, “when I said I wanted to go and look for the mine, I hadn’t meant literally going down into the water to look for it.”

      The two of us were sitting on a small, hard bench built into the side of the boat. Holm had chosen to sit on the other side after muttering something about being a “third wheel.”

      “You didn’t?” I grinned back at her. “How did you expect us to find it?”

      “I’m… not sure, now that you put it that way,” Lorna replied, laughing self-deprecatingly. “I don’t know. I just felt like I needed to do something, you know? Especially after what happened to Devonte. It was killing me to just sit around, inactive.” She gestured out at the water with her arm. “At least out here, I feel like we’re actually getting closer to finding them and stopping them.”

      “Yeah, I understand,” I assured her. “I can’t stand sitting around doing nothing, either.” I flashed her a teasing smirk. “If we hadn’t brought the diving stuff, though, I doubt we would have made much progress. It’s not like we can see down to the ocean floor from up here on a boat.”

      “I know,” Lorna replied, nudging me with her shoulder. “I realize that now. And I feel pretty silly, honestly. I don’t know, though, I guess I expected there to be some kind of sign? When I picture a mining operation, I think of heavy machinery and big structures… I keep forgetting that these guys are just winging it with a boat and some bombs.”

      “Well, don’t feel too bad,” I replied, nudging her back. “Even with the dive gear, our chances of finding anything are pretty slim. There’s a whole big ocean out here. We can get suited up and go down to the ocean floor, but if we’re not in the right spot, then we’re obviously not going to find anything.”

      “Yeah,” Lorna replied sullenly. She leaned against me, and I thought she was going to nudge me again, but this time she just stayed there, her arm pressed warmly against mine. “I know our odds are bad. Still, we can’t take a risk of just ‘waiting’ anymore. Last time we did that, another body washed up on the beach while we were sleeping.”

      “Well, we weren’t really sleeping when that happened,” I quipped. “We’d barely fallen asleep when we got the call that the body had been found.”

      “Ethan!” Lorna giggled as she turned to swat at me, her face red.

      I just grinned back. She’d looked so crestfallen at the prospect that our search might not lead to anything that I’d felt the need to cheer her up. On top of that, I didn’t really feel all that bad for the gangbanger who’d died because of his own foolishness and greed, so I didn’t feel all that bad for joking about it, either.

      “Looks like we’ve got some company,” the boat captain called out a second later, and in a second, both of our smiles vanished.

      “What?!” Lorna called out, her voice low with trepidation as we both turned to look in the direction we were headed.

      Indeed, there was a very clearly a large fishing boat in the distance, bobbing on the surface of the water.

      “How many minutes has it been?” Lorna asked, whipping her head around to look at me. I pulled my phone out of my pocket to check.

      “Seventeen,” I replied, my heart dropping. “No way.”

      “Is that who we think it is?” Holm suddenly popped up behind us, his voice low, as though the people on the other boat might somehow hear him.

      “We were just talking about how low are odds of finding anything were,” Lorna murmured back. “Looks like luck was on our side.”

      “Maybe…” I grumbled. I wasn’t sure if I would consider this lucky. It was just the three of us, and we had no idea who was on that other boat. We had no backup, no support from the Coast Guard, and we were riding on a rented boat being operated by a civilian. This outing was meant to just be a way to scout out potential locations before confronting the group tonight. Should that boat be teeming with gang members, we weren’t prepared for a full-on fight.

      “Ali said they meet at midnight!” Holm hissed, sounding as though he’d been betrayed. “What the heck are they doing out here in the middle of the day?!”

      “We’re not sure it even is them,” Lorna replied, her voice trembling, but we all knew that it would be a pretty huge coincidence if a large fishing boat just happened to be in the exact spot that Ali had told us about.

      “Uh… is this what you folks were looking for?” the captain asked us as we got closer to the boat. “You said you were looking for something, right?”

      “Yeah,” I called back as I jumped to my feet and walked over to the helm. “This is going to sound strange, but we need you to go below.”

      “What?!” the captain exclaimed as he brought the boat to a stop. He looked me up and down, an affronted expression on his face. “What do you mean? What is this?” He looked back and forth between the three of us, his eyebrows furrowing together. “Is this some kind of boat-jacking? Is this why you brought me out here? You taking me out to your buddies on that other boat to kidnap me?”

      “No!” I replied, a little flustered by all the sudden accusations.

      “You’ll take my baby over my dead body!” the captain declared. He looked like he was about to fight me, which I supposed was understandable for a captain who believed he was being boat-jacked, so I quickly dug into my pocket for my badge.

      “Federal agent!” I yelled, ducking to the side as he took a swing at me. “I’m a federal agent! So is he! And she’s a police officer.”

      “We’re with MBLIS,” Holm rushed to explain, running to my side in case he had to help me ward the man off.

      “You’re with who now?” the captain threw us a couple of skeptical looks as he glanced down at my badge.

      “It’s true,” Lorna joined in, pulling out her own badge for the man to inspect. “Look, I am very sorry about this. We’re currently investigating a crime. We only wanted to take a look at the area, but it seems like the perps we’re after might be here.” She turned to look at the fishing boat. “On there.”

      “What?!” the captain exclaimed again, the expression on his face shifting quickly between scared, confused, and angry. “Are they dangerous? Why would you drag me into this? Why didn’t you tell me you were cops looking for a bunch of criminals?!”

      “We didn’t really think we were going to find much, to be honest,” Holm replied sheepishly. “We had the vaguest instructions ever that somehow turned out to be perfectly accurate. Straight out for eighteen minutes… and these guys weren’t supposed to be out here until midnight. It’s not even noon!”

      “Well, we gotta get out of here!” the captain insisted as he rushed back to the controls.

      I hesitated as I tried to think about what we should do. On the one hand, I wanted to stop him. With the perps so close, this seemed like a golden opportunity to confront them. On the other hand, we were on a small boat with a civilian, and we needed to consider his safety as well.

      “He’s right,” I replied after a second of consideration. “It’s not safe. Let’s call the Coast Guard, give them our coordinates, and then get the heck out of here.” Devonte had gotten hurt because we’d been careless and pulled a civilian into our plans. I wouldn’t make that mistake again.

      “I think you three might want to come up with something else,” the captain called out, his voice tremulous.

      “What?” I spun to address him. “Why?”

      “Because your friends are heading this way,” he replied, lifting a hand to point up at the fishing boat.

      When I looked back out over the water, I realized that he was right. The fishing boat wasn’t able to move as quickly as our smaller one, but it was undoubtedly coming closer.

      “Go,” I urged, placing a hand on the captain’s back and guiding him out of the helm. “Hide.”

      “I’ll go with him,” Lorna suggested, offering the man a kind, reassuring smile. “They might panic if they see my police uniform. I’ll call the Coast Guard while we’re down there.”

      “All right.” I nodded as the two of them disappeared. I hoped, sincerely, that we were still close enough to land that Lorna would have a cell signal.

      I took up position behind the helm to pretend I’d been there all along.

      “So what’s the plan?” Holm asked as the fishing boat got closer.

      “We play dumb,” I instructed. “Pretend we’re a couple of lost tourists. We only came out here to see if we could find the location of the mine. They weren’t supposed to be here, and we can’t risk letting a civvie get hurt.”

      “Drunk frat guys?” Holm suggested, casting a sidelong glance toward the approaching ship. “That one usually works pretty well. Nobody wants to spend any more time than necessary chatting with a couple of drunk idiots.”

      “Yeah.” I nodded. “Let’s pretend we don’t know what we’re doing, and the boat stalled. Then you ‘fix it,’ and we’ll leave.”

      “Got it,” Holm replied, looking around until he spotted a half-drunk can of soda in the cupholder of the helm. He picked it up and wrapped his hands around it so that the logo was concealed, and it could pass as a beer can for anyone that wasn’t looking too closely. “Here I go.”
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      Holm stumbled out from behind the helm in an exaggerated manner, jumping as he looked toward the fishing boat, as though pretending to see it for the first time.

      “Hey! Hey, Ethan!” he yelled, slurring his words. “There’s another boat! Hey!” He turned back to the fishing boat, shouting obnoxiously as it pulled up close and finally came to a stop.

      I peered through the glass of the helm and counted two men on the deck. Way less than I assumed there would be, though I supposed more could be hiding inside.

      “Hey!” Holm yelled, cupping his free hand over his mouth. “Hey, our boat is, like, broken or something!” He pointed over at me in the helm. “It stopped all of a sudden! Do you, uh, you think you could help? We’re kind of stuck!”

      “You two are tourists?” one of the men asked, grinning as he looked at Holm. It was obvious that he found the situation funny, which was better than him suspecting us.

      “Yeah!” Holm replied. “We rented this boat. The guy offered to captain it for us, but we said no. Kind of regretting that now.”

      “Who is that over there?” the other man asked. There was no mirth in his voice, and his face was stern. He obviously wasn’t as amused by the situation as his buddy. “How many of you are there?”

      “Uh, just the two of us!” I called out as I walked out from behind the helm. I wobbled around as I did, making a show of regaining my balance and then smiling sheepishly up at them. “Yeah, I have no idea what happened! We were just sailing along and then it crapped out on us.”

      “Did you run out of fuel?” the first guy asked. He looked a little younger, and he wore a black hoodie despite how warm it was out here.

      “Oh crap, maybe,” I replied, acting like I was going to go and check.

      “Stay right there,” the other, older guy called out.

      I swore internally. He clearly wasn’t buying our act like his younger cohort. I didn’t blame him. The odds of someone showing up at their exact location were low. It was just our luck that we’d be stuck trying to fool someone with more than half a brain.

      “What, why?” I played dumb as I looked up at the man.

      “What were you two doing way out here?” the man asked. He wore a torn t-shirt with a skull and some kind of band name written on it in jagged letters.

      “Uh, nothing, really,” Holm replied with a shrug as he held his can up. “Having a few beers, mostly. We were thinking about fishing when we got out here, but neither of us really knows what we’re doing. And I mean, it’s never a bad time to just sit back and have a few cold ones, huh?”

      “I hear that!” Black Hoodie laughed along with Holm.

      Skull Shirt, though, clearly was not amused. He was watching Holm with a cold, analytical eye, and I got the distinct impression that he knew we were lying. His gaze shifted over to me suddenly, and I shot him a lazy half-smile, trying my best to look tipsy and unbothered.

      “Hey, so…” Holm called out, pulling their attention back his way. “Do you two have any spare fuel? Or maybe one of you could come and have a look?” He gestured toward the helm. “That’s a pretty big boat you have. I bet you two know way more about boats than we do.” He turned to walk toward the helm, presumably so he could pretend to fix whatever was wrong and we could bail.

      “You said you came out here to fish?” Skull Shirt prodded. “And drink?”

      “Yeah, pretty much.” I chortled, tossing in a nonchalant shrug.

      “Really?” Skull Shirt grinned maliciously. A chill pierced its way down my spine. There was something dark and foreboding about that expression, something that raised my hackles and let me know that he knew.

      “That’s strange,” Skull Shirt remarked slowly. “You two came out here to fish and drink, but I don’t see any fishing gear. I don’t see any empty bottles or cans, either. I do see some scuba equipment.”

      A string of curses exploded through my mind as I realized he’d gotten us. The fishing boat was taller than our smaller one, and from the angle he was at, he could clearly look down at everything on our boat.

      I might have been able to come up with some excuse. I could have said that our fishing stuff was just stored down below, out of sight. I could have said that we’d cleaned up our trash, or heck, just thrown it all overboard into the water. By the time those excuses occurred to me, though, several seconds had already passed. The pause had gone on too long, and now both Skull Shirt and Black Hoodie were watching me with tense, calculating expressions.

