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      Robbie peered through the window of the pilothouse as his boat cut through the water like butter. Even now, nearly a full year after he’d received it, he still sometimes found himself marveling at the vessel. It had been a surprise birthday gift from Aurora, and boy, had Robbie ever been surprised.

      Really, after so many years together, he should have been used to her extravagant gestures and gifts. Sometimes, Robbie still got sticker shock when he realized how much she’d spent on a spontaneous, last-minute purchase or trip, but Aurora acted like it was all just pocket change. This boat had been like that. A Viknes Skilso 39, sleek and built with speed and power in mind and with a price tag to match.

      “You need it!” Aurora had insisted when she’d surprised him with it. “You’re always sailing around. It’s not safe! People get lost at sea all the time! If you’re going to be playing around out on the water, then at least use a decent boat!”

      Robbie had thought that she was being a little too anxious. After all, he was a former SEAL. And he’d grown up in Florida, around water practically since the day he was born. If anyone had the skills to survive an open-water emergency, it was him.

      Of course, he wasn’t about to say no to the boat. Though Aurora’s fears were, in his opinion, mostly unfounded, it was still a pretty great vessel. It was decked out with a small galley, two sitting areas, and even a bedroom on the lower deck, which meant that Robbie had everything he needed for long-haul trips. Ever since he’d retired a few years back, these trips had become a regular thing.

      It wasn’t unusual for him to take off for a week or two at a time, sometimes a bit longer if Aurora was busy or away somewhere. That was really the only major downside of these trips for him. Aurora had never been a huge fan of open water. Though she loved the beach and would happily spend hours sunbathing, just stepping on a boat made her queasy. Robbie had never figured out why. To his knowledge, she’d never had a traumatic experience or anything that could have caused the fear. When he asked her, she’d only muttered something about how it was just too big and mysterious and unpredictable.

      In that regard, Robbie supposed she was right. The ocean was dangerous. Anyone who’d ever worked a job related to water knew that well enough. A riptide could pull an unsuspecting swimmer hundreds of feet from the shoreline in the blink of an eye. A sudden, bad storm could capsize a fishing boat. And then there was the sea life, which was a mystery all its own. Still, where most people were cautious of it, Aurora was fully terrified of the ocean.

      It wasn’t like Robbie was just ditching her, though. Aurora wasn’t just sitting around at home, twiddling her thumbs as she waited for him to get back. In fact, Robbie was pretty sure she was in Egypt right now. Or maybe she’d already left Egypt and headed off to Greece. Robbie couldn’t remember which one she was planning to visit first. Though she had no interest in sailing, she shared Robbie’s love of travel and adventure. The main difference was their mode of transportation. Where Robbie was of the opinion that the journey itself was the fun part, Aurora generally preferred any means of traveling that didn’t involve boats.

      And it was boats, specifically, that she didn’t like because she adored traveling. As a matter of fact, she’d been doing a lot of it in the past year. One of the reasons Robbie had spent so much of the past year sailing around on his own was because Aurora was always gone, not that he blamed her.

      About a year ago, Aurora’s father had suddenly, and rather unexpectedly, passed away. It had come as a shock since he’d been as healthy as a horse right up until it happened, or so it had seemed. A heart attack had claimed his life one quiet evening without any fanfare. One day, he was there, and then, suddenly, he was gone.

      Aurora had not taken it well.

      She’d always been sensitive and a bit emotional, and losing her father had pushed her into a state that Robbie really wasn’t sure how to handle. His once clever and level-headed wife had suddenly become a trembling shell of her former self. Oh, she was still kind, and it wasn’t like she was stupid now, but it felt like she spent all of her time traipsing around the world, doing little else aside from lounging around and having fun.

      Robbie, of course, let her do as she pleased. He’d never been able to say no to her, and after her father passed, he’d done everything he could to make sure she was as calm and happy as possible. Sometimes, he wondered if he’d gone about it the wrong way because, as much fun as she was having, at times, it seemed like she was losing herself. Though she’d inherited the business from her father a year before his death, she’d suddenly lost all interest in it after he died. She’d hired a team of executives to handle it for her and just… walked away.

      Robbie wasn’t happy about it, but he wasn’t about to tell her off or anything. In the end, it was her business. They might be married now, but Robbie respected that Fiume Infinito was the company her family had built from the ground up. It was hers, and if she wanted to set the whole thing ablaze one day, well, Robbie would still support her. He might try to dissuade her, but in the end, his job was to back her up, no matter what she did and no matter what she needed.

      That entire sense of purpose was what had brought Robbie to be in this position in the first place. The thing was that Robbie had a little secret. It wasn’t anything bad, per se, but he still kept it a secret, if only because he knew Aurora would be worried sick if she knew.

      The truth was that Robbie hadn’t totally set aside his investigator hat, even after he’d retired from MBLIS. Every once in a while, he’d do a little private investigating on the side. Never anything wild, like back when he was an agent, of course. He didn’t have the resources to pull that off, for one, but also, he was a civilian now, which meant that he didn’t have any authoritative powers to conduct arrests. The other side of that same coin was that he was no longer beholden to the rules of being an agent. Sucker-punching someone to get information, for example, would not have flown back when he was still with MBLIS. Now that he was just a civilian, though, there was nobody to call him on it.

      Assuming he didn’t get caught, of course, which he never had been. The risk was low, considering the people he dealt with. Some punk who’d swindled a confused old granny out of her life savings wasn’t likely to call the police on Robbie after getting his nose bashed in because doing so would incriminate him as well. In Robbie’s experience, bad people tended not to want to get the police involved, which meant he was pretty much free to do whatever he wanted, to a degree.

      This last case, though, had him a little nervous. This one involved Aurora, which made this personal to him. Robbie needed to get to the bottom of this and nip it in the bud before it got out of hand, and he needed to do it all without Aurora ever learning that anything had been wrong, to begin with. Aurora lived a happy, carefree life, and Robbie was going to do everything in his power to make sure that did not change.

      That’s why he was in southern Italy, or rather, just off the coast of southern Italy. He was supposed to be meeting someone on a small, private beach near here, someone who had the resources to help him fix this problem before it got any bigger.

      He just had to find the beach in question.

      So far, he wasn’t having any luck. There was no ‘beach’ to speak of anywhere near him, regardless of how far along the coast he sailed. It was all rocky, overgrown earth that butted straight up to the water. The man he’d arranged to meet had described a secluded little spot covered in white sand and pink flowers.

      “Maybe I came the wrong way?” Robbie muttered to himself as he leaned forward to peer further along the coastline. That was when he spotted it. It was lucky he did, as he’d just started to wonder whether he should turn back.

      As he sailed closer, it became clear that this was definitely the right spot. It was a gem of a spot carved into the edge of the shoreline. The sand was perfect, soft, and unmarred, and bordered by a line of rich, green trees. Robbie thought he could see a path jutting off to the right, and he pursed his lips apprehensively. Though his contact had mentioned that this was a private beach, he’d never actually clarified whose beach this was.

      Hopefully, he wouldn’t have any issues with the owner during this meeting.

      As Robbie pulled the yacht up closer to the water’s edge, he spotted the flowers. They were growing on the trees that encircled the beach, though they didn’t look very pink, more like a dried-up purple now.

      There was no dock on the small beach, so Robbie could only pull the yacht in as close as possible without unintentionally beaching it. After anchoring it, he walked out of the pilothouse and over to the gunwale. He leaned over the edge, searching for signs of life on the beach. His contact was supposed to meet him here, but there was no sign of him.

      Robbie frowned as he glanced down at the water. He didn’t really feel like getting all wet just to swim over to the beach.

      For several minutes, he waited there for something to happen or for someone to show up. If this had been another case, he might have bailed and tried something else. This involved Aurora, though, so he couldn’t just walk away and try again later.

      Then he heard screaming.

      “Help!” a voice called out in the distance. Robbie tensed, pressing himself to the side of the boat as he scanned the small beach. “Somebody! Please!”

      It was coming from the small trail he’d spotted a few minutes earlier. Robbie could only see the first bend, but there was nowhere else the voice could have come from. Gritting his teeth, Robbie made a split-second decision and leapt over the side of the railing.

      He hit the water with a splash, then quickly surfaced and began to make his way over to the beach. Though he’d anchored his boat far enough away to avoid getting stuck, it only took him a few seconds to cross the distance.

      His feet sunk into the sand as he scrambled up the length of the beach.

      “Help!” the voice called out again, and Robbie turned toward the small path. He patted the gun he had concealed at his hip as he ran. Though he was no longer in law enforcement, he still kept a sidearm handy.

      The path shifted quickly from sand into dirt and rock, and Robbie slowed his steps to a halt as he realized that the shouting had stopped. Trepidation filled him as he looked around, suddenly feeling like he had eyes on him.

      “Holm,” a voice called out. Robbie jumped as he spun to face the man who’d said his name, relaxing when he realized it was just his contact.

      “Valmar,” Robbie greeted him back, setting his hands on his hips and smiling as the man stepped out from behind the shadow of a tree. “You scared me. I didn’t see—” Robbie paused, halting mid-sentence as a thought occurred to him.

      “What was all that screaming just now?” Robbie asked, taking an apprehensive step backward. “Was that you?”

      “Yeah,” Valmar replied, his voice low. “It was.”

      There was a crunch behind Robbie, like the sound of a twig being stepped on. He spun around, hand flying to his gun, but stopped when he spotted not one, or even two, but half a dozen men stepping out from the shadow of the forest beside the path.

      Robbie’s eyes darted from one man to another, trying to find a weak spot he might be able to use to escape, but it was fruitless. He was outnumbered.

      “So this is how it is, Valmar?” Robbie asked as he turned to face the man who’d led him here. The man who had betrayed him, obviously, since he seemed neither shocked nor alarmed by the arrival of the other men.

      “Sorry, Holm,” Valmar replied with a shrug. “It’s not personal—”

      Robbie snorted, shaking his head before fixing Valmar with a furious, hateful look.

      “It’s not personal?” he repeated incredulously. “You’re siding with the people who are conspiring against my wife, and you’re telling me that’s not personal?!”

      “It doesn’t have to be this way,” Valmar insisted. “You can join us—”

      Robbie gritted his teeth in fury. It was ridiculous, beyond words, that he’d ever think that Robbie would join them. Sure, there had been some people over the years who assumed Robbie was with Aurora for her money, but that couldn’t be further from the truth. She could have been as poor as a pauper, and Robbie wouldn’t have betrayed her then, either. Now, though, it seemed he’d walked right into a trap.

      Robbie slowly reached for the gun at his side. He really hoped it wouldn’t have to come to this. These people were dangerous, though, and if it came down to it, he would do whatever he had to in order to keep Aurora safe.

      Robbie never even had a chance to draw his pistol, though, because just moments later, he was being clobbered from all sides as the other six men all jumped him at once. Robbie fell to the ground, unable to breathe as they shoved him down.

      Someone was pressing down hard on his chest, making it hard to breathe. Then something struck him in the head, and black spots sparked to life in his vision. He tried to resist the urge to shut his eyes. He couldn’t give up now, not when Aurora was still in danger.

      He tried to push himself up, but there was too much weight bearing down on him. Somebody yelled something, but his ears were ringing too much for Robbie to make out what it was. Then, something hit him in the head again, and he was unable to resist as he felt his consciousness slipping away.
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      I blinked in surprise at the person who’d just walked into the bar at just shy of four in the morning. I’d had a few drinks as I told the kids the latest story, but I wasn’t so drunk as to be seeing things. Still, it was difficult for me to believe that Aurora had just casually strolled into the Rolling Thunder in the middle of the night. It had been a long while now since I’d seen her in person, and that encounter had been at a fancy rooftop restaurant, not in my humble bar, and again, not in the middle of the night.

      “What’s happening right now?” Mac asked, raising an eyebrow as she looked back and forth between me and Aurora.

      “Yeah, you two having a staring contest?” Ty snickered. I scowled at him.

      “Funny,” I deadpanned, shaking my head.

      “Sorry to intrude on your meeting,” Aurora murmured softly, looking embarrassed. “I didn’t realize you’d be busy at this hour. I dropped by your boat before coming here. At least, I think that was your boat that I was waiting outside of. It was dark, and also, I’m not sure if you even still live on your boat, so I guess I might have just been standing outside some stranger’s window for an hour.”

      “Creepy,” Mac remarked. “But also, wow, Ethan.” She suddenly rounded on me, an impish smirk on her face. “You’ve got ladies tracking you down and waiting outside your boat, huh?”

      “And you’re here with us?” Charlie scoffed, jaw hanging open in disbelief. “Bro, you can’t keep a woman waiting like that! And definitely not so you can hang out with a bunch of punks like us!”

      “Don’t call me ‘bro,’” I snorted. “And it’s not like that. This is—”

      “Wait, is this Tessa?” Jeff gasped, his eyes growing wide as he turned to Aurora. “Are you Tessa? I have several questions.”

      “She’s not Tessa!” I groaned, raising my voice to call the inebriated kids to order. “This is Aurora.”

      “Aurora?” Mac asked, turning fully on her stool to look at the woman in question.

      Aurora looked like a deer caught in the headlights, delicate and confused and very still as she looked at the four kids.

      “Oh, Robbie’s girl!” Ty exclaimed excitedly.

      “You all know Robbie?” Aurora asked, sounding surprised.

      “Not personally,” Mac explained with a shrug, reaching back to grab her glass and frowning with dismay when she realized it was empty. “Ethan talks about him all the time. We just finished talking about him, actually.”

      “Yeah, Ethan was telling us about the time Hariska gutted him like a fish,” Ty added.

      “Why are you always so tactless?” Mac scolded him. “Always. Why would you say that in front of her?”

      “Oh, I remember that,” Aurora replied, her eyebrows knitting together. “That was awful. And, of course, Robbie didn’t even bother calling to tell me! Diane was the one who let me know since I was his emergency contact.”

      “So, are you guys still together, then?” Jeff probed, grinning just at the thought. “That’s so romantic. You guys have been together a long time.”

      “Oh, uh, yeah…” Aurora replied, her face heating up.

      It occurred to me then just how unfortunate it was that Aurora was meeting everyone when they were all several drinks in. I wanted to think that they wouldn’t be quite so forward and clumsy with their questions if they’d been sober.

      “So, where’s Robbie?” Ty asked, looking around the bar as though Robbie might suddenly materialize in front of us. “Is he coming later?”

      “Oh, uh—” Aurora uttered, her lip trembling slightly.

      I frowned as I took in her reaction. She seemed uncomfortable, though I couldn’t tell if it was just because the kids were being annoyingly nosy or because of something else.

      “Do you mean tomorrow?” Charlie asked him. “If he’s any later, it’ll be morning by the time he gets here.”

      “Guys, shut up,” Mac suddenly snapped, her eyes fixed on Aurora.

      It seemed Mac had noticed the same thing that I had about Aurora’s standoffish behavior. Her posture was hunched, and her face was stiff.

      “Don’t tell us to shut up,” Ty grumbled, pouting at Mac.

      “Guys,” I called out, holding a hand to indicate for them to stop. They all fell silent immediately, and Aurora visibly breathed a sigh of relief as she cast me a grateful smile.

      “Wait, what’s wrong?” Charlie asked, puppy dog eyes filled with concern as he looked over at Aurora from the stool he was perched on.

      “I, um—” Aurora stammered, her hands trembling as she avoided our eyes and dropped her gaze to the floor.

      Something was wrong. That was easy to see. I got up from the chair I was sitting in and walked out from behind the bar to step closer to her. The kids all, thankfully, stayed silent, and I could feel them watching me as I walked over to Aurora.

      “Aurora,” I called out to her softly, bending slightly so I could look her in the eyes. “Where is Robbie?”

      “I don’t know!” she replied, her voice cracking as a sob tore out of her throat. “I don’t know where he is! That’s why I’m here! He’s missing!”

      My heart sank, and I felt the need to sit down. Aurora was crying openly now, though, and leaning against me, so I had to steel myself to hold both of us up.

      “No way,” Ty gasped, his voice serious now.

      “He’s missing?” Mac added with a gasp. “Crap. What? How?”

      “Why don’t we sit down?” I suggested, mostly for Aurora’s sake, but for mine as well. My mind was reeling, and I really wanted to take a moment to digest what Aurora had just said.

      “Yeah, sit down,” Jeff quickly agreed, jumping to his feet. He rushed over to Aurora and offered his arm to her. After she took it, he quickly led her over to one of the booths opposite the bar top.

      “I’ll get the lights,” Charlie offered as he circled to the other side of the bar to search for the switches. “Dammit, which one is it?”

      Several lights all over the bar flickered on and off for a few seconds until he finally landed on the right one, and the area just behind the bar was flooded with warm light. Now that we weren’t sitting in the dark, I could see just how bad Aurora looked. She was still stunning, of course, even now that she was older. There was no denying the deep, dark circles under her eyes, though, or how dry and cracked her lips were, or how disheveled her hair looked. All in all, she looked like she hadn’t had a good night’s sleep or stopped crying for several days.

      “Here,” Mac murmured, suddenly appearing at the booth with a glass of water in hand. Actually, it wasn’t long before all the kids were crowded around the booth, watching Aurora with concerned expressions. I’d wanted to move to the booth so they wouldn’t be right there listening to everything she said, but it seemed that had been an unrealistic thing to hope for.

      “I haven’t heard anything from him in a week!” Aurora bemoaned before I could shoo the kids away.