      “I’m going to ask you again,” Skull Shirt sneered, his knuckles turning white as he gripped the gunwale of the boat. “What are you two doing all the way out here?”

      For a half a second, I considered carrying on with the act. I quickly cast that futile thought aside, though. They knew, and they knew that we knew they knew.

      “I think you know what we’re doing here,” I shot back coldly, all pretense dropped.

      “Shoot them!” Skull Shirt yelled as he reached for something at the waistband of his pants. A loud, ear-splitting bang followed shortly after his declaration. It hadn’t been Black Hoodie that fired, though. In fact, he was still standing there at the edge of the boat, trembling with shock and confusion as he looked down at his fallen companion.

      “Don’t move,” Holm warned, his voice serious as he stepped out from behind the helm, gun still in hand. Black Hoodie looked down at us, then back at Skull Shirt, back and forth like that, for several seconds.

      “Help!” he called out, turning to shout behind him into the boat. “Help!”

      “Crap!” I hissed as he turned on his heel and ran off. So there was someone else on board the boat.

      I rushed over to the small wheelhouse that the helm was housed inside and deftly climbed up to the top of it. Then I took a running leap toward the fishing boat, barely managing to grab onto the lowest railing over the gunwale as I fell forward.

      I gripped it tightly with both hands and strenuously pulled myself up onto the deck. I’d barely managed to get myself up when Black Hoodie returned, accompanied by two other men. He pointed at me, and both men reached behind their backs. I went for my sidearm, pulling it free of its holster just as the two goons did. I lifted it and pulled the trigger, and three blasts went off in quick succession.

      My bullet struck the man furthest to the left, while both of their shots missed me. I ducked low to the deck as I fired again. My second shot barely grazed Black Hoodie’s leg, and he yelped with pain as he tumbled to the deck. The second goon he’d summoned lifted his gun to shoot me back, but another sharp crack tore through the air before he could pull the trigger. The second goon crumbled to the deck in a heap, and I turned to find that Holm had managed to jump the gap between the boats as well. He was clinging to the railing with one arm while the other still gripped his pistol.

      I rushed over to pull him up and over. As soon as his feet hit the deck, I turned around. Black Hoodie was crawling toward one of the guns the goons had dropped, and I took off toward him at a sprint. Before he could grab the gun, I kicked it, launching it off the side of the fishing boat. Then I reached down and shoved him backward.

      Black Hoodie let out a pained “oof!” as he was thrown flat onto his back. I crouched and gripped the front of his hoodie with one hand before using the other to punch him in the jaw.

      “Argh!” he cried out, throwing his hands up to cower beneath me. “Stop! Stop, I’m sorry!”

      “Who else is on board?” I demanded, shaking him roughly by the collar.

      “Nobody!” he insisted. “Everyone else is underwater!”

      “Under—” I muttered, stopping short when I realized what he meant. “They’re diving right now?!”

      Black Hoodie nodded frantically, and I hauled him up by his collar before dragging him back over to the side of the boat.

      “I’ll check the rest of the boat,” Holm offered as he ran off toward the door that led to the lower deck. “Just in case.”

      I nodded as I pushed Black Hoodie against the gunwale of the boat, pulling his hands behind his back to get them cuffed. I turned to look over my shoulder several times, worried Holm might need assistance. I couldn’t just leave Black Hoodie, though, and Lorna was back on the other boat watching over the captain.

      “We’re clear!” Holm called out as he ran back up onto the main deck.

      “Okay,” I gritted out as I turned Black Hoodie around so he was facing us. “Who all is down there? How many gang members? And how many of the people that you kidnapped?”

      “Um, I—” Black Hoodie stammered, looking overwhelmed by the questioning.

      “They’re really not difficult questions,” Holm pointed out.

      “Uh, t-two,” Black Hoodie replied shakily. “Two gang members, I mean. And six of… the other guys.”

      “Six!?” I balked, horrified. “Crap. We need to get them up.” They were all in danger, and every second they were down there was another second closer they got to drowning or being blown up.

      “You think the two gangbangers heard the gunshots up here?” Holm asked.

      “Not sure,” I replied. “Depends on how deep they are. Maybe not, though. And if they did, maybe they couldn’t tell it was gunshots. Here, take him.” I shoved Black Hoodie at Holm. “I need to call Lorna.”

      The moments after that were a flurry of panicked, frenetic energy. We needed to get down there and pull those people to safety. That much was non-negotiable. It would have been safer for us to just wait until the gangbangers returned and ambush them while we had the advantage, but we couldn’t afford to wait. By diving, Holm and I would lose our advantage, but it was a risk we had to take. Besides, we still had the advantage of actually knowing what we were doing as divers.

      “Do they have weapons on them?” I asked Black Hoodie, who we’d moved over to our smaller boat.

      “Yeah, knives,” Black Hoodie replied morosely. “They go down to make sure the other guys do what they say. Oh, and bombs, I guess, but the other guys actually have the bombs, so—”

      “Other guys?” Lorna repeated mockingly. “That’s an interesting way to say ‘the people you kidnapped and forced to do your bidding.’”

      Black Hoodie clamped his mouth shut and looked down at the deck, avoiding her gaze.

      “Okay, I think we’re ready,” Holm declared as he finished double checking everything on his BCD jacket.

      We’d gotten suited up in record time, and rushing led to mistakes, so we needed to make sure we hadn’t accidentally missed something important. We didn’t want to wind up drowning ourselves in our attempt to rescue the kidnapping victims.

      “Are you sure about this?” Lorna asked, her forehead wrinkled in concern as she looked at the two of us. “Not that I’m doubting you, but can you even fight underwater?”

      “We’ve done it before.” I grinned at her. “It’s been a minute, but we’ll be alright. You said you already called the Coast Guard?”

      “Yeah,” she replied. “They’re on their way. Maybe we should wait—”

      “We can’t,” I replied. “Remember what the coroner said? One of the bodies that washed up to the beach was attached to an empty cylinder. What if someone runs out of air down there? They won’t last however long it’s going to take the Coasties to get here.” I reached up to fix my mask into place. “We’ll be alright.” I winked at her reassuringly, and then Holm and I made our way over to the side of the boat.

      Because of the raised edge, the easiest and quickest way for us to get into the water would be to sit on the edge and then fall backward. Fun, but not ideal, since there would be a few seconds while we were upside down and disoriented.

      Hopefully, we wouldn’t be attacked in those few seconds.

      I turned to Holm, and once he nodded, the two of us dropped down into the water. I immediately righted myself and looked around. The fishing boat had been a little farther away before it approached us, so Holm and I quickly headed in that direction, delving deeper as we went. For a few moments, I didn’t see anything, partially due to how abysmal the visibility in this area was. I thought that was a little unusual for being out in the open ocean in the middle of the day until I recalled that the gang was routinely setting off bombs here. Naturally, the explosions had disturbed the ocean floor, sending dirt and sediment and who knew what else up into the water. The result was my inability to see further than a few feet in any direction.

      The surrounding water wasn’t particularly deep, though, and a few minutes later, I spotted it. Even through the haze of murky water, the sight was breathtaking. I wasn’t sure what I’d been expecting, but nothing could have prepared me for the reality of it.

      There was a large, noticeable crater on the surface of the ocean floor. It almost looked like a comet had struck, but instead of leaving behind a large, barren hole, it had left behind massive, glittering panes of gold instead. For a few seconds, all I could do was stare. Even underwater, the substance seemed to shimmer, and there was a lot of it. Ridges and bumps decorated the crater, where chunks of it had already been blasted off and chipped away.

      Then I noticed the two divers, though I could hardly call them that. They wore BCD jackets and masks, but no wetsuits, or fins, or anything else. It was as barebones as it could be, and I couldn’t imagine what little they had was being well maintained.

      I made a beeline straight for them, intending to grab them and haul them up to the surface by force if I had to. I’d only made it about half the distance before a beam of light suddenly started to dance in the corner of my vision. I paused and turned to find Holm waving his flashlight erratically at me. I was instantly alarmed since I knew Holm wouldn’t do that without a good reason. Before I could think to react, though, someone was beside me.

      Lack of visibility and my focus on the two victims had made it so that I didn’t notice the man until he was on top of me, swinging a small switchblade at me. I scrambled out of the way, and luckily, he wasn’t able to move the knife very quickly underwater. He swiped it at me again, and this time, I reached out to grab his wrist, tightening my grip and twisting until he dropped it. I couldn’t move too quickly either, but unlike him, I actually had training in underwater fighting.

      Unluckily for me, the thug wasn’t above playing dirty. He reached out and forcefully yanked on the hose of my regulator, pulling it from my mouth. Of course, I was experienced enough that something like that wouldn’t cause me to panic. I reared back and kicked the thug hard in the chest, shoving him backward and away from me so I could have time to grab my regulator and put it back into place.

      The thug was still spinning in place, so I turned to look at Holm and was horrified to find him locked in a battle with the other gangbanger. He had a knife too, but rather than slicing at Holm directly, he had sliced clean through Holm’s regulator tube. I swam rapidly toward them, gripping the other goon by the shoulders to pull him off of Holm. Once I had, I pulled him close so I could punch him with as much force as possible. The blow caused the man to spit out his own second stage, and I might have helped him if I didn’t have Holm to worry about.

      Instead, I shoved the goon aside and rushed to assist Holm. By then, he had managed to reach for his octopus, and I quickly helped him unclip it so he could switch to using it. I waited while he took a breath, worried that slicing the other one might have compromised the air flow of the cylinder. After a few seconds, though, Holm held up his hand to assure me he was okay. Relief flooded through me, but it was short-lived as Holm pointed at something behind me, his eyes wide.

      I turned and then froze in place. The gangbanger I’d kicked was swimming back toward us. He had a vicious look in his eye and some kind of contraption clutched in his hands. It was made of metal and covered in wires and microchips, and I knew at once what it was.

      Before I could do anything, the thug pressed something on the side of the box. Then he lifted both arms through the water and threw the contraption at us. I instinctively reached a hand back behind me to shove Holm further back, away from the bomb. My hand just moved through empty water, though, cold against my exposed skin. I was about to turn around when Holm’s shadow fell over me. A second later, he was in front of me, his body poised between me and the bomb as he shoved me away.

      A second after that, it exploded.

      I felt an immense pressure, like the sensation of being struck by a wave but a hundred times amplified. My regulator was knocked out of my mouth yet again as I was sent flipping through the water, spinning in circles. I tried to keep calm even as the low roar thundered around us. I’d never heard an explosion underwater before, and the sound reminded me of thunder.

      I reached for my regulator, unable to find it as I went spinning. Eventually, I felt it bump against my outstretched arm, and I quickly grabbed it and cleared it, gratefully gulping at the air that flowed from my cylinder, miraculously still strapped to my jacket.

      When I finally stopped spinning, I frantically looked around for Holm. He had jumped in front of me and taken the full brunt of the blast himself. Unfortunately, it didn’t take long for me to spot him because bright red tendrils of blood were flowing away from his body, which was floating several yards away from me, his limbs completely limp and his octopus flung far from his face.

      Every curse word I knew flew to the forefront of my mind as I swam toward him as quickly as I could. My body ached, having been hit by the blast even though Holm took most of the force in my place. I pushed past it, though. I had literally trained for this. I just needed to treat this as if it were any other rescue mission.

      Of course, it wasn’t the same as any other rescue mission. This wasn’t just some helpless local who had been kidnapped, this was Holm. My partner, who had just jumped in the way of a freaking bomb for me. I tamped down my nerves and forced myself to focus as I reached him. I wasn’t sure how long he had been without air, but I shoved his regulator back into his mouth and pressed the purge button. Then I wound my other arm around him and started swimming up, propelling us toward the surface as fast as I could will my legs to move.