      “A whole week?” Jeff asked, his eyebrows scrunching together. “He’s been gone that long?”

      “Well, actually, he’s been gone for a month,” Aurora explained, and I stiffened in surprise.

      “A month?!” Mac balked, blinking at Aurora in shock. “What?”

      “I should explain,” Aurora continued, lacing her fingers together. “It’s not unusual for him to go off for weeks at a time. He likes to sail, but I don’t. I get awfully seasick every time, you see. So he goes alone, has his fun, and then he comes back. But he always calls me! Always. Usually in the morning and then again at night, but at least once a day. I travel a lot, too, so we’re used to keeping in touch with phone calls. A few days ago, though, he just…stopped.” She lifted her hand to her mouth, and it looked like she was about to chew on her nails before she suddenly yanked her hand away again.

      “So when you said he’s been missing for a week,” I asked, “you meant that it’s been a week since you last heard from him?”

      “That’s right.” Aurora nodded, rubbing her hands together anxiously. “I tried to wait it out a few days. I thought maybe he had just gone somewhere without reception. That happened once when he was in Southeast Asia. But he always warns me before he does that. He knows how much I worry. I thought that it might have just slipped his mind, but it’s been way too long now!” She pursed her lips together, her shoulders hunching up to her ears. “He’d never go this long without contacting me. So that’s why I decided to come to Miami.” She turned to look directly at me. “I was hoping you’d know where he was. Or maybe he’d even be here with you.”

      “I’m afraid not,” I revealed reluctantly. She looked so hopeful that I hated to break such bad news to her. “I haven’t heard anything from him at all recently.”

      “You flew all the way to Miami to ask him if he’d seen Robbie?” Ty whispered, sounding surprised.

      “Well, I did try to call first,” Aurora revealed. “But a man I didn’t recognize answered and told me he wasn’t interested in whatever I was selling. So I clearly have the wrong number, and I had no choice but to fly down here.” She shrugged helplessly, her eyes welling up with tears again. “Honestly, I’d really hoped he would be here. It’s been a long time since the two of you met up, right? I was hoping he’d be having so much fun catching up that he’d just forgotten to call.” She sniffled, reaching a hand up to wipe her tears away. “If he’s not here, then where is he? What am I supposed to do?”

      “Hey, it’s all right,” Jeff rushed to reassure her, looking around as he floundered for what else to say. “We’ll help you look for him. Right, guys?”

      “Yeah!” All the kids immediately jumped in to agree.

      “We’ll find him,” Mac added firmly. “We’ve got six brains between all of us. Maybe five and a half since Ty is here.”

      “What?” Ty glowered at her, too drunk to understand what she’d just said but still lucid enough to recognize it as an insult.

      “Really?” Aurora asked, smiling warmly at them and already looking a lot more cheerful.

      “Whoa, everyone slow down for a second,” I called out, raising my hands in an attempt to corral everyone. I needed to call them to order before they got too ahead of themselves. “Listen, I’m glad that you’re all so willing to help out, and I’m sure that Aurora is grateful for the assistance, but we need to think this through for a second.”

      “What’s there to think about?” Charlie scoffed, crossing his arms over his chest. “Robbie’s in trouble. He needs our help!”

      “Well, you’re all drunk, for one,” I shot back, raising an eyebrow at him.

      “Just a little!” Ty, the drunkest one of all, slurred as he waved his hand dismissively.

      “Uh-huh,” I replied flatly. “Look, I’m not even saying ‘no’ to the idea of you all helping, as crazy as that sounds. But we’ve all been drinking, and it’s the middle of the night. We also can’t do this on our own. We’re going to need some help.” I reached into my pocket to grab my phone.

      “Who are you calling?” Charlie asked curiously.

      “Some old friends,” I replied. “We might not be able to start investigating tonight, but I can still make a few calls to the guys at MBLIS to get the ball rolling. Robbie is a former agent, after all. They’ll drop everything to help once they know what’s going on, trust me.”

      “You’re calling Diane?” Mac guessed, leaning her elbows onto the table as she glanced over at me.

      “No.” I shook my head, smiling at her as my phone rang in my ear. “Diane retired. She’s not the director anymore.”
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      The group of us all went to see Muñoz in her office the following morning, bright and early, before any of the other agents had arrived.

      Back when we were both still field agents, I never would have imagined that Muñoz would be the one arriving first and leaving late every day. It still felt weird to think about this as her office, even though the decor had completely changed. When Diane had been the director, the office had been a reflection of her: clean, sleek, and organized, but not in a cold way. Likewise, Muñoz’s office was an apt reflection of who she was as well. It was filled with bright colors, overflowing with plants, half of which were in various states of life, and cluttered to the brim.

      It was, however, still the same size as before, which meant it was far too small for the entire lot of us. Aurora and I were seated in the two chairs across from her desk while the kids all crowded around behind us.

      Of course, she’d been shocked when I’d called her the night before and told her about what was going on with Robbie. She’d arranged to meet us later that morning, and we’d headed to the office just a few hours later once the sun had come up. None of us had gotten any sleep, but at least the kids weren’t drunk anymore.

      “Wait, so you’re the director now?” Ty asked, leaning over my shoulder and barely concealing the disbelief he obviously felt at that. “Wow, I never would have guessed that.”

      “Thanks,” Muñoz shot back dryly, raising an eyebrow at him. “And yes, I’m Director Muñoz. Diane Ramsey is in Europe, enjoying her well-earned and highly deserved retirement.” She smirked as she shot me a sidelong glance. “We really put her through it back in the day. Honestly, I owe her an apology. Now that I’m the one having to do all the stuff she used to, I realize that we must have aged her about twenty years. I know I have.” She scoffed, leaning back in her seat.

      “Oh, Sylvia, you look as beautiful as ever,” Aurora remarked kindly.

      “Well, that’s not true,” Muñoz snorted. “But thank you for saying that, anyway. Now, uh… who are all these children in my office?” She turned to raise an eyebrow at me. “You know this isn’t a daycare, right, Ethan?” She shot me a crooked smirk.

      “I tried to tell them not to come,” I replied with a shrug. “They didn’t listen. They never do, honestly.”

      “We want to help,” Charlie added, smiling at Muñoz, who just cast him a bemused look in return. “And we’re not kids. I know Ethan calls us that, but it’s only because he’s, like, a hundred years old.”

      “So, who are you, then?” she asked, flashing him an amused smile.

      “We’re friends of Ethan’s,” Mac replied simply.

      “Wait a minute,” Muñoz murmured, her gaze shifting away from the kids and over to me. “Are these the kids who are always hanging out at your bar and asking you for stories? They are, aren’t they? Mike told me about them.” She turned back to the kids. “You’re the fan club, aren’t you?” She raised an eyebrow at me. “Mike says they’ve been coming around for story time ever since you took over that dive of his.”

      “Well, it’s not a dive anymore,” I corrected her with a smile. “But yeah, that’s the gist of it.”

      “So you’re all a bunch of civilians, basically?” Muñoz asked. “Who just followed Ethan here to my office?”

      “Yes, technically,” Jeff replied honestly. “But we can actually help. And we’re not civilians. We’re all Navy. And I’m a SEAL.”

      “Oh, you SEALs.” Muñoz snickered, rolling her eyes. “Robbie and Ethan were the same way when they were younger, always bringing it up at every opportunity. I mean, sure, I get it. It’s impressive, bragging rights and all that. But being a SEAL doesn’t actually make you a better agent.” She threw me another teasing look before turning back to address the kids again. “And while you might not be civilians, you’re not with MBLIS.”

      “Well, neither is Ethan,” Ty argued. “And technically, he is a civilian now. So, really, when you think about it, the four of us are kind of more qualified to help with this than he is.”

      For a few seconds, Muñoz just stared silently at him. Then she turned to look at me again.

      “It’s impressive,” she murmured, shaking her head as she flashed me a wry grin. “Truly, that you managed to find a group of Navy kids as audacious as you are.”

      “They won’t leave me alone,” I joked, shrugging my shoulders.

      “I bet,” Muñoz remarked, shaking her head. “But I guess they have a point. This isn’t an official case anyway, so I suppose there’s no point in squabbling over particulars like that right now. But rather than waste any more time on that, let’s get down to why we’re all here.” She turned to look at Aurora, all the humor gone from her face in an instant. “Tell me what happened to Robbie.

      “He set out on his boat about a month ago,” Aurora explained before launching into another retelling of the same story she’d given us a few hours ago at the bar.

      “I’m not entirely sure where he was the last time I spoke to him,” Aurora admitted sheepishly. “We don’t keep tabs on each other or anything like that. We trust each other. I remember him mentioning something about Bermuda before he left, but that was weeks ago. He usually doesn’t stay in one place for too long. He always says that sailing around is the actual fun part.”

      She made a face, scrunching up her nose and shaking her head. “I disagree, frankly. How can you relax if you’re constantly moving around?” She shrugged. “But he loves it. So, really, he could be anywhere by now. That’s why I hesitated to call anyone for help at first. I thought he’d just wandered off somewhere.”

      “But you say he always calls?” Muñoz asked, pursing her lips. “The drop in communication is definitely strange, in that case. And you’re sure he didn’t mention anything else before he left, aside from wanting to visit Bermuda? Maybe he mentioned something during your calls?”

      “Not that I can remember,” Aurora replied sadly, lifting her hand to her mouth again before setting it harshly back down. “But… If I’m being honest, he’s been a little strange lately.”

      “Strange?” I asked, momentarily forgetting that I was no longer an agent. It was just too natural for me to want to participate in the interview, even though this was really Muñoz’s domain now. “Strange how?”

      “Well…” Aurora murmured, fiddling with her hands as she looked down at her lap. She looked nervous or maybe even embarrassed. She was definitely avoiding eye contact with any of us. “I’m not sure. I guess I’ve been ignoring it, but now that I think about it, he’s seemed a little secretive every time we talk.” She suddenly looked up at us, her eyes wide. “Not that I think he’s having an affair or anything! I know he’d never do something like that. But… I do think he might have a secret.”

      “A secret, huh?” Muñoz asked, clicking her tongue and shaking her head. “Dammit, Robbie, what have you gotten yourself into? All right, tell me more. Why do you think that?”

      “Well, this trip, for one thing,” Aurora replied without hesitation. She almost sounded relieved to answer, and I had to wonder if maybe she’d been itching to share her concerns with someone. “It’s true that we trust each other, and I know sailing makes him happy, which makes me happy, but normally, I would think that a month is way too long!” She pouted, clasping her hands together in her lap. “We don’t set time limits on our trips, and goodness knows I travel a lot, too. We just meet back up whenever, or if one of us gets lonely, we’ll arrange to meet back at home or at one of the vacation houses. But I don’t like going too long without seeing my husband. Normally, I would have told him that a month was too long, but since his birthday is coming up, I thought this would be a great time to set up his surprise party.” She smiled proudly. “I’m rather fond of big parties.”

      “Oh, I remember,” Muñoz replied, raising her eyebrows and smiling back before turning to glance at me. I knew exactly what that look was about. We’d both attended one of Aurora’s parties some time ago for one of their wedding anniversaries. They were insanely lavish affairs, complete with catering and live entertainment. The one I’d gone to had featured acrobats.

      “Right,” Aurora replied sheepishly. “Well, it was fine at the time, but the more I think about it, the stranger it seems. He’s never taken off for this long before, and usually, when he calls, he tells me all about the places he visited and the things he’d done, but this time, he seemed a little more reserved. Actually, he barely told me anything at all.” She frowned. “He always asked me what I’d been doing instead. I remember I kept panicking because all I’d been doing was planning his party, and I didn’t want to give anything away!”

      “Man, I wish I had a hot, rich wife who’d let me do whatever I wanted,” Ty muttered beside me.

      I swatted him on the back of the head, shooting him an annoyed look. Luckily, it didn’t seem like Aurora had heard him.

      “So he left on a trip that was longer than usual,” Muñoz surmised, “and then kept dodging questions when you asked what he was up to?” She pressed her mouth into a thin line, then shot me a grim look before turning back to Aurora. “I’m going to have to ask you some uncomfortable questions, and I’m sorry. But if this were any other case, these are the questions we’d ask.”

      “O-of course,” Aurora stammered, looking uncertain. “What is it?”

      “Is there any chance that Robbie is involved with anything illegal?” Muñoz asked plainly.

      I winced internally. It was an ugly question, but she was right to ask it. If this were any other missing person who’d suddenly disappeared after going on a suspicious month-long trip, I’d assume there were drugs or some other crime involved as well.

      “What? No!” Aurora exclaimed, sounding completely horrified. “Of course not! He won’t even stream movies illegally, even though I’ve told him how much more convenient it is!”

      “Isn’t she a billionaire?” Mac whispered to one of the other kids behind me.

      “Okay,” Muñoz replied, holding a hand up in surrender. “I believe you. And trust me, I don’t even like to think that Robbie could be involved in anything like that. But sometimes… things happen. You said that it seemed like he had a secret.”

      “Yes, I did,” Aurora admitted reluctantly. “I did say that. But there’s no way. I mean… I hope not.”

      “There’s gotta be some other explanation,” Jeff chimed in reassuringly. “Maybe he was planning a surprise for you! You know, like you were doing for him?”

      “Oh…” Aurora replied, relaxing a little as she considered his words. “I suppose that’s possible. Then again, I’m not sure what he could be planning while on his boat. Unless he was lying about where he was, of course. Which, now that I think about it, he never actually told me where he was going, so I guess it wouldn’t be lying at all.” She frowned, her shoulders drooping. “This is all so confusing.”

      “It’s all right,” Muñoz assured her with a small smile. “We’ll figure this out. We’re going to find him wherever he is. How about some info on that boat?” She flipped open the sleek, black laptop on her desk. “What’s the make and model?”

      “Umm—” Aurora hummed abashedly, shooting Muñoz an awkward grin. “I don’t know, actually. Like I said, he’s the one who likes sailing. I did buy it for him, but I just looked up which ones were the best and bought the one that sounded good. I don’t remember the name. Oh! But I have the receipt in my files. I’m sure I do.” She reached into her purse and pulled out a slim tablet. Her hands, soft and perfectly manicured, danced across the screen. “I keep digital records of everything. Robbie can’t stand it. He’s never been one for computers. But otherwise, we’d have piles and piles of paper receipts, and how silly would that be?”

      “Really silly,” Mac agreed.

      “Aha, here it is!” Aurora declared triumphantly before handing the tablet over to Muñoz.

      “All right, let’s see—Wow.” Muñoz’s eyes went wide for a moment before she shook her head. “Uh, right, yeah. Okay, let me just plug this in here, and we’ll see if anyone’s reported one abandoned or stolen.”

      I cocked my head as I wondered at her reaction to seeing the information. Just what kind of boat was it for her to respond like that? Something expensive, no doubt.

      “What’s the name?” Muñoz asked as she typed away on her computer.

      “Oh, the Polaris,” Aurora replied dreamily, her gaze distant. “He named it after me. Aurora Polaris, the scientific name for the Polar Northern Lights. Isn’t he just so romantic?” She smiled fondly.

      I was almost sweet enough to make my teeth hurt. Honestly, I was glad for them. It was obvious that Robbie had always loved Aurora, even back when they were still just dating. Just mentioning her was enough to make him flush red and stutter with embarrassment. That obviously hadn’t faded with time. If anything, their affection for each other had only grown more intense.

      “Right,” Muñoz replied stonily as she plugged in that bit of information as well. “Well, give me a minute to do some digging. I’ll have a look and see if this boat’s been spotted, well, anywhere. You said it’s been a month, right? That’s enough time to get pretty much anywhere in the world, so it’s going to take some time for me to do this.” She paused and looked up at me from her computer. “Why don’t you go and wait in the break room? I’m sure Aurora could use a cup of coffee or maybe some tea. And take your posse with you. This office isn’t meant to hold so many people.”

      “Ooh, can you give us a tour of the office, Ethan?” Charlie asked excitedly as the kids all jumped to their feet.

      I exhaled, smiling as I got up after them. I never would have thought I’d be back here in the old office, at least not with this gaggle of kids trailing along beside me.
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      Markus had been surprised when he woke up that Monday morning to find himself lying on some shaggy, purple comforter. Those certainly weren’t his bedsheets, and the fact that he couldn’t remember whose bedsheets they were or how he’d gotten tangled up in them was definitely cause for concern.

      Even more alarming, though, was the fact that he was lying in that bed with not one but two different women. And that wasn’t really a bad thing, he supposed, but neither of them was Angel, which meant he’d really screwed up at some point the night before. He gathered his things as quickly and as quietly as he could, noting, with some confusion, that one of the women was still fully dressed.

      Damn, he wished he could remember what had happened.

      It was already late in the morning, though, and he was well on his way to being late for work. His head was already throbbing with the ghost of a hangover, and he really didn’t want to add Muñoz’s ire to that, so off to work he went, without any answers as to where he was or how he’d gotten there.

      The where became evident the moment he stepped out of the apartment he was in. Rather than exiting onto the street, he found himself in the hallway of a high-rise. He supposed, in hindsight, that he shouldn’t have been surprised. The apartment had been pretty fancy on the inside, so it made sense that he’d be in a ritzy downtown apartment building. On the other hand, though, this was nowhere near the cabaret bar where he’d gone to meet with Angel.

      At least, he didn’t think it was. It was hard to tell from inside of the building.