      I was grateful beyond words that the water wasn’t too deep, so the surface was already close. I rushed toward the light of the sun, dragging Holm along with me. When we finally broached the surface, I made sure to lift Holm as far up out of the water as I could manage. He was a big, heavy guy, and I needed to make sure his head stayed above the surface so he could breathe.

      Only seconds after we broached the surface, I was assailed by the sounds of screaming, followed closely by gunshots. I looked around and realized that a Coast Guard boat had arrived. One of them was standing on the deck of the Coastie boat, shooting at the guy who had thrown the bomb at us. He was standing back on the deck of the fishing boat, shooting back. On my other side was Lorna, standing on the deck of our smaller boat. She was crouched down, reaching over the side as she tried to pull one of the victims up out of the water.

      “I need help!” I roared, shifting to make sure Holm stayed above the water. Lorna and one of the other Coasties both turned to look at me.

      “He got hit by a bomb!” I explained, looking to the Coasties for help. “There are more people down here, too! We need to get them out of the water!”

      The Coasties began to talk and mobilize. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but a minute later, half of them were jumping into the water, and the fishing boat was speeding away.

      Somewhere in the back of my mind, I was concerned that he was getting away. This meant that the gang would now know we were after them, and more pressingly, I just didn’t want the man who’d hit my partner with a bomb to sail off into the sunset.

      We couldn’t worry about him now, though. There were innocent people still in the water, Holm was bleeding out, and stopping the gangbanger from leaving was just too far down on our list of priorities.

      “Oh my gosh,” I heard Lorna gasp from the deck of the boat. “No!” She sounded panicked, which was understandable.

      The surrounding water was already dyed a deep, vibrant crimson.
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      The case ground to a halt.

      Holm had been severely injured in the blast. It was honestly a miracle that he hadn’t lost a limb like some of the bodies that had washed up on the beach. All in all, his injuries were relatively minor, considering how bad they could have been.

      That being said, his injuries were only ‘minor’ relative to having lost an arm or a leg. They were by no means anything to sneeze at in their own right. Since the explosion had taken place underwater, fortunately Holm didn’t have any burns, the way he might have had the bomb gone off above water. He did, however, have bruises and lacerations over ninety percent of his body. When the bomb had gone off, it had sent shrapnel flying in every direction. Since Holm had positioned himself directly in front of me, he’d been hit with hundreds of tiny shards while I came out of it relatively unscathed.

      One of the pieces of debris had struck him hard enough to break his ribs, another had hit him so hard that it broke his tibia, and yet another had punctured through his chest and into one of his lungs. That one was possibly the worst, though at least it hadn’t been his heart.

      He’d been asleep for three days now, though not really by choice. After getting him out of surgery, he’d been sedated with some pretty heavy-duty drugs. Understandable, since he’d basically been beaten and stabbed over every inch of his body.

      Naturally, I hadn’t gotten much done in that time. The first day and a half had been spent in abject, profound anxiety as I waited to learn if Holm was even going to survive, an experience that was becoming far too familiar lately. He’d lost so much blood out there in the water that by the time we’d been fished out, my own clothes and hair were steeped in it. Still, I’d stayed in the hospital until the doctors informed us that he was in stable condition, and only then had I left to get cleaned up.

      Of course, I’d come straight back after. Lorna had stayed there with me, and we’d done what little we could regarding the case right there in the hospital room, though it wasn’t much. Even then, I was too distracted worrying about Holm to think about the case. Ever since that incident out on the water, no more bodies had washed up, nobody had disappeared, and it seemed, for all intents and purposes, that the gang had disappeared.

      Maybe they had. Maybe what had happened had scared them enough to send them scurrying away with their tails between their legs. Somehow, I doubted it, but still, for the moment at least, it seemed that they’d calmed down. A small part of me was grateful for the respite since I wouldn’t have been able to focus on Holm otherwise.

      We’d tried interrogating Black Hoodie, as well. At one point, the day before, Lorna and I had headed to the station to speak to him. He folded pretty quickly, but unfortunately, he didn’t tell us anything we didn’t already know. Yes, the Southside gang was behind this. Yes, they were kidnapping people. No, he didn’t know where we could find the other gang members. The only new bit of information we were able to glean from the interrogation was that there was a second mine.

      “We went there a few times,” Black Hoodie had mumbled nervously. “But Zane didn’t like it as much. The water was deeper, and it was harder to get the gold out there. So we just kept going to the other one.”

      That name had come up again: Zane.

      We had no way of finding this second mine, though. We’d only happened upon the first one by accident as a result of running into them there. After that interrogation, I’d returned to the hospital, and I hadn’t left since.

      “Nobody died aside from one of the gang members,” Lorna informed me as she stepped back into Holm’s hospital room. She’d left to take a phone call, and now it was apparent that the call had been about the kidnapping victims Holm and I had seen out at the underwater mine.

      “Oh?” I asked, looking over at her as she sat in the chair next to me.

      “Yeah,” she continued, smiling encouragingly. “They only found his body. They managed to rescue everyone else.”

      “Good,” I replied stiffly. “That was the idea. I’m glad.” I really did mean that, even though I was sure I didn’t sound sincere in the moment.

      “Hey,” Lorna murmured softly, reaching over gently to stroke my arm. “He’s going to be okay. The doctors told us, right? He’s just sleeping.”

      “I know.” I chuckled, unable to keep from laughing. “I should be used to Holm almost dying on me, as weird as that sounds. It happens so often that you’d think I’d get used to it.”

      “He’s a good friend,” Lorna remarked, reaching down to grip my hand. “Not a lot of people would do what he did.”

      “I know,” I replied seriously. Partner or not, few people would jump in front of a bomb for another person. I laughed again. “He’s going to hold this over me for the rest of his life. You should have seen how hard he milked it the last time he saved my life.”

      “The last time?” Lorna asked, her eyebrows rising up into her hairline. “So this is a habit of his?”

      “I told you,” I muttered, “you think I’d be used to it by now.”

      “Well then you’ll definitely owe him once he wakes up,” Lorna murmured, smiling gently up at me.

      “Really?” a low, familiar voice croaked weakly, and for a second, I thought I was hallucinating. I snapped my head up at the sound and immediately locked eyes with Holm. He was watching me and Lorna, an annoyed grimace on his face.

      “Holm!” I shouted louder than I meant to as I jumped up out of my chair.

      “No,” Holm drawled, his voice raspy. “Don’t let me interrupt you two. Flirting right in front of me. While I’m dying in a hospital bed.”

      “You’re not dying.” I exhaled, halfway between a sigh of relief and a snicker. Of course the first thing Holm would do upon waking up after nearly being blown up was complain about me.

      “Feels like I am,” Holm grumbled, wincing with pain as he tried to shift in bed.

      “Don’t move around,” Lorna cautioned as she jumped up to join me at his bedside. “Do you remember what happened?”

      “Hell yes I do,” Holm grumbled. “How could I forget? That jerk threw a bomb straight at me.”

      “Why did you jump in front of me?” I asked, both grateful and furious that Holm had done that.

      “What was I supposed to do?” Holm grinned up at me. “You were just standing there like a dope. Well, floating, I guess, not standing. One of us had to do something.”

      I shook my head.

      “Well, I’m glad you’re alive,” I muttered, suddenly feeling a little abashed. Saying thank you really wasn’t enough, not when this was the umpteenth time that Holm had saved my life. I’d have to find some other way to thank him sufficiently later once we were back home.

      “Guess this means I’m out for the count,” Holm noted. “As far as this case goes, I mean.”

      “Sorry, brother,” I replied sympathetically, laying a hand on his shoulder as I did.

      “It’s up to you two,” Holm continued sagely before cracking another smile. “Try to keep from flirting for long enough to solve the case, all right?”

      “Haha, very funny,” I deadpanned. I was about to hit him with a barb in return, but I was cut off by a commotion in the hallway.

      “Sir, you can’t go in there!” a nurse outside yelled right before someone came tumbling into Holm’s room. I was alarmed at first and immediately got ready to fight until I realized that it was only Devonte. Clad in a hospital gown and hauling an IV along with him, he stumbled shakily into the room.

      “What are you doing?!” Lorna gasped as she ran over to him, helping him to stay standing.

      A couple of nurses and a security guard came rushing into the room after him, but I waved them off to show it was okay.

      “Devonte, you should be resting!” Lorna scolded him, her eyes wide with concern.

      “Michelle just called me!” Devonte explained desperately, gripping the front of his hospital gown.

      “Michelle?” Lorna blinked at him in confusion. “Who?”

      “She’s a friend of mine,” Devonte explained through gasps. “Nice lady. She’s got a kid. They’re homeless, though. They live in her car.”

      “Okay?” Lorna asked, confused as to what he was getting at.

      “They took him!” Devonte shouted desperately. “They took the kid!”

      “Who?!” I asked, my heart pounding painfully in my chest. I had a feeling I already knew who had taken him.

      “Those people!” Devonte explained, gasping for breath as he clutched his chest where he’d been shot. “The ones that were kidnapping us. Michelle told me… everything was quiet. These past few days, nothing happened. Then today, they came and took the kids! They didn’t even try to hide it. All the homeless ones, the poor ones, they came and snatched them! Stuck them in a car and drove away! Michelle’s kid is only seventeen!”

      “Oh my word,” Lorna gasped, her knees shaking as she turned to look at me.

      “I thought they were lying low after what happened the other day,” I muttered. “Looks like they were just lying in wait.”

      “Since they can’t find any more adults willing to go with them, now they’re taking kids,” Lorna gritted out, a furious expression on her face. “We have to find them.”

      “How?” I asked, reaching a hand up to card it through my hair as I racked my brain. “The police are watching the mine. They’d know if the gang went back there.”

      “The other mine!” Lorna exclaimed, her eyes lighting up. “The kid we interrogated said there was another mine, right? But that Zane didn’t like going there because the water was too deep or something.”

      “Yeah, he did say that,” I muttered, recalling the only new bit of information we’d acquired from Black Hoodie. I groaned with frustration as I rubbed the side of my temple. “We have no idea where that is, though. We don’t even have rough directions like we did with the other location like we got from Ali.”

      “No, there has to be a way,” Lorna muttered, her hands shaking and her face flushed. “Kidnapping adults was bad enough, but kids? They’re all going to die! We need to find them now, before they get them onto a boat.” She turned back to Devonte. “How long ago did Michelle call you?”

      “A few minutes,” he replied, grunting with pain, reaching into the small pocket on the chest of his hospital gown to show her his phone.

      “Wait,” I spoke up, my eyes zeroing in on the phone. “That’s it.” I turned to look at Lorna. “We can track the kids. You said Michelle’s son is seventeen? There’s no teenager I know these days that doesn’t have a cell phone. We can trace it.”

      “Wouldn’t he have to call us?” Lorna asked, but I shook my head.

      “Not necessarily,” I replied. “There are ‘find my phone’ apps. If he’s close, which he will be if he was snatched from here in town, then we’ll be able to see where he is.”

      “Well, what are you waiting for?!” Lorna exclaimed. “Track it! Hurry!”

      Of course, it wasn’t quite that simple. First, we needed to get the kid’s phone number from his mom. After Devonte gave us Michelle’s number, he was led back to his room by the nurses that had followed him into Holm’s. Then we contacted Michelle, who tearfully gave us her son’s number. That still wasn’t enough, though. We then had to break into the kid’s email account. It seemed the app wanted us to prove that we were the kid himself as a security measure, which we obviously weren’t. These apps were meant to help you find your own lost device, so we were met with multiple barriers.