      He ran his hands through his hair as he took the elevator down to the lobby, trying to tame it into something acceptable for the office. By the time he made it down to the street, he’d straightened out his clothes and fixed his hair to look about as presentable as they were going to. He realized, then, that he had no way of actually getting to the office. His car was still back at the bar, as far as he was aware.

      A quick search of his pockets revealed that he still had his phone, thankfully. It was about to die, though, which meant he had only minutes to call for a ride to work. It didn’t escape his notice that he had several dozen missed calls and messages, but he had neither the time nor the battery power to check them now. After he arranged for an Uber to come and get him, it promptly died, and he could only hope that nothing would go wrong.

      Luck was on his side, and the driver arrived without incident. Once inside the car, he sat back and closed his eyes, trying to stave off the headache that was creeping up on him while also attempting to remember what the heck had happened the night before. He could remember getting to the bar, but he couldn’t recall if he’d met up with Angel or not. Millicent was there, though, and about as pleasant as ever. Had he gotten drunk?

      Dumb question. Obviously, he had, or he would remember how he’d wound up in some fancy high-rise with two unfamiliar women. It was a shame he couldn’t remember. What a waste of what had probably been a fun night.

      He only hoped he hadn’t done something stupid and upset Angel.

      Markus arrived at the office before he had a chance to worry too much about it and was only six minutes late. If Sylvia was busy in her office, she might not even notice. And even if she did, he could probably sweet-talk his way out of it. She’d always had a soft spot for him, ever since he’d been a clueless rookie.

      Fortunately for him, Sylvia was busy when he stepped into the office that morning. Actually, the entire bullpen was abuzz with activity. He wondered if they'd caught some big important case for a moment until he spotted someone who caused him to freeze in his tracks.

      Ethan Marston was standing in the middle of the bullpen, looking overwhelmed as he was crowded in on all sides. A bunch of Markus’s fellow agents were talking to him, but there were other people, too, whom he didn’t recognize at all. New agents? He wasn't sure.

      Then he remembered hearing Bonnie and Clyde talk about Ethan’s “fan club.” After retiring, Ethan had taken over a bar, and apparently, he frequently spent time telling some local Navy kids about his old MBLIS cases. Some of the other agents had been to his bar and heard about it from the regulars. Markus had never gone, personally, since he wasn’t much for drinking.

      At least, that was the excuse he always gave. It was laughable, honestly, especially given the fact that he’d gotten blackout drunk just the night before. The truth was that he was embarrassed. As a rookie, he’d been something of a “fan-boy” of Ethan’s. Heck, he wasn’t much different from the kids who were trailing after him right now, ooh-ing and ah-ing at everything in the office. He’d joined MBLIS after reading about one of Ethan’s cases in the paper. Markus had a lot of respect for him and still did, honestly, but looking back on his star-struck behavior was enough to make him cringe.

      It looked like he’d worried for nothing, though. Ethan clearly didn’t have a problem with his fans, especially if he’d brought them to the office with him. It was surreal to see him back here again after such a long time, and kind of amusing, too. He looked like a mother duck with those kids following after him.

      Then he overheard what they were talking about, and the amusement quickly faded.

      “What do you mean Sylvia is looking for Robbie?” he asked as he stalked up to the group. “Where is he?”

      “Markus,” Ethan greeted him, looking surprised for a second before smiling. “It’s good to see you again. And you heard right. I’m afraid Robbie’s gone missing.”

      “Are you serious?” Markus asked, his heart dropping. “Is Aurora okay?”

      “Yeah, she’s in the break room with Jeff,” Ethan replied, gesturing to the aforementioned room at the end of the bullpen. “Oh, Jeff is… a friend of mine. And this is Charlie, Ty, and Mac.”

      “Nice to meet you,” Markus murmured, offering them a stilted smile. Though he liked to think he’d become more confident with time, introductions had always felt awkward to him. “Agent Markus Baker.”

      “Oh, you’re Baker?” the woman of the group, Mac, asked him, her eyes shining with curiosity.

      “Uh, yes?” he replied, shooting Ethan a suspicious look. “I see you’ve heard about me. I hope Ethan’s been saying good things.”

      “He has not,” Ty informed him bluntly. “To be perfectly honest.”

      “He told us you saved Agent Bonci and Agent Rivers,” Mac corrected, shooting Ty a look. “Apparently, you got lit up with bullets. The number of bullets varies every time he mentions it, though.”

      “Ah, yeah, I remember,” Markus replied, laughing awkwardly. That hadn’t been his most shining moment. Or maybe it was, depending on who you asked. He had saved his fellow agents, after all. Although the injuries he’d sustained that day led to him almost having to retire.

      “I also told them about the time you helped with the Hariska case,” Ethan added, glowering at the kids. “They’re just trying to make me look bad.”

      “Oh, yeah, that I definitely remember,” he grumbled. She’d been a thorn in their sides for a long time. It felt a little strange to think about her now. It had been years since they finally put a stop to her rampage and stuck her behind bars. At the same time, it felt like it had been just yesterday. All the cases had a way of blending together like that over time.

      “Anyway,” one of the kids, Charlie, muttered, “we’re here because Robbie’s gone missing. Aurora showed up at Ethan’s bar last night asking about him.”

      “He’s really missing?” Markus asked, shooting Ethan a furtive look.

      He nodded solemnly, and Markus’s heart sank. That was bad news for sure and surprising as well. He might have been retired, but Robbie Holm was a smart, capable man. He could only imagine that something very bad must have happened for him to suddenly disappear.

      Markus glanced away from Ethan and back toward the group of kids. “Well, I get why Ethan’s here, but what about you? No offense or anything.”

      “They just followed me here, basically,” Ethan grumbled, looking annoyed but amused at the same time.

      “Well, I guess the more heads, the better,” he remarked with a shrug. “We’ll find Robbie faster that way. I’m guessing Sylvia is taking the case on since you’re here?”

      “Well, not officially,” Ethan replied sadly. “There’s nothing here that makes this an MBLIS case.”

      “Or a ‘case’ at all,” Mac noted. “I mean… there’s no proof of foul play, right? He could just be sailing on his boat for all we know.”

      “He’s not answering his calls,” Ethan remarked. “That’s suspicious enough for us to be alarmed. Though you’re not entirely wrong. It’s not enough for us to call it a ‘case.’”

      “I’m guessing that isn’t dissuading Sylvia at all, though?” Markus asked.

      Of course, even if this didn’t officially fall under MBLIS jurisdiction, he had no doubt that the director would do everything she could to help find Robbie. The two of them went way back, both fellow agents before Sylvia took over as the director. Of course, he was worried, too, but if he was being perfectly honest, he wasn’t panicking or anything. Robbie Holm was basically a legend. As much as Ethan was, anyway. Whatever trouble he’d gotten into, it probably wasn’t anything so horrible that he’d be in real danger, right?

      Maybe that was just naïve, wishful thinking on his part. Maybe he was still too hungover to really worry about anything other than the pounding in the base of his skull.

      He really needed some coffee.

      “Oh, you’re here early,” a familiar voice caught his attention. Smooth like honey and barbed with prickly, razor-sharp thorns, Markus would recognize that deceptively sweet sound anywhere.

      “No, I’m not,” he shot back as he turned to look at his partner, Elsie Montenegro. She looked as primly done up as ever that morning, her tightly coiled hair pulled into a low bun and her striking gray eyes regarding him with a knowing, almost scathing jeer.

      “Well, earlier than he assumed you’d be in.” She shrugged as she smoothly lifted herself to sit on the edge of his desk. “Considering you were at the bar last night. Any luck with Angel?”

      “Hey!” he hissed, frowning as he stepped closer to her. He cast a wary look over his shoulder toward Ethan and his gaggle of fans, all of whom were looking curiously in their direction. The last thing he wanted to deal with was a bunch of prying questions. “How did you even know I was at the bar?”

      “You called me,” Elsie replied at full volume, shooting him a grin.

      “I did?!” he balked, blinking at her in surprise.

      “No,” Elsie revealed simply. “But I had a suspicion you were there last night, and you just confirmed it for me.” Her smile widened as she shook her head. “Still too easy. I’m amazed you’re able to handle interrogations with how easy it is to trick you.”

      “That’s different,” he grumbled, scowling at her.

      “Sure,” she agreed, nodding in an exaggerated manner before looking past him. “So, who are all your friends?”

      “Ah, yeah.” He cleared his throat awkwardly. “This is Ethan Marston, and… some kids that like to hang out at his bar.”

      “Really?” The woman of the group scoffed at him, probably annoyed he’d already forgotten her name. He normally wouldn’t have, but his head really was killing him.

      “Oh, you’re the Ethan Marston?” Elsie asked, eyeing Ethan up and down analytically. “Sylvia’s mentioned you. And so has Markus. And Bonnie. And Aaron. And Lamarr. You’ve come up a lot, actually.”

      “Good things, I hope?” Ethan grunted, echoing Markus’s earlier statement.

      “Oh, without a doubt,” Elsie replied, her voice laced with the tiniest air of sarcasm. “A little too good, honestly. I’m pretty sure Sylvia embellishes the stories she tells us from her days as a field agent to make them sound more dramatic sometimes.”

      “There’d be no need to.” Ethan chuckled. “Some of those cases were wild enough on their own. Knowing Muñoz, though, I wouldn’t doubt it.”

      “And you three?” Elsie turned to the kids. “You’re friends of Ethan’s?”

      “Yeah,” the woman replied confidently, sticking her hand out toward Elsie. “Officer Mackenzie, but you can call me Mac. This is Ty, and this over here is Charlie. Our friend Jeff is here, too, but he’s in the break room with Aurora.”

      “Let me guess,” Elsie hummed, tapping a finger against her lips thoughtfully. “I can tell you’re military. I’m guessing Navy? Ethan is former Navy, right?”

      “That he was,” Markus confirmed.

      “Well, then it makes sense that you’d all be friendly,” she concluded as she slid off of his desk.

      “Wait, how could you tell?” Charlie asked curiously. “We’re not in uniform or anything.”

      “I can tell a military man—or woman—with a glance,” Elsie snorted. “There’s a… not sure how to put it. An aura, I guess. I’ve been around enough military in my life to recognize it. And Navy was just a guess, honestly, but I figured it made sense, given how fond you all seem of Ethan. Like attracts like. Anyway, are you here visiting? Can’t say I mind, to be honest. Cases have been dried up for days now. Here, I thought that torturing Markus about his little crush was going to be the most fun he had today.”

      “Will you shush?” Markus hissed at her, throwing her another scowl.

      Elsie, for better or worse, was probably his closest friend. That meant that she knew basically everything about him, including the whole sordid business he had going on with Angel. She could be helpful about it when she wanted to be or horribly annoying.

      “Wait, what was that about a crush?” Charlie jumped in, pushing past Mac to address Elsie, who looked very pleased with the reaction her comment had gotten.

      “None of your business,” Markus grumbled at him.

      “I don’t know,” Ty hummed. “Ethan’s been telling us so much about the old days. I feel like I’m invested already, to be honest.”

      “Oh, but he didn’t tell you anything about me, right?” Elsie asked excitedly, her eyes shining. “I didn’t join MBLIS until after he’d retired.”

      “No,” Charlie confirmed.

      “Elsie Montenegro,” she introduced herself, beaming proudly. “Former guerrilla soldier.”

      “What?” Charlie frowned, cocking his head slightly in confusion.

      “Elsie, leave them alone,” Markus scoffed, wrapping an arm around her to push her away from his desk—and the group. “They don’t want to hear stories about some random woman they don’t even know. And they’re not here just for fun. Robbie’s missing.”

      “Robbie Holm?” Elsie asked, her smile quickly fading as she turned to look at Ethan. “As in your former partner?”

      “The very same,” Ethan responded glumly. His shoulders drooped a little, and Markus noticed for the first time just how tired he looked. He had dark circles under his eyes, and his posture looked slumped.

      “We’re going to help find him, though,” Markus quickly added, which was enough to get Elsie smiling again.

      “Oh, we’re taking the case?” she asked.

      “Not officially,” he explained. “Since it’s not really an ‘MBLIS’ case. Unless…” He moved to lean against the side of his desk as a thought occurred to him. “Actually, where did he go missing?”

      “We don’t know,” Mac replied with a shrug. “Aurora isn’t sure. Apparently, he has a habit of taking off on his boat and just going wherever.”

      “Okay, but so long as this happened outside of the US, then it would kind of fall under the scope of our jurisdiction, right?” he asked. “He’s an American, he’s missing, and he was last seen in a foreign country. Those are basically all the requirements that MBIS has for taking on a case.”

      “Hmm, not quite,” Elsie grumbled. “It’s almost enough, but we’d need reason to believe that some kind of foul play took place. An actual crime. For all we know, he might just be lost at sea somewhere, which would really suck, but we’re not search and rescue. We’d never run out of cases if we were dispatched to locate every single American who goes missing abroad.”

      “Ah, right,” He sighed, deflating as he sank into his chair.

      “Don’t be so quick to give up,” Ethan chided as he reached a hand up to tap thoughtfully at his chin with one of his knuckles. “That gives me an idea. We’ve all been so frantic the past few hours since Aurora arrived that we haven’t been thinking clearly. Robbie might have gone radio silent, but he still must have left some kind of paper trail beforehand that will tell us where he’s been.”

      “Right,” Markus agreed, sitting up straight and then blinking hard when the room spun slightly. “You said he was sailing around? Well, boats need fuel. And people need to eat. He’d have to stop once in a while to refuel and resupply.”

      “And there will be receipts,” Elsie added. “Unless he paid for everything with cash, which would be kind of suspicious if he did.”

      “So we should check his banking records,” Ethan concluded with a nod. “I’ll go and tell Muñoz. She’s trying to find his boat now. This might help with that, too.”

      “Cool,” Elsie replied, patting Markus on the shoulder as she walked past him in the opposite direction. “I’m going to get some coffee for this one before his hangover makes him puke all over the place. Anyone else want some?”

      “I’ll go with you,” Mac offered. “We can tell Aurora what we talked about.”

      The two of them left then, and Markus lifted a hand to rub the side of his temple. It wasn’t the worst hangover he'd ever had, but the blindingly bright fluorescent lights in the office weren’t doing him any favors.

      “Hey,” one of the two young men hissed at him. Markus cracked an eye open and found that they’d both walked closer to his desk.

      “Can we ask you something?” the one named Ty whispered. As he did, his buddy Charlie kept casting furtive glances over at Sylvia’s office and back at the break room.

      “Sure?” he muttered, fully opening his eyes to look at the two of them.

      “So, Ethan’s told us stories about this old boat called the Dragon’s Rogue,” Ty whispered furiously, the words blurring together as he rushed to get it all out. “And he won’t give us a straight answer. Do you know if he ever found it?”

      Markus blinked back at them, surprised that was what they wanted to ask him, of all things.

      “What?” he laughed, leaning toward them in his seat. “You mean he hasn’t told you?”
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      One by one, more agents arrived, and as nice as it was to catch up with everyone again, it felt weirdly wrong to do so without Robbie present. It felt even worse having to break the news of why we were here over and over. It wasn’t like I’d cut contact with everyone, but aside from Robbie, I didn’t keep up with the other agents all that regularly. The whiplash of going through a cheerful reunion only to suddenly have to explain that I’d only come to the office because Robbie had mysteriously disappeared always induced the same stunned reactions.

      Aurora had finally regained her composure and had emerged from the break room, looking less fragile and more focused as we discussed how we might go about finding Robbie. All the other agents had dropped what they were doing to pitch in ideas or just to express concern about his disappearance. Bonnie, in particular, had been distressed to hear the news.

      “What do you mean he’s missing?” she asked, shaking her head like she just refused to accept what I’d just said. “He didn’t say anything to anyone? He just—disappeared?”

      “Just like that,” Aurora confirmed sadly. “I remember clearly. We spoke early that morning. He told me that he was going fishing and that he might not call me again until later that night, so I wasn’t worried at first. When he didn’t call me that night, I thought, ‘Maybe he fell asleep.’ But then… he didn’t call the next morning, or the next day, or the day after.” She curled in on herself, her shoulders hunching, and Elsie, who was seated beside her, reached over to wind an arm around her shoulders.

      “Could it be someone with a grudge?” Clyde asked as he reached up to adjust the glasses perched on his nose.

      “Don’t say that!” Bonnie admonished him, shooting him a scowl before glancing over at Aurora. “We don’t know yet that anything bad even happened to him! Maybe he’s just… on a deserted island somewhere.”

      “That doesn’t count as ‘anything bad’?” Clyde snickered.

      “Eh, not for Holm.” Bonnie shrugged. “He’s probably lying on the beach somewhere, drinking out of coconuts and waiting for us to come and rescue him.” She turned to face Aurora fully. “He’ll be okay. I’m sure nothing bad’s happened to him.”

      “Yeah…” Clyde agreed, though he didn’t sound the least bit convinced. “Uh, anyway, I’d better get down to the lab before Adam starts ‘experimenting’ again. Keep me updated on whatever you learn about Holm.”

      “I think I’ll head to the restroom,” Aurora added, getting up alongside him. “Could you show me where it is?”

      “Yeah, sure, it’s just this way,” Clyde agreed, and the two of them headed off.

      “Who’s Adam?” Ty asked nosily once they were both gone. “And what did he mean just now by ‘experimenting’?

      “Oh, our newest tech down in the lab,” Bonnie explained, an uneasy smile on her face. “He’s a good kid, sharp as a whip, and has a great eye for detail, too. He’s just… a little weird.”