      As I was doing that, Lorna got to work mobilizing the Coast Guard. Even though we didn’t have a concrete location, we weren’t taking any chances this time. Besides, this was an active emergency wherein several kids had been kidnapped.

      “I need the name of the city he was born in,” I explained to Michelle as I struggled to hack into the kid’s account using Holm’s phone. Holm himself, unable to actually help, could only watch with wide, anxious eyes as Lorna and I scrambled.

      “Right here in George Town,” Michelle explained through sobs.

      There were more questions, security codes, and what felt like endless roadblocks to finding this kid. Eventually, though, we were able to gain access using his mother’s help to answer the security questions. All in all, it took nearly an hour before we were able to gain access and track the phone. It pinged immediately in a nearby location.

      “That’s a marina,” Lorna explained as she looked at the map. “Not the same docks as before. They must be trying to avoid us. Come on, we need to hurry!”

      “We’ll be back later, Holm!” I called over my shoulder as Lorna and I sprinted out.

      “I’ll tell the Coast Guard to meet us at that marina,” Lorna assured me as we rushed down the stairs, weaving past doctors and patients as we scrambled to get out of the hospital. The two of us rushed over to her car, and we’d barely gotten inside when Lorna slammed on the accelerator and sped out of the parking lot. I had to yank on the door to get it closed since she hadn’t even waited for me to shut it all the way before taking off.

      She turned on her lights and sirens and practically flew down the street, blowing straight through stop signs and red lights and swerving expertly around other cars. She was a woman on a mission, and I knew there was no force on earth that would stop her from finding those kids.

      To our immense dismay, though, there was no fishing boat in the marina when we arrived. What was more, the ping we’d gotten was gone.

      “No!” Lorna exclaimed as the two of us jumped out of the car. A small, bright orange Coast Guard boat pulled sharply into the marina as she stared at her phone. “No, no, no, it was right here! Where did it go?!”

      “The boat’s too far away,” I replied. “The phone might have lost connection.”

      “No,” she groaned, turning to cast me a desperate look. “What do we do?”

      “The Coast Guard is here,” I pointed out, nodding toward the orange boat. “Let’s get out on the water. They can’t have gone far.”

      Lorna nodded, and the two of us raced down the marina toward the boat. The Coasties turned to watch us warily as we ran over.

      “Agent Marston!” I called out, reaching for my badge as we approached the boat. “With MBLIS!”

      “I’m the one who called!” Lorna explained. “The kids are gone. They took them.”

      “BM1 D’artanian,” one of the Coasties stepped forward to introduce himself. “Do we still have a location? I was told we had a trace.”

      “It dropped,” I explained as Lorna and I hopped onto the boat. “But it was pinging as being right here just a few minutes ago.”

      “Let’s head out, then,” D’artanian declared. “I’ll let the other teams nearby know that they’re in this area. We’ll find them.”

      I nodded gratefully, and a moment later, we were off. As we skipped across the water on the speedy little boat, I took a moment to sit down. I’d felt as though I’d just run a marathon, mentally, at least. Not even two hours ago, I’d been sitting in Holm’s room, waiting for him to wake up. Now I was on a Coast Guard boat, racing to rescue the kids we’d just been informed had been kidnapped to replace all the workers the gang had lost.

      “BM1!” one of the Coasties yelled a few minutes after we’d set off, his voice carrying even over the sound of the waves. “We’ve just received contact from one of the other teams!”

      “What is it?” D’artanian rushed over to the Coastie. I jumped up and ran over as well to listen.

      “BM1 D’artanian here,” the man called into the speaker of the comms system.

      “We’ve found the boat!” a voice called from the other end of the line. “We—wait. No! Suddenly, all we could hear were pops, followed by the sounds of shouting.

      “Hello?” D’artanian yelled into the speaker. “Do you copy? Repeat, do you copy?!”

      Nobody responded, and the BM1 turned to one of the other Coasties. “Get us to their location, now!”

      And so we switched gears, making a beeline for the coordinates of the other boat. It didn’t take us long to get there, barely a few minutes, meaning the other boat had been just ahead of us. Unfortunately, those few minutes were all it took for the gang to wipe out the small team. The boat that had found the gang boat first was even smaller than ours, with fewer Coasties on board.

      We arrived just in time to witness them all being mowed down by the gangbangers.
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      As highly trained as I was certain they were, the small handful of Coasties had been no match for the whole group of gangbangers. I thought I saw one of them dragging another to cover behind the pilothouse, but it all happened so fast and from so far away that I really couldn’t make out what was going on. The gangbangers stood on the deck of the large fishing boat still, guns in hand as they looked out at the Coast Guard boat they’d just mercilessly attacked.

      “I think we’re in for a fight,” D’artanian declared, his hands tight around the wheel.

      “Wait!” I called out as the other Coasties on the boat all got armed and ready for what was most likely an inevitable shoot-out. “We can’t shoot until we have a visual on the kids and anyone else they might have kidnapped.”

      “He’s right,” Lorna added, backing me up. “No shots fired until we figure out who is who.”

      “Are we supposed to just let them shoot at us!?” one of the Coasties balked, glaring at Holm.

      “Whatever we’re doing, figure it out now!” D’artanian shouted over the roar of the waves splashing beneath the boat. “Because we’re about to be on top of them!”

      I tensed as I looked out at the enemy’s boat. The gangbangers had all turned their focus onto us, their firearms raised in anticipation. My gaze flickered from face to face as I took a look at everyone. Not all the people on board had tattoos. It was possible that they were gang members that just hadn’t gotten tatted up yet, but it was also possible that those were more kidnapping victims. It wouldn’t be crazy to think that they’d been threatened into taking up arms against us. The gang was already threatening them into risking their lives by diving to place the bombs.

      “Just give me a chance to talk to them,” I said, eyeing the group warily.

      Just like last time, there was one man who seemed to stand out above the rest. While it might have been true that the gang didn’t have any established leaders, there was always one who tended to take the reins. His eyes met mine as I boldly stepped toward the edge of the deck.

      “Ethan!” Lorna hissed, her voice strained with concern. “Careful!”

      I didn’t have time to think of a better plan, though. Our boat had arrived and was butting right up against theirs. The gangbangers were poised at the ready, guns drawn, and the Coasties had taken up similar positions behind me. This was our only shot, however meager, of preventing this from devolving into a full-blown shoot out.

      “We just want to talk!” I called out, hands in the air to show I wasn’t armed. I could feel my pistol, heavy against my hip, yet infinitely far away in the face of so many guns. By the time I pulled it free, I’d be full of holes, so I had to hope that this negotiation would work or that the Coasties behind me had my back, in case things went south.

      I addressed the man who I assumed was in charge. He stood a little ahead of the other men, and I noticed that some seemed to glance his way, as though wanting to see what he might do first.

      “No need for anyone else to get hurt,” I added, trying my best to remain calm and level-headed as my eyes scanned the crowd. I couldn’t tell at a glance who was who. Some of the men on board looked more scared than others, but that might have just been because they were staring down a boatful of Coasties, and not necessarily because they were there against their will.

      “We’re not interested in talking,” the de facto leader shot back, chuckling darkly to himself. A few of the others joined in, backing him up with dissenting comments of their own.

      “Are you the one in charge here?” I asked, staring straight at the man.

      He was wearing a tattered gray shirt and had a strip of bloodied cloth wrapped around one arm, like he’d hurt himself and just wrapped the wound up with a shredded t-shirt instead of using a proper bandage. He grinned, setting his hands on his hips.

      “That’s right,” he replied smugly, though I noticed that a few of the other guys behind him frowned or exchanged annoyed looks. That was fine. The man’s response both confirmed my suspicions that he was the ringleader and, apparently, had upset some of the other gangbangers who clearly didn’t like that Gray Shirt was taking all the credit.

      “Well, why don’t we work something out, then?” I suggested calmly. “All we want is the kids. Tell your men to back off, and—”

      “I don’t have any interest making deals,” Gray Shirt cut me off coldly, the wild grin still on his face. “So why don’t you just turn around? Before my guys fill you all full of bullets?”

      I could feel the tension at my back as the Coasties reacted to his threat. Gritting my teeth, I stood my ground. I at least wanted to know where the kids were before the shooting started, and whether any of the men present were actually hostages.

      “There are more of us on the way,” I warned him. “You can take us out, but what about the next boat? And the next one? Come on, I only want us all to be able to leave here without any more bloodshed. On either side.” I glanced at either side of Gray Shirt. Several of the other men looked shaken now. They lowered their guns slightly, looking around to see what everyone else was doing.

      Good, I thought triumphantly to myself. I needed to throw them off, needle my way under their skin so if things did hit the fan, the Coasties would have a better chance of catching them off guard.

      “Just tell me where the kids are,” I asked, trying my best to sound like I was asking nicely and not demanding to know. I wanted nothing more than to put a bullet between the man’s eyes, or maybe just sucker punch him, but until we knew what had happened to the kids, I couldn’t be reckless.

      “Where do you think?” Gray Shirt taunted, smirking as he shot a pointed glance down at the water sloshing between our two boats. My heart sank as I followed his line of sight down into the ocean.

      “No…” I heard Lorna gasp from the helm just a few feet away. My stomach churned, and I felt like I was going to be sick with rage and trepidation. They’d already sent the kids down to plant the bombs, which meant that they were beneath us even as we spoke, maybe seconds away from drowning as a result of using all that crappy, faulty equipment.

      I balled my hand into a fist at my side, my own nails digging harshly into the skin of my palms. We had to do something. We needed to hurry and get those kids out of the water. The second any of us moved, though, the gang was sure to open fire. Then there wouldn’t be any of us left to help the kids.

      Gray Shirt chuckled and opened his mouth as though to lob another taunt our way, but before he could, a loud rumble rocked both boats. I stumbled slightly as the deck swayed beneath my feet, my blood running cold as I realized what we’d just felt was an explosion going off. It was quickly followed by another one, the low sound like a long, drawn-out groan, muffled by the water. It was quickly followed by another one, then another, more and more in quick succession until they all blurred into one long, unsettling rumble that disturbed the water and sent shockwaves that tossed the boats back and forth.

      There was just a split second of total stillness as the explosions started, and then, in the blink of an eye, all hell broke loose.

      I wasn’t sure which side fired the first shot. Maybe the gangbangers panicked at the sound of the explosion, or maybe the Coasties, enraged at the knowledge that kids were being blown up just below the surface, had lost their composure and fired first. Regardless, in a matter of moments, both sides were alight as bullets tore through the air.

      “Get down!” I heard Lorna scream a split second before I was shoved brusquely to the deck. I landed hard on my side, tingles of pain shooting up my arm as it became trapped beneath my body. “Go! Go!” Lorna urged me to move away from the side of the ship. As it was, the two of us were smack in the middle of both sides, bullets whizzing past just inches above us.

      The two of us crawled on our bellies as quickly as we could away from the carnage. Once we were back behind the line of Coasties, I turned around, reaching for my sidearm as I did. In the few moments it had taken for me and Lorna to scurry to safety, several of the gangbangers had already fallen. One of the Coasties had as well, and was being tended to by one of his fellows.

      I lifted my gun, breathing calmly as I took aim at Gray Shirt. As though sensing my gaze on him, he turned to look my way before ducking down just in time. My shot missed, and I fired again. This time, I hit one of the other gang members, but Gray Shirt continued to elude me as he scampered off, apparently fleeing from the fight.

      I took my focus off of him for now as I looked toward the rest of the thugs, taking them out one by one. Between me, Lorna, and the Coasties, the shooting only lasted a few seconds before all the gangbangers had either fallen or retreated out of sight. Fortunately, only the one Coastie on our side had been hit. As soon as the gunfire came to a standstill, a few others went to check on him. Lorna and I, meanwhile, rushed toward the side of the boat. I holstered my gun and took a running leap toward the fishing boat, barely managing to grip onto the edge of the gunwale as I crashed into the side of the boat. I could feel my fingers slipping and quickly used my other hand to reinforce my hold. Bracing against the slippery side of the boat with the bottom of my boot, I hauled myself up, grimacing against the strain in my arm muscles as I pulled myself over the edge by sheer willpower.

      I took stock of the deck as soon as I was up and over. Bodies littered the floor surrounding me, though I did spot a few other men crouched low against the other side of the boat. They threw their hands up in the air in surrender as they spotted me, and they all shook with fear.

      “Ethan!” I heard Lorna shout, and I turned around just in time to see her making the same leap. I reached out to grab her before she could fall, making quick work of pulling her up over the edge along with me.

      “Freeze!” she growled at the couple of men who were still alive. Their hands shot up higher as she pointed her gun at them. “Stay right where you are.” She turned to look at me. “I don’t see the ringleader anywhere.”

      “He ran off like the coward he is,” I spat as I looked around the boat. “He’s probably down below, unless he jumped off.”

      “Go find him,” Lorna urged. “I’ll handle these two.”

      “I need a team on that boat now!” I heard D’artanian yell behind us as he gestured toward the smaller boat of Coasties that had been brutally attacked just as we arrived. Half of the Coasties we’d arrived with rushed to aid their fallen companions while the rest began to make their way onto the gang’s boat to assist Lorna.

      Knowing they could handle the remaining two thugs, I rushed through the open doorway that led down to the lower deck. I hurried down the stairs, drawing my gun as I went, just in case I ran into Gray Shirt again. When I finally made it down to the lower deck, though, it wasn’t the de facto leader that I was met with. Instead, I came face-to-face with several terrified looking people, most of whom looked like teenagers and young adults.

      I realized, then, that we’d been lied to. The kids weren’t down in the water. They were here.

      “Watch out!” one of them yelled, pointing over my shoulder. I turned but barely managed to move my head more than a few inches to the side before something solid struck me.

      Stars danced in my vision as I tumbled forward, nearly falling to my feet as I scrambled for my gun. When I turned around fully, I found myself facing Gray Shirt. His gun was clutched tightly in his hand, though considering he’d just smacked me with it instead shooting, I assumed he was out of ammo. The hand that wasn’t holding the gun was wrapped tightly around the neck of a boy that didn’t look to be older than maybe twelve.

      “Let him go,” I growled, gritting my teeth in anger. “Come on, he’s just a kid.”

      “Stay the hell back!” Gray Shirt warned, spittle flying from his mouth as he pointed the gun first at me and then at the kid. I tensed and held my hands up, finger far from the trigger to show that I wasn’t a threat. Though I suspected that his gun was empty, I couldn’t be sure.

      “What are you going to do, huh?” I pressured him. “Even if you shoot me, there are a dozen Coast Guard members up there about to storm their way down here. You hear them, right?”

      Their heavy footsteps could be heard overhead, bustling around the deck as they all climbed aboard and got to work arresting the few remaining goons. Gray Shirt swallowed nervously, his hand trembling around the gun.

      “Or maybe you can’t shoot me at all,” I taunted. “I don’t think you have any shots left, do you?”

      I wasn’t sure if he did or not, but on the off chance that there were any bullets left in the chamber, I’d prefer it if he shot at me, and not at the kid. Hopefully, egging him on would spur him to point the firearm in my direction instead.

      It seemed I was right, though, because Gray Shirt sneered before throwing the gun at me. I winced as it hit me in the shoulder, and in the blink of an eye, Gray Shirt had pulled a knife from his pocket instead. I hadn’t even had time to point my gun at him, but I wouldn’t have anyway, not with the kid in the way.

      “Call them off,” Gray Shirt demanded as the footsteps got closer. “Call them off, or I’ll cut him open!”

      The kid, who’d been scared stiff up to that point, panicked at that. He cried out with fear and pulled against the man’s arm. Gray Shirt clenched his jaw as he gripped the kid’s shirt, trying to hold him still.

      “Let him go!” I commanded again, worried that he might stab the kid at any minute.

      Then, without warning, the kid suddenly opened his mouth wide before chomping down on Gray Shirt’s arm.

      The man howled with pain as blood spurted from beneath the kid’s teeth. Gray Shirt swiped his knife at the kid, nicking him in the ear.

      “No!” I yelled, rushing forward.

      I grabbed the kid’s arm and yanked him roughly away from Gray Shirt. The goon, apparently in too much pain to hold on, released him without struggle. I shoved the kid away and threw myself between the two of them as Gray Shirt swung the knife again. I reached up to try to stop him, and the blade cut into the skin of my hand before I was able to grip the thug’s wrist.

      He snarled at me like a wild beast as he attempted to pull himself free. I still had my gun in my other hand, but I didn’t feel confident about shooting him in here, not with all those civvies still cramped into the small space. Instead I yanked him forward by his arm and roughly head-butted him.

      Gray Shirt grunted with pain, pulling away instinctively. I took advantage of the brief window of opportunity to jam my gun back into its holster so I’d have both hands free. Once I did, I let go of his wrist and instead reached for the collar of his shirt. I used my other hand to punch him in the nose, tiny shockwaves bouncing through my knuckles as the bones crunched underneath my fist.

      Gray Shirt cried out with pain as blood gushed from his nostrils. I expected him to back up, or at least cower from the blow, but it seemed like my punch had only made him angrier. He let out a guttural scream as he swung his fists at me. To my surprise, he knew how to throw a punch, even with his nose broken. I managed to block two of his strikes before he landed one on my jaw, my teeth clattering together as he hit me.

      I grunted past the pain and went back to hit him again, striking him in the nose once more to make sure it really hurt. He screamed, but I didn’t let up, and I quickly used both hands to grip his shoulders. I shoved him down at the same moment that I brought my knee up, kneeing him hard in the face.

      Gray Shirt let out a wet, agonized cough as he stumbled backward, hitting the deck with the flat of his back. Footsteps came thundering down the steps as I crouched beside him to get him locked into handcuffs.

      “Everyone freeze!” a voice called out from above as several of the Coasties stormed down into the lower deck.

      “He’s over here!” I called, wincing against the pain in my jaw. The jerk had gotten me good before I was finally able to take him down.

      “Ethan?” Lorna’s voice called out.

      I turned and spotted her pushing her way through the pile of Coasties. She rushed over to me, kneeling beside me as she looked me over for injuries.

      “All right, it’s getting crowded in here!” one of the Coasties called out. “Everyone out, except you, and you two.” He pointed out specific people while the rest filed back out onto the upper deck. “You two get these kids out of here, I’m sure they’d like to go home to their parents. You come with me.” He and another one of the Coasties walked over to where I still had Gray Shirt pinned to the floor, and I gratefully handed him over to their custody.

      “Wait!” the kid who’d gotten cut cried out. He scrambled away from the rest of the kids and came running up to us. “Benji is still down there!”

      “Who?” I asked, my heart sinking.

      “Benji!” the boy explained. “They took him! They said they needed to test him to see if he survived. They said they were going to make him go in the water! I heard him!”

      “Dammit,” I hissed through gritted teeth as I turned back to Gray Shirt. “Is that true? Did you take one of the kids down there!?”

      “Screw you,” was all Gray Shirt said in response, spitting blood at me before tossing me a wicked, red-stained grin.

      “That explosion we heard earlier,” Lorna muttered, her eyes wide with horror. “Do you think he—”

      “No,” I cut her off before she could continue, jumping to my feet. “We don’t know that, not yet. I’m going down there.”

      “Wait!” Lorna called out, her voice airy and tense as she stood up after me. “What if there are more bombs?”

      “I’ll have to take that risk,” I replied firmly, looking her in the eyes. “We can’t wait. If that kid is down there, he could be running out of air, or hurt, or stuck. We have no idea, and I’m not leaving him to fend for himself.”

      I knew it was harsh, and she was only worried because of what had happened to Holm. Honestly, I was worried too. These guys were using unstable, homemade bombs, and if another one went off while I was down there, I wouldn’t have my partner around this time to watch my back.

      Still, there wasn’t a hint of doubt in my mind. As scared as I was, some kid was down there even more horrified. He needed someone to come and help him.
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      A dozen things were quickly set into motion after that. By the time the fight was over, a few more Coast Guard boats had arrived to assist. The kids we’d found were quickly loaded onto one, while the injured Coasties from the first boat were transferred onto another. Fortunately, and miraculously, none of them had been killed, thanks in large part to the fact that they’d all been kitted out in bulletproof vests and other protective gear. Several had been severely injured in the attack, though, and needed medical attention ASAP if they were going to survive. While that was happening, a different group of us got ready to dive.

      I made quick work of getting my wetsuit on, or at least, as quick as one could while trying to squeeze into a borrowed suit while under immense pressure. The Coast Guard dive team that had come along with us all got suited up as well. Half would focus on the bombs. If there were any left down there, then they would do what they could to determine the best way to dispose of them. The other half were with me, and our goal was to locate and rescue any survivors left down below, whether they be gangbangers or kidnapping victims. Of course, my main priority was the kid.

      Within a matter of just a few minutes, we were all ready to go, but that still seemed too long to me. A person could only hold their breath for so long, and we’d already determined that several members had drowned as a result of not properly checking their air levels.

      “All right, let’s go!” one of the Coast Guard divers declared, and the group of us all fell into the water.

      The sight that greeted us was so jarring that I almost forgot to breathe. The moment we crashed down through the surface of the water and began to sink, we were surrounded by body parts. There was shrapnel, too, bits and pieces of unidentifiable metal chunks just like what Mrs. B had found, but those completely slipped my attention amidst the human detritus floating around us.

      I could tell that the other divers were shocked as well, because several of them kept looking around, eyes wide and disbelieving. It was one thing to find a body down in the water. As Coast Guard DVs, they’d probably all seen that by now. The nightmarish scene around us was something that didn’t happen every day, though.

      A feeling of dread overtook me as I scanned around, searching for any sign of life. It seemed that the chain of explosions we’d heard earlier had done away with anyone that had been down in the water. I wondered vaguely what had happened. From the way the explosions had mounted, one after another, I assumed that the first one must have set off a chain reaction that detonated the rest. I couldn’t even tell how many people had been down here originally with so many disembodied pieces bobbing through the water.

      It wasn’t until I was practically down at the ocean floor that I spotted the two of them. At first, I almost didn’t believe it since it seemed impossible with all the surrounding carnage, but there they were, in the flesh. A large crater had been carved out of the ocean floor where the group had been mining for gold. Lying down inside the crater, surrounded by exposed lumps of gold, were a boy and an older man.

      The man was stuck beneath what looked like a large rock, probably having gotten stuck in one of the explosions. The kid wasn’t stuck, but he didn’t have his own air supply. Rather, he had the man’s secondary regulator gripped tightly in his hands as he used it to breathe. I quickly alerted the other divers to the pair, pointing down at them, before rushing over to assist.

      The man stuck beneath the rock looked up at me frantically as I approached, shoving desperately against the rock he was trapped under. I held my hands up to indicate for him to calm down and hold still as I went to check on the kid. He looked like he was on the older side, maybe nineteen or twenty, but still young, and still petrified, if the expression on his face was anything to go by.