      “All you forensic techs are weird,” I joked, offering her a half smile. “You spend all day messing around with blood and guts.”

      “That we do,” Bonnie agreed with a shrug. “But Adam takes it to a different level. He’s a little too into all the blood and guts.” She shook her head, smiling ruefully. “About a week ago, we caught him comparing some DNA samples under a slide in the lab. It was old evidence from a solved case marked to be destroyed since we already had some on file, and we couldn’t just keep biohazards lying around. He said something about wanting to see if there was a difference between the DNA of a serial killer and a normal person.”

      “Well, was there a difference?” Ty asked, earning him a scornful frown.

      “No, of course not!” Bonnie huffed. “That’s not how DNA works! I mean, maybe I could buy that there may be some kind of discrepancy in the brain of a serial killer, but DNA is just your genetic makeup from your parents. It doesn’t have anything to do with your propensity to want to kill people.” She shook her head, her expression a mask of disapproval as she set her hands on her hips. “Honestly, Adam is so hard to figure out. He’s so smart. He can tell us stuff that Clyde and I would have to look up to double-check on, but then he also has all these bizarre, kooky ideas that don’t even qualify as pseudo-science.” She sighed. “Well, we all have our quirks, I guess. Still, better not to leave him alone to his devices for too long, hence why Clyde took off.”

      “Feels like a lot has changed since I was last here,” I remarked with a smile.

      “Well, if you weren’t such a stranger, maybe you wouldn’t be so out of the loop,” Bonnie teased, reaching over to swat me playfully on the arm. “Feels like you fell off the earth ever since you retired. I’ve hardly seen you since.”

      “Why haven’t you retired?” Charlie asked her, his face flushing the moment he finished speaking. “Uh, if that’s not rude to ask or anything.”

      “Nah, you’re fine,” Bonnie replied, waving him off with a warm smile. “I probably could if I really wanted to. Us non-field agents can usually stay on a bit longer, though. Our work isn’t quite as strenuous, so our bodies don’t fail us as fast. I bet those knees and back aren’t what they used to be, eh, Ethan?”

      “I’m as fit as ever,” I fibbed. “Though I guess I’m no kid anymore.”

      “You can say that again.” Bonnie laughed. “My own kid is already about to turn eight! That’s another reason I haven’t retired.” She turned to wink at Charlie. “Somebody’s got to put food on the table. And pay for that girl’s dance lessons. I had no idea how expensive it would be to have a kid.”

      “Aw, you have a daughter?” Mac cooed, smiling at Bonnie. “Sorry, I know we just met today, but with everything Ethan has told us, it kind of feels like we know everyone already.”

      “You’re really that interested in Ethan’s old stories?” Bonnie asked, cocking her head in a mixture of confusion and curiosity. “Well, I guess some of our cases have been kind of interesting.”

      “More than just ‘kind of,’” I muttered. “We did almost all die a few times.”

      “True,” Bonne murmured, her face falling slightly. “Now that I think about it, the whole reason Aaron had to retire was because of the injuries he sustained the time we were attacked. Well, one of the times we were attacked.”

      “Aaron?” Mac asked. “That’s Agent Rivers, right?”

      “That’s him,” Bonnie confirmed. “Though he doesn’t go by ‘agent’ anymore these days. But enough about me and Aaron.” She suddenly turned her attention to me, a wry smile on her face. “What all have you been up to since retiring, Ethan?”

      “Ah, no.” I sidestepped the question. “Nothing all that exciting. Mostly just running the bar and getting harassed by these guys.”

      “You know you love us, though.” Ty grinned.

      “We’re the most exciting part of his life now,” Charlie added, prompting me to roll my eyes.

      “I don’t know,” Bonnie hummed, raising an eyebrow at me. “Ethan’s always been pretty good at lying and twisting situations to his advantage. I’ve bet he’s got a whole secret life that none of you know about.”

      “Really?” Mac snapped her head in my direction, eyeing me shrewdly.

      “Honestly, I’m surprised he settled down at all,” Bonnie remarked with a teasing smirk. “He and Holm used to go on about how there was no way they’d ever be able to give up the adventurous life.”

      “I still have plenty of adventures,” I insisted vaguely, my smile faltering slightly. “And obviously Robbie does, too.”

      “Ugh,” Bonnie groaned, reaching up to run a hand through her hair. “What has he gotten himself into?” She turned toward the office door, presumably to check if Aurora was within earshot, before turning back to us. “I know I said earlier that he was probably just lounging on the beach, but, well, we all know that’s probably not the case. Still, do we have any reason to believe that he’s met with foul play? He could just be lost, right?”

      “We haven’t discounted anything just yet,” I replied sadly. “But… I don’t know. I don’t like this. This is Robbie we’re talking about. I can’t help but think that something really bad must have happened for it to keep him from contacting Aurora at all. Maybe not foul play, necessarily, but something bad, even if it was just an accident. He could just be lying in a hospital bed, unable to get to the phone. There’s no reason he’d just cut communication unless he was physically unable to get in contact.

      “What about looking through his banking records?” Markus suggested, twisting his neck this way and that to crack it. He paused mid-stretch, his eyes going wide and then squinting. “Did I… already suggest that?”

      “No, I did,” I replied, raising an eyebrow at him. Though it had been a while since we’d last met, he seemed a little off to me. “About half an hour ago. I even went and told Muñoz about it. You feeling alright?”

      “Out late again last night?” Bonnie asked, flashing him a strange, knowing half-smile.

      Markus shifted his suspicious gaze onto her.

      “Why do you ask that?” he grumbled. “What do you know? Did Elsie tell you?”

      “Tell her what?” I asked curiously, my attention jumping back and forth between the two of them.

      “Nothing serious,” Bonnie replied, the ghost of a laugh on her lips. “Just Markus chasing after a girl way out of his league.”

      “She’s not—” Markus started before cutting himself off, his face growing red as he clamped his mouth shut. “Well, she is, actually. She’s out of everyone’s league. But that’s not—I’m not trying to—Look, it’s complicated, alright?”

      “It always is.” Bonnie exhaled, shaking her head. “I’m glad my dating days are behind me. Being married is awesome. I don’t have to deal with drama like that, and Aaron always has a home-cooked meal ready for me when I get home.” She smiled dreamily for a moment before shifting her attention back to me. “What about you, Ethan? It’s been a while since we caught up. Any little Ethans running around you haven’t told us about? Tied the knot yet?”

      “Ah, well—” I stammered out a response. Before I could get farther than that, though, Muñoz’s office door burst open.

      “I’ve got something!” she declared, her voice carrying across the bullpen as she rushed over to where we were all sitting.

      “About Robbie?” I asked eagerly, sitting up straighter to see what it was she had to say.

      “Yeah,” she replied, slowing to a stop as she looked around the bullpen. “Where’s Aurora?”

      “Bathroom,” Bonnie replied impatiently. “Tell us what you learned! We can tell Aurora in a minute. This is killing me!”

      “Here she comes now!” Ty pointed out, nodding toward the door where a weary-looking Aurora was trudging back into the office. She glanced up and saw us all gathered around and must have predicted from the looks on our faces that there’d been a development in the search.

      “What is it?” she asked as she came rushing over. “Did you find him?!”

      “Sort of,” Muñoz replied cautiously. “I found out where he was, at least, last week.”

      “Where?” Aurora asked, clasping her hands together as though in prayer as she cast Muñoz a desperate look.

      “Venice,” Muñoz replied with a half-shrug. “There was nothing on the boat. That was a total bust. It hasn’t been reported missing, and nobody’s found it abandoned or anything, which is good, I think. When I looked into his banking records, though, it was a different story. He was making purchases regularly every day until he suddenly stopped completely.”

      “And his last purchase was in Venice?” I asked.

      “Venice as in Venice, Italy?” Charlie chimed in curiously. “Wow… What was he doing there?”

      “Aurora is from Italy,” Mac noted, turning to look at the woman in question. “Right?”

      “I am,” Aurora confirmed with a nod. “Although… I’m not sure what he could have been doing there. He would have told me if he was planning to go there.”

      “That’s pretty dang far from Bermuda,” Charlie remarked. “But he’s been traveling for, like, a month, right? I guess that’s enough time to sail from the Caribbean to Europe.”

      “Hey, can they be here?” Markus suddenly asked, cocking an eyebrow toward the kids, who were all gathered around behind me, listening in as we spoke. “Are they allowed to hear the details of a case?”

      “Well, yes and no,” Muñoz replied demurely, pursing her lips together as she leaned back against the edge of someone’s desk. “No, they’re not allowed to hear privileged information regarding cases, but this isn’t a case. Not officially.” She shrugged again and shook her head. “Right now, we have no proof a crime was committed at all. Yes, we know that this is unusual behavior for Robbie, but there’s no proof of foul play, which means there’s nothing for us to investigate.”

      “But—” Aurora began to protest, her eyes tearing up.

      “No, wait,” Muñoz cut her off gently, holding a hand up to her. “I’m not saying we’re just going to wash our hands of this and leave Robbie to fend for himself. All I’m saying is that this isn’t officially an MBLIS case. Which is why Ethan’s kids are allowed to be here listening to it all.” She raised her eyebrows, shooting each of us a pointed look. “For all intents and purposes, we’re just a group of people who are very concerned about their friend’s disappearance. Not agents investigating a crime. Get it?”

      “Right,” Markus muttered, crossing his arms. “Which means everything, including this conversation, is off the record.”

      “Exactly,” Muñoz replied with a curt nod. “And if someone decided to look into what happened to Robbie totally independently, then Venice would be where I recommend that they start.”

      “Well, then, this seems like the perfect time to mention that I wanted some time off,” Elsie suddenly spoke up. She’d been sitting quietly for the past half hour or so, just sitting beside Markus as the rest of us talked. “You’ve been overworking us, frankly.”

      “Watch it,” Muñoz shot back. “But sure, time off granted.”

      “Me too,” Markus quickly spoke up. “I need time off too, actually. I’m not sure how long.”

      “Granted,” Muñoz replied. “Though I hope I don’t have to remind you that you’ll be unable to utilize MBLIS’s resources while you’re… on vacation. Which means you’ll have to figure out how to get to Italy on your own.” She paused. “Though I suppose I might be able to work something out with the accounting department.”

      “Don’t worry about that!” Aurora quickly spoke up. “I’ll cover it. That’s not an issue at all.” She sighed, her shoulders drooping. “If only I’d brought the Cessna, we could all leave right away. I’ll just have to buy tickets for everyone on a regular flight instead. I’ll look for flights right now.” She suddenly looked around, a confused expression on her face. “Where’s my bag?”

      “I think you left it in my office,” Muñoz replied. “We can go and get it in a moment.”

      “Doesn’t MBLIS have a private jet?” Charlie asked with a frown. “I mean, I get that this isn’t an official case, but wouldn’t that be faster?”

      “It would,” Baker grunted. “If we still had a jet.”

      “You lost the jet again?” I asked, surprised to hear that. I turned to look at Muñoz. “Is everything okay? Last time I remember losing the jet, it was because a gang in New York was screwing with our financials.”

      “No, nothing like that,” Muñoz sighed sadly. “It crashed.”

      “It what?!” I exclaimed, blinking at her in shock.

      “It’s a long story,” Muñoz groaned, casting Baker a sidelong look. “Let’s just say these two one-upped your penchant for destroying modes of transport.”

      “Hey, I’m not the one that crashed it!” Baker huffed defensively.

      “But it was your fault,” Muñoz replied. “I still maintain that. Anyway, the jet would be out of the question, anyway. I might be able to pull a few strings here and there, but the brass would have my head if they found out I lent out a whole plane to a bunch of civilians for a personal matter.” She grimaced. “Sorry, everyone. I know this is Robbie, but my hands are still tied, at least to an extent.”

      “Don’t worry,” Aurora insisted. “I’ll cover all the costs. Whatever I need to do to get Robbie back, it’s fine. I just need to look and see when the next flight is. There might even be one tonight if we’re lucky.”

      A last-minute flight for several people would probably cost a small fortune, but Aurora didn’t seem the least bit fazed. It was strange, sometimes, to really sit and think about just how insanely wealthy Aurora was.

      “You’re coming, right?” She suddenly turned to me, catching me off guard. “To Italy, I mean. You’re going to help me find Robbie, aren’t you?”

      For just a second, I hesitated. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to help. Of course I was willing to do whatever I could to find him. The only thing was that I was retired now. It had been years since I investigated anything like this, and though I wasn’t in bad shape, I wasn’t used to running around, shooting and punching my way through hordes of thugs anymore. If this was any other case, then I would have said that it was up to Markus and Elsie and the new generation of agents to take the reins.

      This wasn’t just any case, though. This was Robbie.

      “Of course I will,” I replied solidly, a little ashamed that I’d hesitated at all. So what, I was retired? If there was anyone worth getting back in the game for, it was my former partner.

      That was all Aurora needed to hear to light up like a Christmas tree. Her entire body seemed to deflate slightly as she took in my acceptance.

      “Then I guess that’s settled,” Muñoz noted as she stood up. “I’ll go and get your bag, Aurora. And you two.” She tossed a look toward Markus and Elsie. “Enjoy your vacation to Italy.”
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      Aurora managed to book flights for later that same night, just as she had hoped. Really, it was more like early the next morning since the flight was set to leave at four a.m. Marston and Aurora had gotten to work preparing right away, as had two of the kids from the fan club, which Markus thought was surprising. They seemed nice enough, and they were military, which meant they weren’t just clueless civilians, but they weren’t agents.

      Then again, this wasn’t a case, so he guessed it didn’t really matter.

      “This is crazy, huh?” Elsie asked him, leaning back against the side of the office building, a long, twisted string of licorice hanging from her mouth.

      Elsie was a former smoker, and though she’d managed to kick the habit with no small amount of help from Markus, she still enjoyed taking periodic breaks to hang around outside, usually while sucking on a piece of candy. It was kind of a silly ritual, but one that he secretly enjoyed, especially now that he didn’t have to huff down nasty, second-hand cigarette smoke while they were out there.

      “What?” he asked, wishing he had a piece of candy to gnaw on as well. It had been a few hours now, so his hangover had mostly receded, but he was starving.

      “Using up our vacation days to go track down a retired MBLIS agent,” Elsie replied, turning to grin at him. “Not what I was expecting when I came into the office this morning. Not that I’m complaining, mind you. This all sounds fun to me. An under-the-table case, and we’re getting paid for it?”

      “You’re getting paid?” he balked at her.

      “Aren’t you?” Elsie turned to look at him, biting through a chunk of the licorice. “Didn’t you tell Sylvia to put it down as paid vacation?”

      “Ugh, chew with your mouth closed,” he griped, reaching out to shove her in the arm. “And no. I couldn’t. I’m out of vacation days.”

      “Ah, of course you are.” Elsie sighed, shaking her head and casting him an annoyingly wry look of disapproval.

      “Save it,” he begged, but Elsie just went on.

      “You know, maybe you’d have more vacation days if you didn’t waste them all on Angel,” she sang tauntingly.

      “Come on, please drop it,” he groaned, leaning back against the wall so suddenly that he accidentally knocked the back of his head against it. “You know why I—”

      “No, Markus, I really don’t.” Elsie exhaled harshly. “I don’t know why you do this to yourself. I don’t understand why you spend so much time and effort on her. She’s just using you.”

      “She’s not,” Markus insisted vehemently as he shot Elsie a scowl. He knew she was only looking out for him. She thought she was helping him by saying all this, but she didn’t get it. Things with Angel were complicated.

      “She is.” Elsie rolled her eyes. “She knows you’ll drop everything and come running to her any time she needs help, but does she ever spare a second for you?” She turned to him, raising an eyebrow in his direction as she chewed on the licorice. “Did you even manage to talk to her last night? Or did you just make a fool of yourself as usual?”

      “I—” he grunted before cutting himself off. Honestly, he couldn’t even remember if he had talked to Angel or not. It was possible he had. The whole night was a blur.

      “You can’t even remember, can you?” Elsie asked, tutting with disappointment before grinning at him. “Men are so dumb. She’s got you wrapped around her finger.” She shook her head. “And of all people, why her? Even her name makes me cringe. I mean, come on, Angel? She might as well have named herself ‘Cherry’ or ‘Kitty.’ How cliché.”

      “Are you done?” Markus asked dryly. Elsie was lucky that she was probably the one person he cared about more than Angel. Nobody else would be able to get away with talking about her like that.

      “Ugh, yeah, I guess,” Elsie groaned, popping the last piece of the licorice into her mouth. “Don’t look like such a kicked puppy. It makes me feel like a bully.”

      “You are a bully,” Markus grumbled.

      “No.” Elsie giggled, turning away from him again as she brushed her hands clean of sugar. “I destroy bullies. The only reason Angel gets a pass is because I’d never hear the end of it from you if I ever gave her what she deserved, which is a good slap or two.”

      “She’s not that bad,” Markus insisted, though the words felt like a lie even to him.

      “If you say so,” Elsie hummed, crossing one leg over the other. “So, are we going to the strip club or what?”

      “What?!” he exclaimed, flinching with shock. “I—first off, it’s not a strip club. Second, no, why would we go? And why do you think I want to go, anyway?

      “Oh, please,” Elsie huffed, rolling her eyes. “You’ve been in a funk all day, distracted and moping around. You’ve been thinking about her, right? And you were hungover this morning, which meant last night didn’t go well. All of which to say that you must want to go back again tonight, right?” She turned to look at him, piercing him with a sharp, knowing gaze. “Am I wrong?”