      I set a hand on his shoulder reassuringly as the other divers arrived to help. Together, several of us braced ourselves around the rock and lifted it off of the man so he could get free. He immediately began to squirm his way out from under it, and then, to my immense shock, he suddenly shoved the kid away, tearing the secondary regulator out of his mouth as he made a mad dash for the surface.

      I immediately rushed to the kid, quickly reaching for my own alternative air source as the kid looked around in a panic, his mouth open in a silent gasp. I shoved the second stage into his mouth before he could start drowning, clamping down on the purge button in an attempt to release any water the kid had already inhaled.

      He sputtered around the regulator, squeezing his eyes shut as he tried to breathe, and I could tell he wanted to spit it out. I kept it fixed firmly in place, though, until he relaxed. He’d probably inhaled a bit of water in the few seconds before I got the regulator to him, but he’d be okay.

      Another pair of divers had arrived to assist me, and I relaxed a little as I turned to look for the jerk that had abandoned the kid as soon as he was free. Another set of divers had caught up to him and were dragging him back up to the surface.

      My blood felt like it was boiling in my veins, but I ignored it for the time being as I turned my attention back to the kid. His eyes were half-lidded, and his movements were sluggish, and I knew he must be exhausted. Carefully, the three of us made our way up to the surface, pulling him along with us. There were still two other divers that remained in the water, searching for any more survivors, but I had a feeling there wouldn’t be anyone else left to save.

      Once we were back up, the kid wasted no time in spitting out the regulator, gasping for air before breaking into another coughing fit. The two Coasties hovered around as they tended to him, hauling him over to the Coast Guard boat. Seeing that he was taken care of, I turned my attention back to the other man.

      The two divers had pulled him up onto the boat, but the man was giving them a hard time, pushing against them and trying to get free. I quickly swam over before reaching up to pull myself back onto the deck.

      “Ethan!” Lorna greeted me breathlessly as she reached out to take my hand and pull me up. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” I gritted out angrily as I tore off my mask and shrugged off my BCD jacket. I dropped both by the side of the boat before marching over to where the man was still struggling with the two Coasties. I didn’t slow down as I approached, and the man barely had time to glance up at me before I punched him hard, straight in the face.

      I knew good and well that punching someone who wasn’t technically assaulting me really wasn’t okay, as a law enforcement official. In that moment, though, I was blinded by white hot fury. This ungrateful monster had left that kid to drown the second he was free. If it hadn’t been for us, he would have eventually drowned down there, trapped under the rock as he slowly ran out of air. And yet, the moment he was rescued, his first thought was to screw someone else over. And not just anyone else, but some helpless kid that he and his group had kidnapped in the first place. They were the only two survivors after that series of explosions, and he’d tried to cull that number down to one.

      He gasped with shock and pain as my fist connected with his face.

      “Oh,” one of the divers uttered in shock as the man immediately stopped struggling, reaching both hands up to cradle his nose as he whined with pain. The two divers quickly got to work getting him under control after that, with a few more coming to assist in getting him cuffed.

      “Ethan!” Lorna called out, her eyes wide as she rushed over to me.

      I wandered away from the goon, walking over to the other end of the Coast Guard boat before sitting down on the deck, my back against the side of the pilothouse. Lorna sank down next to me, sounding just as tired as she exhaled heavily.

      “What the heck was that?” she asked, blinking at me as she leaned her head back against the wall behind us.

      “Those two divers were in distress,” I replied flippantly. “You saw that guy. He was out of control.”

      “Uh huh.” Lorna chuckled under her breath.

      “He deserved it,” I replied more seriously. “We found the kid.”

      “I saw that,” Lorna replied softly. “You and the other two brought him up.”

      “Yeah.” I nodded. “And that piece of crap almost killed him. The two of them were using the same cylinder to breathe from down there. As soon as we arrived, though, the guy pushed the kid off and made a break for it.”

      “What?” Lorna asked, tensing beside me for a moment before relaxing. “Oh, well then, you’re right. He was definitely throwing punches back there. I saw him myself. You just did what you had to in order to get him under control.” She flashed me a knowing smirk, and I smiled back weakly.

      “Nobody else survived?” Lorna asked quietly, and I shook my head.

      “I don’t think so,” I replied. “There’s a team still down there looking, but I think it’s a miracle that the kid survived at all.”

      “Well, I talked to the others,” Lorna replied. “Apparently, the kid was the only one sent down. The rest were all gang members. At first, they wanted to send all the kids down, but some of them were worried that the kids might just end up drowning right away.” She shook her head. “It was hard to get a good read on what happened. Everyone was panicking and talking at the same time. I thought it would be better to wait until we’re all back on land and they’ve had a minute to calm down.”

      “Good idea,” I agreed with a nod. “What about the other guy?” I leaned heavily back against the wall of the pilothouse, my shoulders and back aching. “The one with the gray shirt. I didn’t see him after the Coasties dragged him off.”

      “They’re probably halfway back to George Town by now,” Lorna replied. “He’ll be waiting at the station for us to interrogate, don’t worry. Just rest for now.” She reached out and gave my shoulder an encouraging squeeze.

      Part of me wanted to argue, to get up and head straight back to the station to interrogate him, but I had just about reached my limit.

      Between worrying about Holm, the gunfight, and then diving to rescue the missing kid, I was exhausted both mentally and physically.

      “Yeah,” I agreed, exhaling heavily. “You’re right.”

      We didn’t head back to land for a little while longer after that. Another team of specialized Coast Guard divers had arrived on the scene shortly after to search for any more bombs that might have been left unexploded. I wasn’t entirely sure what they planned to do if they found any. I didn’t know enough about underwater mines to know if it was better to just leave them be, though in this case, their proximity to land might have been an issue.

      Regardless, Lorna and I waited around a while as we observed the goings-on. This was still our case, and I wanted to make sure I stayed aware of everything that happened. Eventually, though, it was determined that there were neither bombs nor bodies left to recover, and the operation switched gears into a clean-up process. That was when Lorna and I finally hitched a ride back with some of the other Coasties.

      “It looks like your case is all wrapped up, then,” Lorna noted as the two of us stood side by side, elbows braced against the side of the boat as it skipped over the water on its way back to shore. She flashed me a warm smile. “Job well done, Ethan.”

      “We still need to do some final interrogations,” I replied, sea foam and water droplets prickling against the skin of my arms. “But yeah. Looks like things are just about finished.”

      “That’s a shame,” Lorna replied sullenly, crossing her arms as she turned around to lean her back against the gunwale of the boat. “Not that you solved your case, I mean. Just that this means you’ll be leaving soon, right?”

      “Oh, yeah…” I replied, flushing a little at the sly, knowing smile she sent my way.

      “We don’t have to get to that interrogation right away, do we?” she suggested. “Actually, it might be good to wait a bit. Those guys deserve to stew a little for what they did, right?”

      “Yeah,” I agreed, grinning back at her. “I’m sure we can spare a little time. I need to wait until Holm is recovered, anyway. It’s not like I can just leave him here.”

      “I’ll have to thank him later, then.” Lorna laughed, reaching over to grip my hand. My smile broadened as I leaned down to press my lips against hers.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            24

          

          

      

    

    







            ETHAN

          

        

      

    

    
      Of course, eventually, we had to come back to reality. Lorna and I had elected to take a day—and night—off following the showdown out on the boat, but after that, it was time to get back to work. Before heading to the station to interrogate the man in the gray shirt, though, we stopped by the hospital to check in on Holm.

      “So all the kids were okay?” Holm asked as we finished explaining everything to him. He sighed with relief, leaning back into his pillows. “Good. I haven’t been able to relax ever since Devonte came rushing in here, yelling about how they were snatching up kids now.” He frowned at us. “But if this all happened two days ago, you could have come and told me before now. What were you two doing all day yesterday?” He shot me a pointed look as Lorna pretended to be very interested in whatever was playing on the small hospital room TV.

      “Just wrapping up loose ends with the case,” I replied, evading his question.

      “Speaking of Devonte,” Lorna cut in as she got to her feet, “I think I’ll go and pay him a visit since we’re here. I’ll meet you back outside, Ethan?” She smiled down at me, and I nodded in response. After she left, Holm let out a judgmental tsk.

      “You really can’t help yourself, can you?” he asked, raising an eyebrow at me.

      “I have no idea what you are talking about,” I replied, unable to keep the grin off my face as I thought back to the previous day.

      Maybe it had been a bit inconsiderate of us not to give Holm an update as to what was happening, but we’d been busy. Yesterday would likely be the last day Lorna and I got to spend any time together since she would be going back to her normal police work now that the case was settled.

      “Well, whatever,” Holm replied with a chuckle, hissing with pain as he tried to sit up straighter.

      “Whoa, where are you going?” I asked, motioning for him to lie back down with my hands.

      “Nowhere, apparently,” Holm grumbled, his eyebrows knitting together as a grumpy expression overtook his face. “Why is it that I always wind up missing the ends of cases because I’m stuck in the hospital? Usually after saving your sorry butt as well.”

      “That doesn’t always happen,” I muttered back. “I do appreciate that second part, though. How are you feeling?” My eyes roved down from his face to his injured body. Though I couldn’t see it under the blankets, I knew he was riddled practically head to toe with tiny cuts, lacerations, and bruises.

      “Could be worse,” Holm replied. “I could have gotten my arms and legs blown off like those other bodies we found.”

      “You’re right about that,” I replied, my mind drifting back to the scene I’d witnessed after diving off the boat in search of the kid. I didn’t think I’d ever get the image of all those floating body parts out of my mind. I shook my head, dispelling the disconcerting image.

      “What’s going to happen to the gold?” Holm asked. “Now that people know it’s down there, there’s bound to be other lunatics that go looking to get their hands on it.”

      “I’m not sure,” I replied. “I know that, for now, the British government has seized control of the areas where the mines are. Whether they’ll close them off or start up their own legitimate mining operations, I can’t say. What I do know is that no more kids or indigent people are going to be kidnapped to work as slaves on them.”

      “Well, that’s what we came here for,” Holm replied. “So I’m happy with that.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed. “Hopefully, this means we won’t have any more issues with the Southside gang. Lorna and I will have to talk to their leader first, to see if there are any more fringe groups that we need to worry about.”

      “I thought they didn’t have leaders.” Holm snickered under his breath.

      “Well, the guy we arrested sure seemed comfortable barking orders at everyone,” I retorted as I got to my feet. “Speaking of which, I need to get going. Lorna needs to get back to her normal duties, so we can’t put the interrogation off any longer.”

      “All right,” Holm replied, raising a hand weakly to say goodbye. “Well, get back here once you’re finished. I can’t tell what’s worse, being bored here alone or having Devonte come and bother me every few hours.”

      “I’ll bring us some dinner on the way.” I laughed as I turned to leave.

      I headed out of the hospital and back down to the parking lot to wait for Lorna to finish speaking to Devonte. She joined me just a few minutes later, and then the two of us were off, on our way back to the police station.

      Gray Shirt was waiting for us when we arrived. Lorna had called ahead and arranged for one one of the other officers to set him up in an interrogation room.

      “We ran his prints,” the officer explained as he led us down to the interrogation room. “His name is Zane Marshfield. He’s a local, actually, born and raised here in the Cayman Islands.”

      “Really?” Lorna blinked at him, her steps faltering for a moment in surprise. “How strange. How did he end up with the Southside gang? And as a leader, to boot.”

      “We should ask him,” I replied as we reached the room where Marshfield was waiting. There was no fanfare as the officer pushed open the door, and as we stepped inside, I nearly did a double take.

      Marshfield was so badly disfigured that I barely recognized him. His nose was swollen, crooked, and an alarming shade of purple. The skin around his eyes was that same upsetting color, and one eye was about twice as big as the rest. I remembered breaking his nose with my fist and then kneeing him in the face, but I didn’t realize the damage had been so severe.