      “You’re irritating is what you are,” Markus muttered, unable to deny any of what she was saying.

      “I know you better than you know yourself.” Elsie hummed triumphantly as she kicked off from the wall. “Aren’t you lucky? Now, let’s go. If we leave now, we’ll have enough time to hit up the strip club so you can have your little heart-to-heart with Angel before we have to head to the airport.”

      “It is not a strip club,” he grumbled as he followed Elsie over to her car. And it really wasn’t. The place where Angel worked as a dancer was a burlesque bar, which was a totally different thing. It was much classier, for one, and more expensive, for another. The dancers also usually didn’t even get fully naked, something which Elsie loved to poke fun at.

      “All that money just to get in,” she noted as they pulled into the parking lot of the bar. “And they don’t even give you a full show. That’s robbery if you ask me.”

      “It’s not that kind of show,” Markus shot back.

      “Oh, I’m aware,” Elsie replied. “I just don’t get why you and so many other dudes are willing to pay top dollar for it.”

      “I don’t—” Markus started to counter, his face flushing with heat.

      “I know, I know,” Elsie cut him off, rolling her eyes. “You’re different. You only come here for Angel. Blah, blah, blah. Are you sure she’s even here tonight?”

      “She’s here every night,” he replied as the two of them got out of the car. Markus checked the time on his phone as they did. It was late enough that the bar would be open but still early enough that they had a few hours before they needed to leave for the airport.

      Perfect.

      The two of them headed over to the entrance. The building itself was discreet, with a sleek, darkened entrance that faded into the background, especially when compared to the actual strip club located just on the opposite side of the street. That building boasted massive posters of half-naked women and always drew a larger, if more undesirable-looking, crowd of clients. The only thing that stood out about the Epiphany bar, by comparison, was the burly man standing guard just outside the door.

      “Ooh, are you a VIP?” Elsie teased as Markus walked past the small line that had formed outside and right up to the bouncer. He squared up as we approached, looking like he was about to tell them off before he finally saw his face.

      “Go on in,” was all he said, relaxing slightly.

      “Oh crap, you actually are a VIP?” Elsie gaped at her partner. “I don’t know if I should be impressed or disappointed that you’re a VIP of a strip club.”

      “It’s not—” he started to say again before the bouncer called out to them.

      “Whoa,” he grumbled, eyeing Elsie. “She can wait out here.”

      “Like hell, I can,” Elsie replied caustically, shooting the bouncer a glare.

      “She’s with me,” Markus explained, surprised by the bouncer’s attitude.

      “Doesn’t matter,” the man clipped back shortly. “No women allowed.”

      “What, is this place run by prepubescent boys?” Elsie scoffed. “You think I have cooties or something? And you’re just lying. I’ve been in here before.”

      “New rules,” the bouncer replied simply. “We had an issue with a client’s wife. The boss enacted a new rule. No women allowed, period.”

      “That’s literally discrimination,” Elsie insisted.

      The bouncer just shrugged, apparently unconcerned. Markus frowned as he wondered what to do. It seemed crappy of him to just leave Elsie out here alone, but he really wanted to talk with Angel before we left, if nothing else but to clear up what had happened last night.

      “Go ahead.” Elsie sighed. When Markus turned to look at her, she had a resigned, if annoyed, look on her face. “I know you want to go and talk to her. Just make it quick, okay?”

      “You’re the best.” He grinned at her, making a mental note to do something nice for her later. Maybe he’d treat her to dinner in Italy. Before he could make a move to step into the bar, though, a pair of men came stomping out.

      “Markus!” one of the men growled at him. Markus didn’t recognize him right away since half his face was swollen up and bruised.

      “Harvey,” he greeted him back apprehensively. He looked angry, and those bruises looked fresh, and now Markus wondered if maybe they had something to do with what he couldn’t remember doing last night.

      “You’ve got stones coming back here again after what you did last night,” Harvey gritted out, confirming his suspicions.

      “Uh, yeah,” he muttered, unsure what else to say. Harvey took a step toward him, and Markus took a step back. Though he was sure he could probably beat him in a fight, it wouldn’t be fun. Harvey was a big, bulky guy who worked security for the bar.

      “Hold up there, big boy,” Elsie quipped, smoothly stepping in between them. “Listen, I understand the urge to want to hit Markus. Honestly, I do. It’s something I struggle with on the daily, but we really need to speak to Angel, so if we could—”

      “Ha!” Harvey spat, causing Elsie to lean back and away from him. “You two are out of your damned minds if you think I’m going to let either of you inside.” He looked away from Elsie and over to Markus, gnashing his teeth together. “I should kill you. I’ve always known you were a good-for-nothing little jerk, but I never thought you’d stoop so low.”

      “Bro, what did you do?” Elsie turned to glance at him over her shoulder.

      “I have no idea,” Markus replied honestly before redirecting his attention back to Harvey. “Look, whatever I did, I’m sorry—”

      “You’re sorry?!” Harvey exclaimed, his face twisting up with fury. “You’re sorry? That’s all you have to say after you slept with Katrina?”

      “Ooh, Markus.” Elsie gasped and grinned at him but did absolutely nothing to help diffuse the situation.

      “Who?” Markus asked, cocking his head at Harvey. It was true that he had woken up in bed with two women, but he hadn’t recognized either of them nor did he remember how he’d gotten in that position.

      “Are you kidding me right now?!” Harvey yelled, a little vein throbbing on his forehead. The bouncer and the other people in line were looking their way now as he threw a very loud fit. “Do you have a death wish, Markus?”

      “Nah, he just can’t hold his liquor,” Elsie replied before Markus could.

      Harvey snarled at her, and Markus tensed.

      “Stay out of it!” Harvey grunted, shaking his head. “Do you always let your girl fight your battles for you, Markus? You’re a joke, hiding behind her like that.”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Elsie spoke up, crossing her arms to form an ‘X.’ “I am not Markus’s ‘girl,’ yikes. I am contractually obligated to watch his back, though, and we have a plane to catch in a few hours, so I can’t really let you attack him or anything.”

      “Maybe I should beat both of you into the ground,” Harvey grumbled, his voice lowering as he took another step toward Elsie.

      “Hey, leave her alone,” Markus called out, moving up to stand beside her. “Your issue is with me.”

      Harvey didn’t say another word. Without warning, he suddenly shoved Elsie out of the way and lunged at Markus, who scrambled backward out of his grip.

      “You’re gonna run away?” Harvey roared, then leapt at Markus again, fists swinging.

      He dodged Harvey’s blows, ducking and swerving out of the way as the larger man swung his meaty fist around. He was a lot bigger than Markus was, but that worked to his advantage. Markus wasn’t the most muscular man in the world, but that just meant he was quicker on his feet and harder to hit.

      Out of the corner of his eye, Markus spotted Harvey’s buddy stalking closer. Elsie stepped in his way, blocking his path.

      “Nope, don’t think so, big guy,” Elsie warned. “Just let them work it out, man to man. This won’t take long, promise.”

      “Look, Harvey,” Markus grunted. He lifted his arms to shield his face as Harvey throttled him with blows. “I don’t know who Katrina is.”

      “Then what the hell were you doing in her apartment this morning?!” Harvey screamed furiously.

      “Um—” was all Markus could say before Harvey’s fist was coming at him again. He ducked low beneath the taller man’s arm, then jumped forward, wrapping his own arms around Harvey’s middle to shove him backward. Harvey tumbled back, tripping over his own feet and nearly falling onto his rear before regaining his balance.

      “Harvey,” Markus huffed. “Look, I really don’t want to embarrass you in front of your coworkers—” He ducked to the side again as Harvey threw another punch at him, then returned the favor with a blow of his own. Markus struck him in the nose first before following the first hit up with another to the cheek and then another into his stomach. Harvey wheezed with pain as he doubled over, clutching his stomach.

      “You little—” Harvey hissed, unable to breathe enough to speak any louder.

      “Harvey, we just want to talk to Angel.” Markus sighed, setting his hands on his hips. “We’ll leave after, I promise.”

      “Knife!” Elsie suddenly screamed just a split second before Harvey jumped at Markus again.

      He hadn’t even noticed Harvey sneaking the knife from wherever he was hiding it while he was bent over at the waist. Markus raised his hands to his face, barely managing to grab his opponent’s arm as he attempted to bring the knife down directly into Markus’s eye.

      “I’m going to teach you a lesson,” Harvey snarled, “in staying away from other people’s property!”

      He pushed against Markus, straining to stab him with the knife as Markus held him at bay. After a second of struggling, when the knife was just inches from Markus’s eye, Harvey suddenly let out a pained yelp, and the pressure was gone. Markus quickly pushed Harvey’s arm and the knife as far from himself as he could.

      As he did, Elsie, who had just knocked Harvey over the back of the head with the butt of her gun, grabbed the collar of his shirt and used it to turn him around. Once he was facing her, Elsie lifted her knee and kicked him straight in the groin. The noise that Harvey let out was enough to make Markus wince as he fell to the ground.

      “That’s not a very nice way to talk about women,” Elsie noted coldly as she kicked at the hand holding the knife, knocking it from his grasp. “No wonder she went and slept with Markus. And pulling a knife during a fistfight is awful sportsmanship, don’t you think?”

      “I will kill you,” Harvey hissed, glaring daggers up at Elsie as he rocked on the ground.

      The guy who’d come out with him started to walk over again, but Elsie turned back toward him.

      “Please don’t make me put you on the ground,” she hummed. “It’s been a long day at work. Unless you want to end up the same way as Harvey, just stand there and keep looking pretty.”

      The man scowled at her remark but ultimately didn’t try to help his friend.

      “Smart man,” Elsie quipped as she turned back toward Harvey, who was barely stumbling back to his feet.

      “All right, that’s enough!” the bouncer suddenly shouted. Markus looked away from Elsie and Harvey and found him striding toward the two of them, stomping as he walked. “You two get the hell out of here, now.”

      “Us?” Elsie whined, pouting at the bouncer. “He’s the one that attacked us!”

      “You heard me,” the bouncer grunted, shifting his unfriendly gaze from Elsie to Markus. “Both of you are banned. I don’t want to see either of your faces anywhere near here ever again.”

      “Wait,” Markus protested, his heart dropping. “We need to talk to Angel.”

      “What you need is to leave,” the bouncer insisted. “Right now.”

      “Or what?” Elsie challenged, staring unflinchingly back at the bouncer. “You’ll call the cops? Go ahead. We can tell them all about how your man here pulled a knife on a federal agent.”

      The bouncer’s face twisted into a mean scowl as he took a step closer to Elsie.

      “You have no idea what you’re getting yourself into,” the bouncer murmured in a threateningly low tone.

      Elsie looked like she was ready to say something else, bold as ever. Before she could, though, Markus gently reached out to grab her arm. She snapped her head around to look at him, casting her partner an incredulous look.

      “We’ll leave,” Markus informed the bouncer. “Just take it easy, alright?”

      “What?!” Elsie balked, staring at him wide-eyed. “No! But we came all this way. What the heck, Markus? Don’t let him push you around like this! If you want to talk to Angel, then we’re going to talk to her!”

      “No,” Markus uttered firmly, looking straight into Elsie’s eyes. She went rigid as he did, and Markus knew that she could tell he was trying to communicate with her through his eyes. After a second of silence, she turned to look at the bouncer again.

      “Fine,” she grumbled, pulling her arm out of Markus’s reach to shove them into the pockets of her pants. “We’re leaving.”

      “Don’t come back,” the bouncer muttered before bending down to help Harvey up to his feet.

      The guy who’d come out with Harvey shot an annoyed look at Elsie as she turned on her heel and marched back to the car. Markus cast the group one last bitter scowl before moving to follow her.

      Elsie yanked the door open roughly before climbing into the driver’s seat and then slammed it behind her. Markus knew he was in for it as soon as he got inside, but since they’d driven there together, he really had no choice.

      “What the heck?!” Elsie exclaimed the moment he ducked into the passenger’s seat. “What was that about? I thought you were Angel’s knight in shining armor who would do anything for her. You gave up that easily?”

      “It’s complicated,” Markus repeated for what felt like the hundredth time.

      “No!” Elsie snapped, her eyebrows scrunching together as she frowned at him. “No, I’m so tired of hearing you say that! What is so complicated about this? And don’t give me some empty excuses like ‘you wouldn’t understand’ or ‘it’s hard to explain.’”

      “It’s true,” Markus replied, half because it really was and half because I knew it would annoy Elsie. He was right, and the way her face twisted up even more was worth it. “But really, it is complicated. There are some bad people involved in this, Elsie.”

      “Involved in what?” she asked, almost pleading. “What exactly is going on with you and Angel?”

      “She’s just… she’s wrapped up with some bad people,” Markus replied vaguely, unsure where to even start.

      “Define ‘bad,’” Elsie murmured apprehensively.

      “Bad as in powerful,” he explained. “Bad as in getting the police involved would only make this worse for everyone. For us and for Angel.”

      “We are the police, though,” Elsie muttered as she reached out to grip the wheel with one hand. “Sort of. If something’s going on, and you know about it, then why—”

      “Because that would put Angel in danger,” Markus shot back. “I’m trying to fix this, okay? I really am. I know you think I’m an idiot for wasting my time with this, and I know Angel isn’t a saint, but she needs me. I can’t just abandon her.”

      For several moments, the inside of the car felt unnaturally silent. Elsie just stared at him, which was awful, and it made him wish she’d say something, anything, even if it was to insult him again. Then she heaved a long, drawn-out sigh.

      “Okay,” she hummed, drumming her fingers along the top of the steering wheel. “Well, whatever shady crap you’re up to, you can forget about dealing with it on your own.”

      “What?” Markus turned to her in surprise.

      “Oh, don’t look so shocked,” Elsie scoffed. “You’re an idiot for trying to handle this by yourself in the first place. We’re partners, remember?”

      “Yeah, at work,” he grumbled sheepishly.

      “What, so we’re just coworkers now?” Elsie snorted. “Come on, you know that’s not true, and whatever dumb stuff you and Angel are wrapped up in, well, consider me involved now, too. So come on.” She reached over to turn the ignition, then glanced at him as the car purred to life. “Tell me everything from the beginning.”
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      It was a little difficult for me to wrap my head around what was happening.

      A little more than twenty-four hours ago, I’d been in my bar, sipping away at a frothy mug of beer while I regaled my loyal troupe of listeners with another story about my past. Now, it was like the past had suddenly leapt forcefully forward and into the present, dragging old memories along with it.

      Aurora, true to her word, had taken care of booking transportation for everyone. ‘Everyone’ in this case consisted of me, Markus and Elsie, and also Jeff and Mac. Actually, all four of the kids had insisted on coming along to help, but unfortunately, or maybe fortunately, Ty and Charlie had been unable to secure leave. Aurora hadn’t seemed to mind the idea of them coming along at all, but I was secretly a little glad that they were staying behind. We were already a crowd as it was, and the two of them were particularly rambunctious. We also had no idea what we were even getting ourselves into, and Navy or not, they were still immature kids. Heck, I wasn’t all that thrilled that Jeff and Mac were coming, to be honest, but the two of them were at least more level-headed than the other pair.

      Ty and Charlie had promised to monitor things at home instead. What they planned to monitor, I wasn’t certain, but I’d simply agreed with their suggestion. Though they’d never actually met Robbie or anyone else before that morning, I could tell that they were genuinely concerned about him.

      It all felt so surreal. Sometimes, I’d have dreams that I was still an agent, rushing to save someone or stop some big, bad villain, only to realize that I’d made some crucial error that would cost me the case. Waking up from those nightmares was always a relief. Part of me kept expecting to wake up from this, to open my eyes to the realization that this was all just a bizarre nightmare and that Robbie was perfectly alright, spending his days sailing around and visiting exotic locations with Aurora.

      This wasn’t a dream, though.

      I glanced over at Aurora in the seat beside me. If I felt this unsettled, then surely she felt ten times worse. She had her hand to her mouth, and she was gnawing on the end of her nails. I’d noticed it earlier, the way she would suddenly lift her hand to her lips before yanking it sharply away. It seemed she’d finally given in to the temptation, though. I could see that two of her fingernails were already chewed down into jagged nubs.

      She must have felt my eyes on her because she looked up suddenly, glancing over at me from her seat across the aisle. She’d sprung for first class, so all of our seats were separated by partitions that felt a little like office cubicles. Her hand twitched as though she intended to move it away from her mouth again before thinking better of it and going right back to gnawing on the end of her thumbnail.

      “It’s a bad habit,” she explained, muttering past her hand. “I’ve always been a worrier. Even as a child, I never really felt calm about anything. Sometimes, it was silly things, like worrying about grades. Sometimes, I’d just lie in bed and wonder what dying would feel like.” She finally stopped biting on her nails. “That’s strange, right?”

      “Uh, yeah.” I laughed softly, caught off guard by what she’d just admitted. “A little. But we’ve all got things that are weird about us.” I spoke softly since most of the other passengers, including the rest of our crew, were asleep.

      “Generalized anxiety,” Aurora murmured. “That’s what it’s called. It’s when you worry about everything, about nothing. You just worry and worry all day, every day. I didn’t realize until I was an adult that there was something wrong with me and that it wasn’t normal to just feel dread about everything.”

      “Yeah?” I replied vaguely. She was dumping some pretty heavy information on me out of nowhere, but I figured it was all due to the stress she was feeling as a result of Robbie’s disappearance. If this helped her calm down, then I was more than willing to listen.

      “It got better after I met Robbie,” she whispered so quietly that I had to strain to hear her over the hum of the plane. “It didn’t go away completely, of course. That’s impossible. But it was better. Whenever I started to worry, I’d just talk to him. I used to call him at the oddest hours. And he’d call me, too, even when he was on missions, just to check on me.”

      “Yeah, I think I remember that,” I muttered as I thought back to some of our past cases. After he and Aurora started dating, Robbie would sometimes disappear whenever we had free time during cases. He’d usually make some quip about not wanting to be a third wheel before rushing off to the hotel to call Aurora.

      “Everything was easier after I met him,” Aurora went on, a small smile gracing her lips. “He always knew just what to say. I got better about biting my nails, then.” She glanced down at her hand, staring mournfully at the worn-down stumps. “I was able to go and get manicures for the first time.” She paused, her gaze turning vacant as she stared up at the blank entertainment screen mounted in front of her seat.

      “When Robbie disappeared,” she finally murmured a few seconds later, “I told myself not to worry. I’d made so much progress in not worrying that I forced myself to ignore it. I made excuses, told myself he was just busy having fun, or maybe his phone had died, or maybe he’d lost it or broken it…” Her lip quivered, and I tensed as I realized that she suddenly looked like she was on the verge of tears. “It’s been almost a full week now since I’ve heard from him. What if… what if this is my fault? If I’d just come to you sooner, then—”

      “No, Aurora, this is not your fault,” I interrupted before she could go any further. She sniffled as she looked back at me, and even inside the darkened cabin of the plane, I could see how red her eyes were.

      “But I waited so long,” she murmured sadly. “Stupid… I knew something was wrong. I knew it, but I ignored my own instincts!”

      “You didn’t do anything wrong,” I insisted again, leaning onto the armrest of my chair to get closer to her. “And Robbie wouldn’t want you to blame yourself for this. You know that.”

      “Well, he better have a good explanation for putting me through this,” Aurora grumbled, reaching up to wipe at the corners of her eyes. “Anyway, thank you for coming with me. I know I just showed up out of nowhere and started making demands.”

      “Not at all,” I replied. “You know I’d do anything for you and Robbie. Besides, I haven’t done anything. Not yet, anyway. Muñoz was the one who looked into his banking records, and Markus and Elsie are the agents in charge here.”

      “Well, Sylvia did say that this wasn’t a real case,” Aurora countered. “So, really, that puts us all on equal footing. Speaking of the two of them, though…” She lowered her voice and glanced back at the row behind us where the agents in question were, I presumed to make sure they were asleep and not listening in. “Where do you think they went earlier?”

      There was a mischievous glint in her eye as she asked me that, and I stifled a laugh. Maybe gossiping about them while they were right behind us wasn’t the nicest thing to do, but it seemed to be taking her mind off of Robbie.

      “Not sure,” I whispered back. “But they did both seem kind of breathless and tired when they got back to the office, huh?”

      “You think they ran off to have a romantic tryst somewhere?” Aurora asked almost giddily. “How cute. They certainly seem to be in tune with each other. Even I could tell that from how they interacted back at the office.”

      “Could be,” I replied with a shrug. “Wouldn’t be the first inter-office romance MBLIS has seen.”

      “Didn’t she mention another girl, though?” Aurora murmured, leaning closer to me from her seat. “I could have sworn she did. Honestly, I wasn’t paying much attention. I was so worried about Robbie, but thinking back, I could have sworn Elsie mentioned something about him meeting someone at a bar.”

      “Actually…” I hummed, frowning as I recalled something else Bonnie had mentioned.

      Aurora had been in the bathroom when it happened, but Bonnie had said something about Markus chasing after someone who was “out of his league.” If that were the case, then why had he and Elsie disappeared together like that? I supposed it was possible they’d just popped out to get something to eat before the flight, but then why had they been so secretive about it? Both had given vague answers when we’d asked where they’d gone, and they really had come back looking a bit frazzled.

      “What?” Aurora asked, her eyes wide. “What is it?”

      “Not sure,” I replied honestly. “Something messy, by the looks of it.”

      “Oh, a love triangle, maybe?” Aurora gasped, sounding thrilled by the idea. “How romantic!” She suddenly shot me a grin. “I guess Markus takes after you, then. Robbie told me you took him under your wing back when he was still a rookie. That is him, right? The one who was a total klutz?”

      “That’s him.” I chuckled. “But don’t let him hear you say that. Seems like he’s grown out of that phase, thankfully…wait, what do you mean he takes after me, though?” I narrowed my eyes at her, having just caught onto the implication of her words.

      “Well, isn’t it true that you were something of a womanizer back in the day?” Aurora asked me coyly. “That’s what Robbie told me, anyway. Though the way he described it was a lot more graphic.”

      “Oh, geez.” I groaned quietly, slumping back against my chair. I shuddered to think what all Robbie might have told her and how much he must have embellished.

      “So that’s why I said Agent Baker takes after you,” Aurora went on teasingly. “If he’s juggling two different women.”

      “Please stop.” I laughed under my breath. “It wasn’t like that. Whatever Robbie told you, just erase it from your memory, please.”

      “All right, all right,” she relented, still grinning at me. “I suppose it’s not kind of me to poke fun at you like that. Oh, but there was someone he mentioned to me. Someone who was different.”

      “Different?” I repeated, raising an eyebrow at her. “What do you mean?”

      “A woman,” Aurora clarified. “What was her name? Tessa! Whatever became of her?”

      “Oh, well—” I started to reply, my face heating up. I didn’t manage to get another word in before one of the flight attendants came by, pushing a cart along with her. She accidentally bumped it into the side of Aurora’s chair, startling her.

      “Oh, I’m sorry about that,” the flight attendant apologized. “Would either of you like a drink or something to eat? Breakfast service doesn’t start for another couple of hours, but I can grab you a snack if you’d like.”

      “I’m fine, thank you,” Aurora replied. “Oh, but maybe just some water?”

      “Sure,” the flight attendant replied with a smile. She reached down into the cart to grab a bottle of water, and I sighed with relief as I sank further into my seat, grateful to have been saved from Aurora’s probing questions.

      Luckily, she didn’t ask anything personal again for the rest of the flight. I’d never particularly liked talking about my private life, even with friends, and now was hardly the time to be focusing on me, anyway. It was several hours later when we finally arrived in Italy. Our flight left us in Rome, though, which meant we then needed to hop onto another one to make our way to Venice.

      Luckily for us, Aurora knew her way around and acted as a guide from the moment we touched down. It was fortunate that we’d all managed to grab a few hours of sleep during the flight because Aurora was a woman on a mission from the moment we made it into Italy. The rest of us just followed along behind her as she led us through airports and train stations as we made our way to her company’s headquarters.

      Headquarters was located near the Rialto bridge, near the Grand Canal. Getting there meant we had to first take a train from the mainland out into the smaller islands that made up the area most people pictured when they thought of Venice.

      “So… we’re going to have to ride in one of those little boats?” Jeff asked as we all got off the last train we would be riding before getting to our destination.

      “Gondolas,” Aurora corrected him. “And no, we don’t need to ride one of those. Those are mostly for tourists nowadays, but we will need a boat, at least one. We can walk the rest of the way once we get to a certain spot.”

      “Just lead the way,” I encouraged. “You definitely know this place better than we do.” She flashed me a confident smile before leading the way.

      As promised, we eventually came to a point where we had no choice but to find a boat because there was literally no road left. A little ways off, across the water, I could see the islands that made up what most people pictured when they thought of Venice.

      “Wow,” Mac exhaled, glancing down the length of the canal in awe.

      “This is where you’re from, right?” Mac asked Aurora as the six of us walked over to the boarding area of a small ferry set to head to the islands.

      “That’s right,” Aurora replied warmly. “Though we lived in Campania when I was younger. We didn’t move to Venice until I was a teenager.” They continued to chat as we waited for the boat to set off. Even from a distance, Venice looked incredible, like something out of a fantasy movie or video game.

      “How is it all floating?!” Jeff gaped as the boat set off toward the island a few minutes later.

      “Must be crazy to live like this,” Mac noted as she leaned out of one of the open windows of the ferry. “No cars, just boats…”

      Even I had to admit that Venice had me feeling speechless. As we entered the city, I could scarcely decide what to look at. Massive buildings towered overhead, not as tall as skyscrapers but somehow more imposing, made of white marble and brick and stone.

      “Wow, how do they not crash?” Jeff muttered, looking down at the smaller boats swerving around and past the larger ferry.

      The farther into the canal we got, the more crowded it was. It certainly wasn’t like driving, where each half of the road was dedicated to one direction. The boats here went wherever there was room, expertly gliding past each other in ways that made me also wonder how they avoided crashing.

      The ferry finally stopped and allowed us to disembark. The small dock where we were let off was fairly narrow and lined with some small tables and chairs that seemed to belong to one of the restaurants that butted up against the dock. Several gondolas were floating nearby, and the operators all called out as people climbed down off the ferry, offering rides.

      “Can we get on one of those?” Jeff asked, looking around and still clearly awestruck.

      “We need a boat. There’s no other way to leave,” Aurora replied. “Unless you want to swim to the other side of the canal and then walk all the way to where we’re going. I don’t see another boat waiting, though. Just the gondolas.”

      “Well, that sounds fun,” Jeff replied.

      “Who am I to argue with that?” Aurora said with a grin. “When’s the next time you’ll get a gondola ride?” She walked up to one of the gondolas and began to speak in rapid-fire Italian before waving the rest of us over to climb in.

      Unsurprisingly, the kids were excited for the entire gondola ride. Jeff, in particular, seemed absolutely fascinated by everything he saw and heard. The gondola operator certainly helped in entertaining him as well, cracking jokes and even singing a song at one point as he carried us over to our destination. It was kind of a comical sight to see someone as tall and burly as Jeff looking so giddy. Mac hadn’t seemed as enthralled at first, but I noticed she seemed to soften up as we got closer to where we were going, which was another, albeit slightly larger, dock.

      There were some parts of Venice that were walkable, and her building was located a short walk from one of the docks. There was a huge, ornate bridge just a few steps from the dock where tourists were posing for photos, grinning broadly.

      “That’s the Rialto Bridge,” Aurora explained. “It’s pretty, right?”

      “Stunning,” I replied honestly.

      “Well, I’ll give you all a tour later,” she replied. “Once we… well, once we’re done with all of this. I know all the best spots and the best times to go.”

      “That sounds fun,” I replied, offering her a smile. “So your company is right here, in the center of the city? That’s pretty impressive, Aurora.”

      “Yes,” Aurora confirmed, smiling proudly. “Well, the headquarters, anyway. The actual production happens in Campania, far to the south of the country. That’s where all the vineyards are. But the building where all the boring business aspects happen, that’s right here in Venice.” Her steps slowed for a moment as she pursed her lips. “It’s been quite a while since I was last here. Not since my father stepped down, actually.”

      “Oh, so you’re the one running the whole operation now?” Jeff asked, his eyebrows rising up into his forehead. “Wow, that’s pretty cool.”

      “It’s nothing impressive, I assure you,” Aurora replied as she picked up her pace again. “To be honest… I haven’t been doing much of anything.” Her mouth twisted into a crooked line. “After my father passed last year, I just… couldn’t focus. So I hired a team of executives to manage things for me.” She scoffed ruefully. “Ever since then, they handle everything. I can’t even remember the last time I actually directly handled anything to do with the company instead of just acting as a figurehead.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” Elsie murmured, sounding shocked.

      “It’s fine,” Aurora replied dismissively. “That’s not important right now. I’m not here about the company, though I suppose it is a coincidence that we’d end up here in the city. We need to focus on finding Robbie.”

      “What if it’s not a coincidence?” Markus asked as we rounded a corner onto a small side street. We were near the Rialto Bridge, but the side street was remarkably quiet and empty in comparison, probably because it was tucked away into a dark alley.

      “What?” Aurora asked as she turned to look at him.

      “What if Robbie’s disappearance has something to do with the company?” he suggested. “I mean, isn’t it weird that the last place he was before disappearing was the very same city where your company’s headquarters is?”

      “Well… I suppose it is,” Aurora muttered, her shoulders hunching with uncertainty. “But how could the two be connected? Robbie doesn’t have anything to do with the business. He’s never been interested.”

      “No, Markus might have a point,” I murmured, folding my arms over my chest. “Assuming there was foul play involved in Robbie’s disappearance, then maybe the person who took him has something to do with your business.”

      “That’s—” Aurora gasped, her face turning white.

      “It is a pretty lucrative business,” Elsie added. “I mean, not to sound crass, but you’re obviously very wealthy, Aurora. I’m guessing that this business of yours makes a mean amount of money.”

      “What?” Aurora uttered, her voice raspy. “You think someone might have kidnapped him for ransom or something?”

      “It’s possible,” I replied.

      Aurora clearly didn’t want for money. In just the past forty-eight hours or so, she’d dropped thousands on flights, food, and accommodations without so much as blinking. Her wine company was a multi-billion dollar business. I could easily imagine any number of ne'er-do-wells who’d be willing to do bad things to get a piece of that pie, including taking Robbie.

      “But I didn’t get any ransom demands!” Aurora exclaimed. “I would have paid if I had! Why didn’t they contact me? If someone took him, then why—”

      “Whoa,” Elsie called out gently as she walked over to wrap an arm around Aurora’s shoulder. “It’s okay, just breathe. We shouldn’t have this conversation out in the middle of the street.”

      “You’re right.” Aurora sniffled, her shoulders trembling. “Let’s hurry and find that restaurant. We can talk there. Preferably after we get some answers as to what Robbie was doing here.”
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      “This is so strange,” Aurora noted as we stepped into the small restaurant. She looked around in confusion, the expression on her face growing more perplexed as she did.

      “What is?” I asked as the four of us stepped further into the quaint little Italian café.

      Once we’d finally reached our destination, I’d instructed the kids to wait outside while Aurora, Markus, Elsie, and I investigated. I’d told them it was because six would be a crowd and draw too much attention, which was true, but also, I just wanted some breathing room. I’d developed a soft spot for them over all the nights I’d spent regaling them with stories, but spending hours upon hours with them was a different story. They’d agreed to act as lookouts while the rest of us went inside.

      “This isn’t the type of place Robbie would want to eat,” Aurora murmured, her eyebrows knitting together as she frowned at the large display case of pastries near the front register. “He’s more of a meat-and-potatoes kind of man. I’m sure you know that, Ethan, you two spent years together as partners.”

      “That’s true,” I replied with a shrug. Fancy little cakes and delicate pastries really weren't Robbie’s cup of tea, so to speak. Now that Aurora pointed it out, this was kind of a weird choice for him.

      “Unless he wasn’t here for the coffee and scones,” Elsie noted, hands on her hips as she examined the café. It was small and cozy, with only enough space for a few tables inside. “He might have been meeting someone here, don’t you think? It’s a small, quiet spot. A good place to have a private conversation.”

      “Oh, that’s true,” Aurora murmured, looking no less concerned.

      “Excuse me, can I help you?” one of the employees behind the register called out to us.

      I felt grateful, once again, that Robbie had chosen a popular tourist spot to go missing in. At least that meant we didn’t have to fuss with a language barrier since a lot of the locals seemed to speak English.

      “Oh, yes!” Aurora replied cheerfully as she rushed over to the counter. “We’re looking for my husband. He was here a few days ago. He spent a little over twenty euros.”

      “Oh, um…” the employee murmured, clearly caught off guard by her response. “Well, we get a lot of customers since we’re right by the palace. I’m sorry—”

      “No, wait!” Aurora interrupted before he could say anything else. “What if I show you a photo? Maybe you’ll remember him?”

      “I’m not sure—” the young man muttered, looking flustered. I felt a little bad for him. Of course, it was probably unreasonable for us to expect him to remember one man out of dozens or even hundreds of customers. We had to at least try, though.

      “See?” Aurora asked as she pulled up a recent photo of Robbie and handed over her phone. It was a picture of the two of them holding champagne glasses in front of some kind of lake or body of water. “He looks like that. His hair might be a little longer now, though. He spends a lot of time sailing out on the water, and sometimes he comes back looking a little scraggly.”

      “I’m so sorry,” the young man replied gently. “But I—” He paused as he looked up from the photo and noticed Aurora’s expression. “Well, let me ask if anyone else remembers him, okay?”

      “Oh, yes, thank you,” Aurora replied, flashing him a smile.

      “Ehi, Lisa!” the young man called out to someone in the kitchen behind the counter. A girl came bounding out, the two braids in her hair coated with flour.

      “Hm?” she asked, glancing at the young man and then at us.

      “These people are searching for this man,” he explained as he turned the phone to her. The girl removed her glasses and wiped the lenses with her apron before putting them back on and squinting at the photo.

      “I don’t remember seeing him,” she replied, shaking her head and flashing Aurora an apologetic grimace. “How long ago was he here?”

      “Four days ago,” Markus replied, and the girl’s eyes shot wide open.

      “Four?!” She balked, shaking her head. “I don’t even remember what I had for breakfast four days ago! Um… what time was he here?”

      “Two-twenty-seven,” Aurora replied without hesitation, her voice strained with anxiety.

      “Hmm, who was working then?” the girl murmured as she looked at the man. “Maybe Greta? Let me go and ask her.”