      Honestly, I didn’t feel bad about it.

      “This is cruelty,” Marshfield hissed at the officer before turning his gaze onto us. “I’m in pain.”

      “Are you?” Lorna asked, and I could tell she was trying hard not to bite back with some sarcastic response. “That’s too bad. Maybe after we talk, you can—”

      “Torture is illegal,” Marshfield hissed as Lorna and I sat down. The officer who accompanied us left the room and shut the door behind him without a word.

      “Torture?” I repeated. “Who’s being tortured?”

      “You,” Marshfield gritted out, and for a second, I thought he was answering my question. “You did this.” He pointed at his gruesome-looking face. “I am in pain, and I am being kept here against my will, not allowed to go to a hospital—”

      “You were already treated at the hospital,” Lorna interrupted him sharply, and Marshfield clamped his mouth shut in surprise at her harsh tone. “The same day you were arrested. The doctors deemed it safe for you to be discharged.”

      “But… I’m in pain!” Marshfield insisted, repeating those same words over and over as though he thought that was his key to escaping this situation.

      “And that really is too bad,” Lorna replied sarcastically. “But you’re not squirming your way out of this conversation just because your nose hurts.”

      Marshfield’s hands, which were cuffed in front of him, tightened into fists. I tensed for a moment, worried he might suddenly lunge and try to attack us. He didn’t move from his seat, though, aside from rocking slightly back and forth. I thought that was a kind of strange reaction given that he didn’t really seem nervous otherwise. Then I noticed that he was sweating pretty profusely, and though I couldn’t really tell because of how swollen his face was, he appeared to be grimacing, as though he really was in pain.

      Something still felt off, though. Marshfield wasn’t a very good actor, so I could tell he was lying when he insisted that he was in pain because of the broken nose. Something certainly was causing him to shift around uncomfortably, though, and when I looked down and noticed he was picking at the skin around his fingernails with his other hand, it hit me.

      “He’s not in pain,” I muttered as I leaned back in my chair to observe him as his eyes darted over to me. “Not because of the injuries, anyway. He’s in withdrawal.”

      Lorna looked at me before turning to look back at Marshfield, whose glower just deepened.

      “I’m right, aren’t I?” I taunted. “That’s why you’re fidgeting around so much and practically begging us to take you to the hospital. What you want is drugs. It’s been over forty-eight hours now since you were arrested, hasn’t it? That’s a long time to go without a fix.”

      Marshfield bared his teeth at me, or tried to, at least. His face was so stiff and swollen that he only managed to shoot me a grotesque half-smile.

      “Oh, I see,” Lorna hummed, shaking her head derisively. “It makes sense now why you would target addicts. It takes one to know one, as they say. You knew only someone who was really desperate for a fix would do something that crazy. Agent Marston is right, isn’t he? You’ve been sitting here for two days now, you must be going out of your mind.” She snorted, crossing her arms defiantly over her chest. “Well, you won’t be getting anything to help with that, so just forget it.”

      Marshfield looked like he wanted to scream after hearing her declaration, his face turning bright red in the spots that weren’t already black and blue.

      “Unless…” I hummed, pretending to think on it for a moment. I waited until he and Lorna had both turned to face me. “Well, we still need to know if there are any other gang factions out there we need to worry about. We took down the big group back in Trinidad and Tobago, and then this group rose from the ashes and started causing trouble here in George Town. I want to know if there are any more of you scurrying around out there.”

      Marshfield glared at me with his one unswollen eye, though it hardly felt menacing with his whole face all battered up.

      “You’ll let me go back to the hospital if I answer your questions?” Marshfield asked, gnashing his teeth.

      “We’ll tell the doctors that you’re in pain and could use a mild painkiller,” Lorna snapped. “It won’t be coke, or whatever it is you really want, but it’ll be better than Tylenol. Take it or leave it. And keep in mind that we don’t really need your cooperation. We caught you red-handed. We watched you and your friends shoot down members of the Coast Guard. Honestly, you should be thanking Agent Marston for even offering you a deal like this in the first place.” She leaned back in her seat, affording the man no inch of mercy. She could be so cold when it came to interrogating suspects, but even that was an aspect of her that I found alluring.

      Marshfield didn’t look particularly happy about her response, but given no other choice, he eventually folded.

      “Okay,” he grumbled under his breath, his shoulders slumping with disappointment before inching back up. Marshfield kept moving around like that, as though he felt uncomfortable in his own skin.

      “Let’s start with what you’re doing back here,” I began, cutting straight to the chase. “We looked into you. We saw that you used to live here, but I assume you must have left at some point to join up with the gang since they’re not native to this area. Why did you lead them back here?”

      “To get the gold!” Marshfield snapped back at me, rolling his shoulders. “Why do you think?”

      “How did you know there was gold down there?” Lorna asked.

      “I’d seen it before,” Marshfield explained through gritted teeth. “While I was diving. With my dad.”

      “You’re a diver, then?” I asked. “A real one? Not like all those poor people you sent to their deaths?”

      “Yeah,” Marshfield bit back flatly. “My dad taught me. We used to go out together, looking for treasure. Once, when I was a kid, he came and woke me up before school. He showed me this little rock, only it was shiny and kind of softer than a normal rock.”

      “It was gold?” I ventured a guess, and Marshfield nodded.

      “Yeah,” he replied softly. “Told me he’d found a spot not too far out on the water where it was just sitting there.”

      “On the ocean floor, you mean?” I asked.

      “Yes, man!” Marshfield grunted angrily. “Do I have to spell everything out for you!?”

      “Watch it,” Lorna warned him icily. “Like I said, we don’t have to sit here and speak with you. If you’d rather go back to your cell, you are more than welcome to—”

      “No, I’m sorry, okay?” Marshfield grumbled, casting Lorna a petulant look before turning back to me. “Yeah, on the ocean floor. After that day, we went out a few times together to look for more. We found some, a few times, but just little pieces. Pa used to say that there was a lot more that we just couldn’t reach because it was all underground. Or, under the ground under the water. Whatever, you know what I mean.”

      “Yeah.” I nodded. “So that’s how you knew where the gang should search.”

      “I never forgot,” Marshfield replied. “Even after I left George Town, it was always on my mind.” He shook his head. “All that gold just sitting there. If only there was a way to get to it, then I could just take it. Like stealing, but a million times easier.”

      “And then you figured out a way to do just that,” Lorna remarked, her voice dripping with venom.

      “I read about underwater mining,” Marshfield replied. “I didn’t really understand it, to be honest, but it got me thinking. I knew there was gold down there. And I know when they want to mine in quarries and mountains and stuff, they use dynamite. So I thought to myself, why don’t we just do that?”

      “It didn’t occur to you that it might be, I don’t know, dangerous?” I asked him dryly.

      “So what?” Marshfield snorted. “Lots of things in life are dangerous. Running with Southside was dangerous, but you don’t get anything in life if you don’t go for it, and I went for it.” He grinned smugly, looking really proud of himself. “It took some work, you know. I had to figure out how to make bombs that would actually blow up underwater. I had to go back and find the right spot again. That’s how I found the second location, kind of by accident. It took weeks for me to get it all going. By the time I did, though, I had everyone convinced that this would work. They all saw that I knew what I was talking about. We had a good system.”

      “Did you?” Lorna interrupted before he could go on stroking his own ego. “Because we’ve been pulling bodies off the beach for weeks now.”

      “Sometimes you have to crack a few eggs to make an omelet,” Marshfield retorted. “Isn’t that what they say? Well, they were the eggs. Somebody had to go down there and set off the bombs. Somebody had to go and dig the gold out.”

      “First off…” Lorna chuckled humorlessly as she scowled at Marshfield. “That’s not what that expression means. And second, did you really think that was a sustainable plan? Even if these people were all disposable to you, you didn’t think you’d eventually run out of people?”

      “There’s always more,” Marshfield shot back, a wicked smirk on his face. “There’s plenty of people in the world that nobody would miss. We should have left George Town a while ago.” The smirk slipped off of his face, replaced with a frown. “I told the others we needed to start looking for workers somewhere else, but those damned idiots wouldn’t listen to me. They were too lazy, just wanted to keep hitting up the same few spots even after people started catching on.”

      “I guess that’s just what happens when your organization isn’t actually organized,” I quipped. “But to get back to the point, you came up with this awful plan, and then sent people with no dive experience down to do your dirty work, fully expecting them to die in the process?”

      “No,” Marshfield scoffed, looking at me like I was the one saying something crazy. “It’s not like I wanted them to die. If they did, we’d be down a worker and out whatever equipment they had on them. You know how expensive all that crap is? We stole what we could, but you can only really rob a store once before they know your face and blacklist you.”

      I was gripped, suddenly, with the urge to punch him. He didn’t care at all if people lost their lives to an awful, watery death. He only cared about losing his equipment and labor force. I had to take a deep breath to keep my tone and expression calm, and Marshfield continued on his own before I could ask any other questions.

      “Why do you think I only sent that one runt down?” He scoffed. “The other guys wanted to go ahead and send all the kids down right away, but I knew that we’d only be screwing ourselves if we did. They’d wind up drowning and taking all of our tanks and BCD jackets with them.”

      “So that was your idea?” I asked, and Marshfield nodded.

      “The others were mad, but I wasn’t about to lose all of our workers and all of our stuff in one day,” he spat, shaking his head with annoyance. “I told them we needed to send them down one at a time, see how they did, and show them the right way to plant the bombs and set them off. If they all got themselves blown up on day one, then all the work we put in getting them in the first place would have been for nothing!”

      “You have got to be kidding me,” Lorna muttered when Marshfield finally paused to breathe, her face twisted up into a disgusted grimace. “So you’re telling me that you stopped them from sending the kids down not because you were worried about them, but because you were worried you would lose your air tanks in the event that they died while down there?”

      She stared directly into Marshfield’s eyes, and I could tell she was holding herself back from physically attacking him. Honestly, I couldn’t blame her. I was good at concealing my emotions, but internally, I was raging. Marshfield really didn’t care who was hurt or how many people died, so long as he got his gold in the end.

      “How many other members are still out there?” I asked, cutting through the mounting tension.

      “What?” Marshfield muttered intelligently as he pulled his gaze away from Lorna to look at me.

      “MBLIS took down the Southside gang weeks ago in Trinidad and Tobago,” I replied firmly. “But you regrouped and came to the Cayman Islands to run your little gold-mining venture. I want to know who else is still left out there aside from the group you led over here.”

      “How the heck should I know?” Marshfield grumbled. He’d gone back to picking at the skin on his hands.

      “Because if you don’t tell us something useful,” Lorna sneered, “I’m going to walk you back to your cell and leave you there. Then I’ll go and arrange your arraignment date.” She paused for a moment to lean closer to him over the table. “But the thing is, Zane, I have a lot of work on my plate. Between Batabano and, well, all the messiness that you and your friends caused, it might slip my mind. And, normally, arraignments would be scheduled as soon as possible after an arrest, but I think, in this case, I might end up dropping the ball. I might totally forget to get around to it until the very last moment.” She leaned back in her chair, her eyes still fixed on Marshfield.

      “Do you know what the maximum limit is for scheduling an arraignment in the Cayman Islands?” she asked as a bead of sweat rolled down Marshfield’s forehead. “Twenty-eight days. Legally, your arraignment can be no longer than twenty-eight days out from the day you were arrested. That was two days ago, so it looks like you’ve still got twenty-six to go.” She smiled innocently at him. “I can’t imagine how bad you’ll feel after going another few days without a fix, let alone four weeks—”

      “I’m gonna!” Marshfield suddenly growled, jumping to his feet. The table rocked slightly as he bumped into it, and I was standing up a moment later.