      And so it went on for the next fifteen minutes. Every employee in the café came to look at the photo, but nobody could remember seeing Robbie.

      “Sorry,” the first man we spoke to apologized for the umpteenth time. “I wish I could help. You have the receipt, so obviously he was here, but we see so many people come in and go out.”

      “Do you have cameras in here?” Markus asked as he looked up at the walls and corners of the café.

      “We have CCTV,” the man replied. “But only outside.”

      “I’m not sure how helpful that will be,” Elsie grumbled, folding her arms over her chest. “We already know he was here and what time. What’s an exterior camera going to tell us?”

      “It might show us who he met up with,” I replied. “Assuming he met up with someone. And it’ll show us if he left here alone as well.”

      “Good point,” Markus replied before turning back to the employee. “Could we get a look at those?”

      “Well, usually, we would have to involve the polizia for that,” the man replied, his voice tinged with uncertainty.

      Beside me, Markus opened his mouth and then snapped it shut again, apparently at a loss for what to say. Normally, this would be the part where he would announce that he and his partner, Elsie, were law enforcement, so it was all good. Of course, we were all here in an unofficial capacity. Technically, we were just a group of people looking for our lost friend.

      “Oh, who cares about that?” the girl with the flour-covered hair scoffed as she reached out to nudge the man with her elbow. “Their friend is lost!”

      “Well…” the man muttered, still looking apprehensive.

      I supposed, on some level, I understood his reluctance. What if we were actually the bad guys trying to track Robbie down to hurt him? Stalkers sometimes used similar tactics to find their victims.

      “I have access on my phone, I think,” the girl with the braids went on as she reached into her pocket. “It’s just our employee ID number, right?”

      “Oh, thank you!” Aurora expressed again, clasping her hands together. She looked so genuinely grateful that I could tell even the skeptical employee was moved.

      As the woman looked through her phone, an elderly gentleman came trudging into the cafe. He walked right up to our group, a sour expression on his face as he looked back and forth between us and the man behind the register.

      “Ah, scuso, signor Valenci,” the employee called out, glancing past us at the man. “Posso servirti qui—”

      “Maledetti turisti,” the elderly man grumbled as he shoved his way past us to get to the counter. “Sempre in mezzo!” Markus and Elsie stepped aside to give him space, the latter of the two shooting him a dirty look at the way he’d pushed and shoved his way through. The man continued to mutter under his breath until he noticed the phone that Aurora still had clutched in her hand.

      “Quell'uomo!” the elderly man grumbled as he pointed a wrinkled, knobby finger at the photo of Robbie.

      “Lo riconosci?!” Aurora asked, turning her attention fully onto the elderly man.

      “Eh,” the man just grumbled, attempting to turn away from her. Aurora didn’t let him, though, and quickly circled around so she was facing him again.

      “Per favore,” she pleaded. “He’s missing! Sono giorni che non lo vedo! Did you see him?” She rambled on in a mixture of English and Italian, the elderly man growing more consternated by the second.

      “Ack, yes, yes!” he finally replied, his face twisted into a scowl. “Era al mio posto!”

      “What?” Aurora asked, blinking at him in confusion. “He was in your seat?”

      “Mr. Valenci is one of our regulars,” the employee explained helpfully. “He always sits over there, at the first table by the window, next to the door.”

      The elderly man added something else, his hands balling into loose fists as he muttered angrily.

      “He said that he saw Robbie!” Aurora explained excitedly before turning her phone screen toward the man. “Per favore. E' mio marito. È scomparso da giorni! C'è qualcos'altro che puoi dirci?”

      She clasped her hands together, and gradually, the sour expression melted off of the elderly man’s face. He sighed heavily before saying something in response, all while Aurora listened with rapt attention.

      “He says that Robbie was here,” she explained. “For a few hours. He was annoyed because Robbie sat in his favorite seat and wouldn’t leave, even though he was barely eating or drinking anything.”

      “So then, what was he doing?” Elsie asked.

      “Did he meet with anyone here?” Markus prompted.

      Aurora relayed their questions to the man, only to shake her head at his response.

      “No,” she replied, frowning. “He was alone, and he kept taking calls. Every few minutes, he would call someone, or his phone would ring.”

      “What was he talking about?” I asked, and when Aurora translated the question, the elderly man scoffed before hissing back with a response.

      “He says he doesn’t know,” Aurora replied sadly, her shoulders drooping. “All the calls he took were in English. Which isn’t surprising since Robbie doesn’t speak Italian. But then… what was he doing here?” She shook her head, only stopping when the grumpy old man said something else. Aurora nodded as she listened along and wrung her hands nervously.

      “What is it?” Markus asked, stepping closer to her.

      “He says that Robbie seemed stressed about the calls,” she murmured quietly. “He was irritated at the time because Robbie kept sighing and talking louder into the phone. He says he was disturbing the other customers and making it hard for them to enjoy their coffees.”

      I shot a glare at the man. Was it really necessary for him to add that when he knew that Robbie was missing and Aurora was worried about him? On the other hand, maybe that was a detail worth noting. Whoever Robbie was talking with, or whatever it was they were talking about, it couldn’t have been anything good if he was visibly stressed out about it.

      “Incontrato qualcuno?” Aurora asked the elderly man. “Oppure… è partito con qualcuno?”

      The man shook his head, casting Aurora a pitiful look before replying.

      “I asked him if Robbie met with anyone,” she explained after the man went on for a moment. “Or if he left with anyone, but he says no. He said Robbie stayed here for a long time until the sun began to set and then left alone.”

      “Well, that’s something,” Elsie noted reassuringly as she went to step between Aurora and the elderly man as though to shield her from him. She tossed the man another dirty look as she did, apparently of the same opinion I was that adding in those little gripes really wasn’t called for, given the situation. “Why don’t we sit down? You look a little pale. Maybe you should have something to drink.”

      “Sure,” Aurora muttered sadly before turning back to the man. “Grazie, Signore.”

      The man at least had the decency to look a little ashamed as Aurora trudged away with her head bowed. Elsie led her over to a table near the back of the café while the elderly man finally turned to the counter to put his order in. As he did, Markus and I stepped aside to talk.

      “Geez, he was a bucket of rainbows, wasn’t he?” Markus scoffed, shooting the man a scornful look out of the corner of his eye. “I didn’t even understand what he was saying, and I could still feel how abrasive he was.”

      “Well, at least he was helpful,” I replied. “Even if he was unpleasant about it. Now we know that Robbie was here and that he left alone, of his own free will.”

      “Well, not necessarily,” Markus murmured, setting his hands on his hips. “He might have walked out of here, but that doesn’t mean he wasn’t under duress. The old guy said he seemed stressed, right? Well, maybe someone was threatening him over those phone calls. If he was being blackmailed, then it would explain why he was so hush-hush about it with Aurora.”

      “Yeah,” I grumbled, frowning at the thought. “We certainly made our fair share of enemies back in the day.”

      “So then, why just go after Robbie?” Markus asked with a shrug. “I mean, that’s kind of weird, right? You two were a dynamic duo back then, so if someone had a bone to pick with him, wouldn’t they be after you as well? And the rest of us at MBLIS, even. Why just Robbie?” He shook his head. “Nah, if you ask me, this has got to be related to Aurora. I know she said that Robbie doesn’t do anything related to her company, but come on! We’re in Italy. Robbie is her husband.” He glanced over at the table where Aurora and Elsie were sitting before looking back at me, lowering his voice. “What if it wasn’t really Robbie they had a problem with?”

      “You think someone is targeting Aurora?” I asked, raising an eyebrow at him. It wasn’t a crazy suggestion by any means, but Robbie wasn’t exactly some damsel in distress, either.

      “I mean, yeah!” Markus replied insistently. “She’s ultra-rich, the CEO of a billion-dollar company, and Robbie is her only family, right? If someone wanted to extort her for ransom—”

      “Then Robbie would be the primary target,” I concluded with a nod. “Well, it wouldn’t be the first time an MBLIS agent was taken hostage. Hell, this wouldn’t even be the first time Robbie was taken hostage.”

      “Poor guy’s got bad luck in that department,” Markus quipped. “So then, what do we do? Aurora would have told us if she’d gotten a ransom letter, right?”

      “Obviously,” I grumbled. “I don’t know. Something about this is still weird. Robbie wouldn’t just waltz himself into a kidnapper’s hands. If someone was threatening him over the phone, he’d tell me or someone. He wouldn’t just do whatever they said. He knows he has us to watch his back.”

      “All right.” Markus sighed. “So then the question becomes, ‘what would stop Robbie from telling us that he was in trouble?’”

      That I didn’t have an answer to. I could only purse my lips in silence as I tried to puzzle it out. Robbie and I didn’t spend every single day together like we used to back when we were partners at MBLIS, but we still kept in touch. I couldn’t imagine why he would suddenly go radio silent and try to tackle something solo.

      “Unless…” Markus muttered, trailing off as he shot me a guilty look.

      “What?” I narrowed my eyes at him, suspicious about the expression on his face.

      “Okay, I know Aurora said there was no way he was involved with drugs or anything else sketchy,” Markus quickly blurted out. “And I know none of us wants to even imagine that, but I’m racking my brains here. The only reason Robbie would hide something from us is if he was doing something illegal he didn’t want us to know about. Right?” He shot me a plaintive, almost desperate look.

      “No,” I replied firmly. “You’re wrong. Even then, Robbie would still tell me about it. Heck, the two of us bent the law more times than I can count way back when. We once even broke into a library and dug up its basement to steal something we thought was buried in there.”

      “You what?” Markus uttered, casting me a look of shocked disbelief.

      “Like I said,” I replied confidently, “even if Robbie was doing something stupid like that, he’d tell me, at least.”

      “If you say so,” Markus replied, still sounding unsure. “In any case, what exactly do we do now? All we know is that he was here and that he left. Doesn’t give us much to work with.”

      “Well, you tell me,” I countered teasingly. “I’m retired, remember? You’re the big shot now, right? Muñoz told me that you and Elsie are two of her lead agents.”

      “Oh, well, yeah…” Markus murmured, and for just a second, he looked like he used to, years and years ago, as a rookie, all flustered and bumbling. “B-but you’re the one with experience! Aren’t you always bragging to that fan club of yours? And Robbie is your friend. You know him better than we do. If he was being threatened, what would he do? Where would he go?”

      I frowned as I thought about it. Before I could come up with an answer, though, Elsie and Aurora appeared at our sides.

      “Aurora wants to head to the hotel,” Elsie explained as a tearful Aurora delicately dabbed at her reddened eyes with the edge of a handkerchief.

      “I just want to lie down for a while,” Aurora explained sadly, clearing her throat as she tucked the handkerchief into her purse.

      “Of course,” Markus agreed with a nod. “I think we could all use a break.”

      “I feel so guilty even resting when we still haven’t found him,” Aurora lamented as the four of us stepped back out of the shop.

      “Done already?” Mac asked, immediately alert as soon as we all stepped out.

      “We’re going to head to the hotel,” I cut in before she or Jeff could inadvertently say anything to upset her. “Aurora’s tired. We can all discuss our next steps there.”

      “Yeah, good idea,” Jeff replied. He looked concerned as he took in the expression on Aurora’s face.

      “We should flag another boat,” Aurora murmured sullenly. “They’ll be expensive here in the city center, but—ah!” She screamed as a man on a bike suddenly came zooming by us, close enough that he nearly careened straight into her. He didn’t crash into us, but he did snatch Aurora’s purse off of her arm, knocking her down in the process.

      “Hey!” Elsie screamed as she rushed to check on Aurora.

      “That piece of crap!” Mac exclaimed. “Come on, Jeff!” And then suddenly, the two of them were off in hot pursuit after the purse-snatcher.

      “Stay with Aurora!” I instructed Markus and Elsie before taking off after them.

      This was just what we needed.
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      Markus watched as the retired former agent took off after the two kids. For as old as he was, he was still pretty dang fit and wasn’t too far behind them. Still, who did he think he was, ordering him and Elsie around like that? They were the ones who were still active agents! Markus huffed out a little laugh. He supposed old habits died hard. Naturally, Ethan was bound to fall back into that leadership role the second things got dicey.

      His laughter died in his throat, however, when he heard a sob behind him. Markus spun around in a panic, his eyes flying to Aurora, who was still kneeling on the ground.

      “Hey, it’s okay,” he rushed to comfort her. Elsie was already stroking her back, trying to coax her up. “We’ll get the purse back. If those two kids don’t, then I’m sure Ethan will. Are you hurt? Can you stand?”

      “Oh, I don’t care about the purse!” Aurora cried, tears streaming down her cheeks. “I have a million others just like it! I don’t care about it. It’s just—why is this happening?” She cried more earnestly then, and Markus and Elsie exchanged a look. If this was any other victim, Markus would have offered her some empty platitude about her missing loved one, but he couldn’t lie to Aurora. He didn’t want to get her hopes up that everything would be okay when he couldn’t guarantee that it would be.

      “What should I do?” Aurora bemoaned, her lip trembling. “I need Robbie. But he’s not here! He’s always the one I turn to when things go wrong, but this time, it’s his fault that things have gone wrong! Why did he have to disappear? Where is he?”

      “It’ll be okay,” Elsie assured her as she gently pulled Aurora up to her feet. “You’ll get your nice clothes all dirty. We’ll find him, alright? And once we do, you can give him a piece of your mind for worrying you like this.”

      “Oh, I certainly will!” Aurora sniffled. She went to brush the dust off of her skirt before throwing her hands up in frustration. “Per l'amor del cielo! What’s happening to me? I’m Italian! I was born and raised here! And here I am getting pickpocketed like some clueless tourist!” She shook her head, giving herself a pat on the cheek that barely qualified as a slap. “Look at me, crying like this. How embarrassing. Forget that you saw that, okay? This is no time to be whining and moping, not when Robbie needs me to find him.”

      “That’s the spirit,” Markus replied, a little apprehensively. He was glad that she was keeping it together but alarmed by her mood swings at the same time. She’d gone from crying to cold determination in the blink of an eye. “Look, there’s a bench right over there, by the bridge. Why don’t we sit down for a moment?”

      “Good idea,” Aurora agreed without a fuss. She led the way over to the bench before sitting down primly, motioning toward the bridge. “Ethan and I were talking about it earlier, the Rialto Bridge. I’ve always loved this view. How many people can look out their office window and see one of the most stunning feats of architecture in the world?” Her smile faltered. “Of course, it’s been some time since I was in my office. But never mind that. Let’s just take a breather for a moment while Ethan and the kids get back. Oh, I hope they don’t hurt themselves. I’d rather they let that man have the purse.”

      She cast a concerned look down the long dock, and Markus relaxed. At least she didn’t seem distressed anymore. Knowing Marston, he’d already retrieved the purse and was on his way back as they spoke. He turned his attention toward the bridge and then down the length of the canal. Markus had been so focused on their task that he really hadn’t stopped to look around at all. Now that he did, he was struck by the city’s beauty.

      It reminded him of an old medieval painting, like a castle with a moat, except, in this case, the moat went on seemingly forever, and the castle was an entire city. There were a few narrow docks peppered around the canal, like the one they were standing on, but some doors seemed to open straight into the water. Markus wondered what that was like. How often did people have to deal with having wet feet? What if it rained and the water level rose?

      He wasn’t sure he’d love living on the first floor of any of those buildings, but he could imagine that living on the upper levels might be nice. No matter what room you were in, you’d always have a water view. He wondered for a moment if anyone actually lived down on the first floors.

      “How are you feeling, Aurora?” Elsie asked as she sat down beside her. “You’re stressed out, and you just got mugged by some… loser.” Markus had a feeling there were other names that Elsie would have preferred to use, but she was obviously making an effort to keep things clean in front of Aurora. “When was the last time you got a decent night’s rest?”

      “Oh, well—” Aurora muttered, her face reddening as she averted her gaze away from Elsie. “I haven’t really slept that well since Robbie stopped contacting me, to be honest with you.”

      “Wasn’t that like two weeks ago?” Markus asked, alarmed by her response. “Well, no wonder. Anybody could be mugged if they were that exhausted.”

      “Well, what else can I do?” Aurora asked him desperately. “Am I supposed to sleep peacefully knowing that Robbie is out there somewhere? What if he’s hurt? What if—”

      “Let’s not think about that,” Elsie cut her off before Aurora could grow more frantic, gently reaching out to stroke Aurora’s shoulder. “I know you’re worried, but you still need rest. Let’s get you back to the hotel. Ethan and the rest of us can discuss what to do while you get some sleep. Ethan is Robbie’s best friend, right? I’m sure he’ll figure something out.”

      “Yes,” Aurora replied, smiling hopefully. “That’s why I went straight to him. If Robbie’s in trouble, then I know Ethan will do anything he can to help him.”

      “And we will, too,” Markus added. “Robbie is our friend, as well. I knew him back when I was still just a rookie.”

      “Heh, I would have loved to see that,” Elsie joked. “I heard from Sylvia that you were a complete klutz back then.”

      “Just a little,” Markus replied defensively, frowning at her.

      “Oh, really?” Elsie teased, a childish grin on her face. “I heard you locked yourself in the back of a police cruiser once.”

      “One time,” Markus groaned. “One time that happened.”

      “That is one time too many.” Elsie laughed, and though Markus didn’t really like being the butt of the joke, Aurora was smiling too. If getting made fun of was enough to cheer her up, then he supposed he was fine with it.

      “So, when did you join MBLIS, Elsie?” Aurora asked the female agent curiously.