      “Sit back down,” I ordered, challenging him to disobey with an unblinking stare.

      He glared back at me for a few seconds before plopping back into his chair, looking like a kicked puppy.

      “Okay,” I murmured, slowly sitting back down myself. “Let’s try that again. Are there any more of you?”

      “Not really,” Marshfield replied sullenly, without any snarky comments this time. “After I got everything figured out, I rounded up everyone I could find and told them my plan. Most of them agreed it was a good idea and came with me.”

      “All right,” I replied, still on alert in case he got aggressive again. “But you said ‘most.’ Not all. How many refused to come with you?”

      “Only a few of them,” Marshfield explained with a shrug. “I think they wanted to do their own thing. I didn’t ask, though, since I didn’t really care.”

      “I see,” I replied, relaxing internally.

      A handful of members likely wasn’t a threat. At that point, they weren’t even a gang anymore, just a few thugs scattering in different directions like insects fleeing a destroyed nest. It looked like, finally, there was nothing left of Southside.

      “I think we’re done here, then.” I turned to Lorna. “We got our confession and verbal confirmation that this really was the last of the gang.”

      “No, we’re not done!” Marshfield insisted angrily. “You said you’d let me go to the hospital if I talked!” He slammed his cuffed fists down onto the table.

      “Settle down,” Lorna replied with a scoff. “Someone will be by to take you. Eventually.”

      Marshfield looked like he wanted to argue further, but he kept his mouth clamped shut. He probably didn’t want to risk angering Lorna to the point that she changed her mind entirely.

      With that, the two of us left the interrogation room. Walking through that doorway was a relief, like a weight was lifted off my shoulders. This was one less threat the agency would have to contend with from now on.

      The officer who’d accompanied us was still by the door, and Lorna let him know that we were finished with the interrogation. Then, true to her word, she told him to arrange to have Marshfield taken to the hospital.

      “I’m a little surprised,” I remarked a few minutes later as the two of us were stepping out into the parking lot. “It was nice of you to keep your word and let him see a doctor.”

      “Well, we made a deal,” Lorna replied. “As much as I hated it, I feel like it would have been wrong not to at least let him do that much. And besides,” she smiled smugly up at me, “he’s going to spend the rest of his life behind bars. One day of respite won’t change that.”

      “True.” I snickered. “He better enjoy it while he can.”

      “Speaking of enjoying things while we can,” Lorna hummed, stepping in front of me to halt me in my tracks. “I don’t technically have to start back on my normal police work until tomorrow. Maybe we could go and get something to eat, just you and me.” Her smile broadened, and I felt my heart skip a beat.

      “Ah… I promised Holm I would bring him dinner,” I replied. As much as my brain was yelling at me not to be an idiot in turning her down, I didn’t want to go back on my promise to my partner, either.

      “It’s barely noon,” Lorna replied, quirking an eyebrow up at me. “I’d say you’ve got several hours before he’ll be expecting you. Seems like plenty of time to do, well, all sorts of things.” She shrugged innocently, but there was nothing innocent about the suggestive, half-lidded look she sent my way. “But if you don’t want to…” She trailed off.

      “Are you using your interrogation tactics on me?” I laughed, winding an arm around her shoulders.

      “Is it working?” she teased, her cheeks a pretty shade of red.

      “Yeah,” I admitted, my voice dropping to a whisper as I leaned down to press my lips against hers just like I had back on the boat. She was right.

      We had plenty of time.
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      “Did you make it back in time with Holm’s dinner?” Mac asked, grinning broadly. “Be honest.”

      “I was a little late,” I admitted with a shrug, smiling as I thought fondly back on the memory of that day.

      “I remember those days,” Bill added dreamily, chuckling under his breath. “Ladies love a military man!”

      By that point, the worst of the hurricane had passed. As the night stretched on, people had left one by one, picked up by family or the brave rideshare drivers who were willing to go out in the rain. A few had stayed behind to hear the end of the story, though, including Bill, and of course, the kids.

      “Ethan was already retired then, though,” Charlie pointed out. “Well, retired from being a SEAL.”

      “Doesn’t matter,” Bill insisted gruffly. “It’s an attitude! The way a person walks and talks and carries themselves! That doesn’t go away, you know, and the ladies can tell.” He reached out and gripped Charlie’s shoulder to give it a shake. “I bet a young Navy man like you is popular with the girls!”

      “Uh, sure,” Charlie replied stiffly, his face glowing red.

      “Please,” Mac snorted, stifling her laughter behind her glass. “Charlie wishes.”

      “I am!” Charlie insisted, pouting at her. He looked down at the bar top, obviously embarrassed at suddenly being the center of attention, especially as the butt of Mac’s joke.

      “So how did you get that gold nugget?” Ty asked, coming to Charlie’s rescue.

      “What?” I blinked at him before realizing he was talking about the nugget I’d shown them the last time they were here.

      “Yeah, what happened to all the gold they found?” Mac added. “And what was still left in the mine? Did the government take control of it in the end like you thought?”

      “Yes,” I replied. “Honestly, I’m not sure what happened with that, or whether they started mining gold there officially. I imagine it would have been pretty troublesome having to work everything out between Great Britain, the Cayman Islands, and who knows how many conservation agencies.”

      “Yeah, there’s already a lot of pollution around the coral reefs in those areas because of all the tourists,” Mac noted. “I can’t imagine that wrecking the ocean floor would be good for those ecosystems.”

      “That’s why underwater mining is so rarely done,” I replied with a nod. “As for how I got that piece, I sort of accidentally stole it.”

      “Accidentally?” Ty asked dryly. “Come on, we know you’re a klepto, Ethan. Isn’t half of your Rogue stuff stolen?”

      “Not that much,” I replied defensively. “And most of it wasn’t even stolen by me.”

      “Just gifted to you,” Mac amended, “after someone else stole it.”

      “I shouldn’t have even called it stealing.” I laughed. “I just happened to put it in my pocket while we were diving, right before Holm got hit with that explosion. I didn’t notice it until later, when we were packing to head back home.”

      “Yeah, that’s fair.” Jeff nodded. “It’s not stealing if it didn’t belong to the government yet. It was just sitting there on the ocean floor. It’s not stealing if you take a pearl out of a clam you got from the ocean, right?”

      “Wait, is it not?” Charlie murmured, his eyebrows furrowing together as he thought it over. “Is the ocean public property?”

      “I think it is,” Mac mumbled, playing with the straw in her half-finished drink. “So it’s kind of unfair that the British government just seized those mines, when you think about it.”

      “Honestly, that’s all above my paygrade,” I interjected. “Like I said, I don’t really know what happened after they took control of the area. My job was to find and arrest the bad guys. Realistically, though, it’s probably good that they took control. Who knows who else might have gotten themselves hurt trying to imitate the gang?”

      “Yeah, good point,” Ty replied. “People get crazy desperate when it comes to money. Speaking of crazy and desperate, though, what happened to that other guy you arrested?”

      “What other guy?” Jeff asked, looking at his friend in confusion.

      “The guy who pushed the kid when they were both underwater,” Ty elaborated. “The one that Ethan punched in the face.”

      “Ah, him,” I replied. “He was arrested. He wasn’t anyone important, like Zane, just another gang member. What he did was messed up, but there wasn’t much point in interrogating him. He’s probably sitting in a jail cell right now.”

      “Good,” Mac grumbled, her voice laced with anger. “I can’t believe he did something like that! The poor kid. It was already over for him. He didn’t have to make it worse for everyone by trying to drown a kid!”

      “Yeah, that was dumb,” Jeff agreed with a nod. “But then these guys didn’t seem all that smart in the first place.”

      “Are criminals ever smart?” Charlie scoffed, clinking together the ice cubes in his empty glass. “If they were, they wouldn’t break the law, right?”

      “Some of them are smart,” I replied somberly, the hairs on the back of my neck standing on end as I thought back to what had come not long after the issues in George Town. “Like Hariska. She was smart.”

      “She couldn’t have been all that smart,” Jeff remarked smugly, crossing his arms and leaning his elbows down on the bar top. “If she kept going after you guys. I mean, you’re here, which means she didn’t kill you, which means you guys beat her, eventually. Right?”

      “Right,” I replied, offering him a smile as his grinned widened.

      The four kids all turned to converse among themselves, trading theories on what Hariska’s deal was and how it was that we finally stopped her. As they chattered, though, I couldn’t help but let my gaze wander over to the stool at the end of the bar. It was worn out, pulverized practically, having survived multiple gunshots and being thrown clear across the bar. It was the only thing that had survived the remodel of the Rolling Thunder, and for as long as I was the owner, it would stay that way.

      “You have something on your mind?” Bill asked quietly.

      When I turned to look at him, he was watching me with a soft, almost sad smile.

      “Nah, not really,” I replied.

      “Oh, don’t give me that.” Bill laughed under his breath. “I’ve seen that look before, many times. I imagine I’ve had that look on my face a time or two as well. You were remembering something, and something not so nice by my estimation.”

      I smiled. Of course a seasoned vet like Bill would recognize when someone was recalling something particularly horrible.

      “Hey, what are you two whispering about?” Ty suddenly called out, the alcohol in his blood making him a little more noisy than perhaps he normally would have been. “Is Ethan telling you about the next story?” He gasped dramatically. “Is he telling you why he’s so hung up about that stool?”

      “Jeez, give it a rest,” Charlie groaned. “He’s never telling us that. There’s probably nothing to tell. Ethan just likes making the bar seem cool and mysterious.”

      “Well, you’re not totally wrong about that last part,” I conceded. “I do like to think that I did a good job transforming this place into something better than the tacky little watering hole that it used to be. But there is a story behind that old thing—” I glanced over at the stool, smiling to myself. “And why I’ll never move it from there.”

      “What is it?” Jeff asked, his eyes shining brightly with unbridled curiosity. “What’s the story?” He clasped his hands together. “Come on, please? I have to leave soon.”

      “Well, you can’t deny a man his only wish right before he’s about to be deployed, can you?” Bill chuckled as he looked up at me. “Have a heart, Ethan.”

      “Yeah, have a heart, Ethan!” Mac repeated Bill’s words, though much more aggressively.

      “All right,” I gave in as the kids all started to badger me about it. I help my hands up to call for silence. “But not tonight. It’s late, and the rain has finally let up a little. You kids should all head home while you still can, before it gets worse again. You too, Bill.”

      “He’s right about that,” Bill agreed with a nod as he slipped off of the stool he was on. “We’re in what they call the ‘eye’ of the storm. A few hours from now, we’ll get another bad round of it before it clears up for good.”

      “Uh, fine.” The kids all grumbled and groused as they got ready to leave.

      “But next time for sure, Ethan!” Charlie insisted, half commanding and half pleading.

      “Okay.” I laughed. “Next time for sure, I’ll tell you about the stool.”
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      Hey, if you got here, I just want you to know that you’re awesome! I wrote this book just for someone like you, and if you want another one, it is super important that you leave a review.

      The more reviews this book gets, the more likely it is there will be a sequel to it. After all, I’m only human, and you have no idea how far a simple “your book was great!” goes to brighten my day.

      Also, if you want to know when the sequel comes out, you absolutely must join my Facebook group and follow me on Amazon. Doing one won’t be enough because it relies on either Facebook or Amazon telling you the book is out, and they might not do it.

      You might miss out on all my books forever, if you only do one!

      Here’s the link to follow me through e-mail.

      Here’s the link to my Facebook Group.
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