      “Oh, not that long ago,” Elsie replied. “Funny story, actually. I was technically one of MBLIS’s targets, and—” She stopped speaking abruptly as a motorboat suddenly came speeding down the canal. It was far too big and moving way too fast, and Markus could see that the other people in the canal were annoyed by the boisterous newcomers. There were three of them in total, including the one manning the wheel.

      Markus immediately turned around, putting himself between Aurora and the boat as it pulled up on the side of the canal. Several other boatmen called out to the three men, shouting angrily in Italian. Markus might have assumed that they were just dumb kids being rude and reckless if it wasn’t for the fact that the men inside the boat were all clearly grown and dressed in expensive-looking suits at that.

      “Stay behind me,” Markus instructed as Elsie moved to stand beside him.

      Markus tensed as one of the men clambered out of the boat and onto the dock, his hand twitching toward the gun he had hidden beneath his shirt. Ethan had made it explicitly clear that since they weren’t there officially as MBLIS agents, they needed to avoid using their sidearms at all costs. This strange boat pulling up on them was definitely cause for concern, though.

      A squat man with greasy hair straightened up as he finally made it off the boat, and Markus locked eyes with him. He didn’t look like he was armed, but it was always possible he was hiding a weapon, just like they were.

      “Aurora!” the man called out, which only made Markus more alert. So, this guy was definitely here for her.

      “Alfonso?” Aurora asked as she got up from the bench, peeking at him from around Markus’s shoulder.

      “You know him?” Markus asked, still wary of the mysterious man.

      “Yes,” Aurora replied as she quickly reached a hand up to wipe her eyes. In a matter of seconds, her entire demeanor changed. She no longer looked sad and helpless and instead took on a serious, almost regal air. “He works for me. He’s an executive at the company. Alfonso, what are you doing here?”

      “Aurora, you have to come with me right away,” the man replied breathlessly. He took a step to the side and gestured with his hand for Aurora to step into the back of the boat.

      “Yeah, no, absolutely not,” Markus scoffed, extending his arm to cover Aurora. “Who the heck are you? What are you doing here? How did you find us?”

      “I beg your pardon?!” The man gaped, and it wasn’t lost on Markus that he conveniently failed to answer all of Markus’s questions.

      “It’s all right,” Aurora insisted, once again peeking out from around Markus. “I know him. He works for me at the headquarters right here in Venice. Maybe he—”

      “No,” Elsie interrupted, her voice cold and harsh as she took an aggressive step toward the short man. “Answer the question. How did you know where Aurora was? How did you even know she was here? She doesn’t live in Italy anymore.”

      “Listen, this isn’t the time for this!” the little man squabbled, his face turning red.

      Markus and Elsie exchanged a look, and Markus could tell with just a glance that the two of them were on the same page. This man and the circumstances surrounding his sudden arrival were very suspicious.

      “Aurora, please!” the man pleaded, trying to step past Elsie, who only had to step toward him again to have the man scrambling backward. “There’s an emergency! You need to come with me!”

      “How did you know I was here?” Aurora asked, and Markus felt grateful that she was finally listening to him and not just blindly trusting the guy.

      “Well, I—” the man stammered, his eyes darting over to the boat for a moment.

      “Where’s Robbie Holm?” Elsie asked plainly, folding her arms.

      The man snapped his head back around at her question, his eyes going wide.

      “I… don’t know who that is,” he replied tersely, but his physical response had already told Markus everything he needed to know.

      “You don’t know who your boss’s husband is?” Markus challenged, fixing the sweaty little man with a predatory glare. “I think you’re lying to us right now.”

      “Alfonso?” Aurora squeaked from behind Markus, her voice barely more than a whimper.

      “I—I…” the man stuttered, clearly at a loss for words.

      “Stay behind me!” Markus hissed at Aurora as one of the other men in the boat suddenly shot to his feet.

      He jumped onto the dock with a lot more grace than Alfonso had, but it was the gleaming metal pistol in his hand that really caught Markus’s attention.

      “Gun!” Markus yelled as he jumped backward, grabbing Aurora by the wrist and dragging her forcefully back toward the café. He hated to leave Elsie alone, but he needed to prioritize Aurora’s safety. Besides, Elsie was a way better shot than he was, anyway.

      He’d only made it a few steps when gunshots began to ring out behind him, thundering through the air like the cracks of a hundred fireworks. Markus couldn’t tell who was doing most of the shooting, but he didn’t have time to turn and check. He needed to get Aurora to safety ASAP.

      The two of them crashed through the door of the small café. Already, the other customers inside were panicking at the sound of the bullets, jumping to their feet and rushing to the windows to see what was going on. As the bullets continued to fly, a few fled in a panic, slamming against Markus and Aurora in their haste to leave. Markus pushed back against them to keep from being shoved back outside, inadvertently knocking Aurora to the floor in the process.

      “Stay down,” he hissed in her ear as he crouched to cover her with his own body. He reached for the gun at his hip as he did, turning to look over his shoulder toward the door. He couldn’t see well past the throngs of people running away, but as he waited for the panic to die down, the sounds of a revving engine and splashing water reached his ears. “Stay here.” He jumped to his feet and rushed outside in time to see the sleek boat speeding away. He raised his gun at it, but there were just too many civilians in the way. The canal was in total chaos as people rushed around in the confusion. Boatmen tried to glide away while some people even fell into the water in their panic. Markus quickly holstered his gun again before anyone could see it and panic more.

      His next priority, now that the threat was gone and Aurora was safe in the café, was finding his partner. He scanned the crowd urgently, searching for her. Luckily, she was easy to spot. Her tall, svelte form stood out among the crowd, and he quickly rushed over to her.

      “Are you okay?” he asked, his eyes flying to the red splotch on the sleeve of her shirt.

      “Fine,” she replied with a curt nod. “Just a scratch.”

      “A scratch?!” Markus exclaimed as he took a closer look at the mark. “Elsie, you’ve been shot!”

      “I’ve been shot before.” She chuckled. “And in more painful places.”

      “Yeah, but…” Markus murmured as Elsie flinched, gingerly pressing her fingers to her shoulder.

      “I’ll get it checked out later,” she replied with finality. “Where’s Aurora? Is she alright?”

      “Yeah.” Markus nodded, setting his hands on his hips and heaving a sigh of relief. He knew Elsie could handle herself in situations that most people couldn’t, but that still didn’t stop him from worrying. “She’s in the café.”

      “Good,” Elsie replied with a nod. “Well, tell her to get comfortable. I think we’re going to be here for a while. The police are going to want an explanation for that.” She nodded at the street just ahead of them. When Markus turned to see what she was looking at, he noticed for the first time the reason that the large crowd in the street still hadn’t dispersed.

      Lying face down on the dock by the water were the bodies of multiple men, including the man who’d jumped out to attack them.

      “Damn,” Markus muttered, pursing his lips together and shooting Elsie a sheepish look. “Now I feel even worse for ditching you to deal with them alone.”

      “Don’t,” she replied firmly. “Keeping Aurora safe was more important. Besides—” She grinned. “We both know a group of thugs with guns are no match for me. Never have been.”

      “Where’d they all come from?” Markus asked, his eyebrows furrowing together. “I only saw the one.”

      “They had backup,” Elsie explained. “I had just taken down the first one when these three hopped out of a different boat and came at me. Nothing I couldn’t handle, of course.” She smiled smugly.

      “Yeah, well, we should probably call Ethan,” Markus grumbled. “He told us to lie low. He’s not going to be happy about this.”

      “He’s already here,” Elsie replied simply, turning to look down toward the end of the dock. It was then that Markus finally noticed Ethan and the two Navy kids. They were a few steps away, tending to a pair of civilians who looked like they’d been shot in the chaos.

      “Oh, crap,” Markus muttered.

      “I think they’re alright,” Elsie replied, her shoulders rising and falling. “Their wounds aren’t life-threatening, anyway. The kids are already calling for help. The big one, what was his name? Jeff? He said he would call 112.”

      “Okay,” Markus replied with a nod, already turning on his heel to go and check on Aurora.

      “The creepy little guy got away, though,” Elsie added as she fell into step beside him. “The one who knew Aurora’s name? He hopped in the boat before it sped off.”

      “Figures,” Markus muttered as he ran back into the café. Aurora was still on the floor, wincing as she looked down at her wrist, which was swollen and bruised.

      “Oh, crap,” Markus muttered as he knelt beside her. “Are you okay?”

      “It’s fine!” Aurora insisted quickly. “It just stings a little. But never mind that. Is everyone alright? I heard gunshots. What happened?”

      She looked expectantly up at Elsie, who just winced in response.

      “I think we might have an idea of who took Robbie,” she replied simply, her voice somber.
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      I followed closely behind the Navy kids as they chased down the purse-snatcher, cursing the ache in my legs as I ran behind them. Though I was managing to keep up pretty well, I wasn’t a kid anymore myself, and the two of them still managed to catch up to the thief well before I could.

      As soon as I saw Mac grab a fistful of the man’s collar in her hand, I slowed to a stop, knowing it was over for him. Her grip was like an iron vice, and all she had to do was come to a grinding halt for the purse-snatcher to get yanked backward, choking as the front of his shirt bit into his throat.

      “You like stealing from helpless ladies, huh!?” Mac barked at the man as she hauled him forcefully backward, throwing him onto the ground. “Give me that!” She snatched Aurora’s purse out of the thief's hand and tossed it to Jeff, who caught it without a word. The thief tried to run off, but Mac was too quick and threw her arms around him before he could get away, locking the man in a tight choke-hold before he could take more than a few steps.

      “Whoa, don’t knock him out,” Jeff warned as the man began to turn blue.

      “Why not?” Mac asked, loosening her grip and allowing the thief some room to gasp for air. “It’ll be easier for the cops to arrest him that way.”

      “We’re foreigners here, remember?” Jeff whispered as I caught up to them. “In a foreign country, with foreign cops. Let’s not do anything crazy.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Mac huffed as she loosened her hold on the man.

      “I’m sorry!” the man yelled in heavily accented English, snot running down his nose as he cried. “Sorry! I’m sorry.”

      “Sure!” Mac scoffed, rolling her eyes. “You didn’t seem that sorry when you knocked Aurora over. You could have seriously hurt her, ramming into her with that bike!”

      “I’m sorry!” the man groaned again, and Mac just sighed as she shoved the purse-snatcher over to Jeff, who took hold of the man’s arm without trying to choke him out again.

      “Just ticks me off,” Mac muttered. “Poor Aurora’s already going through enough, worried sick about Robbie. Then this idiot has to come and knock her down and take her bag!”

      “I get it,” I assured her as I laid a hand on her shoulder. “But Jeff’s right. We don’t have any authority here. And you two need to be especially careful. I don’t want you getting reprimanded back home because of something that happens out here.”

      “Yeah, you’re right,” Mac replied apologetically. “Sorry. But let’s hurry up and find a cop, then. I’m not about to let this guy just walk away.” She stood up on her tiptoes as she glanced around the busy street in search of a police officer. We’d passed a lot on the way down here, as was typical for any heavily trafficked tourist destination, but suddenly, it seemed like there weren’t any around.

      “Oh, I think I see one—” Mac started to say, only to be cut off by a loud blast. She gasped, flinching as she turned toward the noise. Jeff and I did so as well, and the purse-snatcher seized the opportunity to flee. I wasn’t concerned about him, though. On the contrary, my attention was fully on the café where we’d left Markus, Elsie, and Aurora. We were a good distance away now, the café only a tiny blot in the distance. I could still clearly make out the boat floating nearby, though, as well as the armed men who were now firing from beside it.

      “What the heck?!” Jeff exhaled as he and Mac watched the scene play out in wide-eyed horror.

      In a fraction of a second, a hundred separate concerns flashed across my mind. He and Mac weren’t armed, which meant that I couldn’t let them rush in like I suspected they wanted to. On the other hand, Aurora and the agents were clearly in danger, and I couldn’t just stand by while they got gunned down, either.

      “You two stay behind me!” I shouted as I made my way back toward the café at a run. “Keep an eye out for any injured civilians! Pull them away from the gunfire if you can safely.”

      “Yeah!” Mac replied at the same time that Jeff shouted, “Got it!” in agreement. At least I knew I could count on the two of them to follow orders and remain calm under pressure. The three of us raced back toward the café. As we did, I noticed with no small amount of concern that I couldn’t see Markus or Aurora. Only Elsie was still on the street, taking cover behind a bench while she fired at a group of men.

      I watched in horror as the assailants all shot back at her, four against one. Somehow, Elsie managed to dodge all of their shots, though two civvies standing nearby weren’t so lucky. They went down like ragdolls, slumping to the ground as Elsie took three of the goons out in quick succession.

      “Jeff, help me!” Mac called out as she made a beeline for the injured bystanders.

      I reached for my gun as Elsie ducked back down behind the bench to reload. The last remaining goon lifted his gun at her, moments away from killing her in the few seconds she was distracted. I pulled my pistol from my hip, pulling the trigger before he could. The goon let out a pained grunt as he tumbled backward. Elsie turned her head to look my way before shifting her attention back toward the boat.

      It was then that I noticed a short, stocky man with greasy black hair. I’d overlooked him entirely, too focused on the armed goons to even notice that he was with them and not just another civilian. He looked at Elsie with an expression of terror before leaping into the back of the boat that was docked nearby. Elsie shot toward it, but the bullets just ricocheted off the side as it sped furiously away, sending water splashing as it went.

      I cursed internally, angry that one of them had gotten away, but quickly turned my focus onto the injured civvies that Mac and Jeff were tending to. They both had training in first aid, and when I went over to assist, Mac had already taken off her blouse, stripping down to just a tank top as she tore the fabric of her shirt into makeshift bandages.

      “What’s the damage?” I asked as I knelt to help.

      “Male and female, both in their twenties, I think,” Mac replied calmly, even as the two civvies wailed with pain. “The male was shot in the upper arm. She got it worse.” She nodded down at the woman she was tending to, who was bleeding heavily from the stomach. I grimaced. Abdominal injuries were always bad. There was a high chance of organ damage, and if we didn’t get her medical attention fast, she would bleed out in no time.

      “What’s going on over there?!” Elsie yelled from where she was still stationed by the bench.

      “We’ve got two injured civilians!” Jeff yelled back as he hopped to his feet, reaching into his pocket. “I’m calling 911 now!”

      “112!” Elsie screamed back as a crowd began to form around us. “It’s 112 in Italy, not 911!”

      “Copy!” Jeff replied as he quickly dialed the number to call for help.

      “You’re going to be okay,” Mac assured the injured woman, offering her a strained smile as the panicked woman sobbed with pain. Mac pressed down against the injury in an attempt to ebb the flow of blood. “Crap, how do you say ‘it’s going to be okay’ in Italian?”

      “Just keep talking to her,” I encouraged as I moved to assist the injured man. The wound on his arm wasn’t as severe as the woman’s, but we still needed to keep them both calm and still until help arrived.

      A minute later, another civilian rushed up to us. I was about to ward him away until I noticed that he was carrying a first-aid kit. I wasn’t sure who the man was or where he’d gotten that from, but I was grateful nonetheless. It was just a simple thing, filled with some rolls of gauze and Band-Aids and some alcohol wipes, but it would do while we waited for the ambulance to arrive.

      Fortunately, the EMTs weren’t far behind. I turned to look along with the rest of the crowd as a large, yellow boat came tearing down the canal. I’d never seen a boat ambulance before.

      What followed was a flurry of movement and activity as EMTs and police officers all buzzed around the scene, trying to piece together what had just happened. Markus and Elsie took the lead, primarily because they were the ones who were law enforcement and because Elsie had been the one to shoot the goons. Since the attack had occurred on a crowded street, there were several witnesses nearby who could attest that the thugs had been the ones to hop out of the boat and attack first, apparently out of nowhere. When the police asked why we’d been jumped like that, Markus and Elsie hadn’t been able to answer.

      It wasn’t even that we were trying to hide anything. We just really didn’t know. Of course, that just made us look suspicious, something that was compounded by the fact that we all had guns. Just getting them into the country had been a trial of paperwork and procedure. In the old days, Diane would have handled all that, getting things squared away at the airport, so all we had to do was show up. As this wasn’t actually an MBLIS case, all of that had been up to us. Italy wasn’t particularly fond of firearms, and I could tell that, even though we were the victims, the police were still eyeing us warily.

      The fact that this was an unofficial case also meant we couldn’t just explain that the shootout had happened in the course of an investigation. To their eyes, we were just a bunch of foreigners who’d brought weapons into the country and then been involved in a shootout within hours of arriving. So, it was no surprise that they seemed apprehensive about us.

      Eventually, Aurora had needed to step in to give a brief explanation about Holm’s disappearance and about the mysterious attack. The cops had seemed as perplexed as we were and had wanted us to come to the station to answer some questions about what had happened. They changed their tune suddenly when Aurora spoke to one of them privately, though, and had quickly ushered us away, warning us to stay out of trouble as they cordoned off the street.

      “What did you say to them?” I asked curiously as the group of us made our way further into the city center.

      “Nothing important,” Aurora replied vaguely. “I just didn’t think we needed to waste time going to the police station, not when Robbie is still in danger. And he is in danger.” She slowed to a stop before sinking into a chair outside of a different café. There seemed to be another one every few steps here in Venice. “Alfonso attacked us. Why? He must have something to do with what happened to Robbie.” She shook her head before looking up at me. “What’s going on, Ethan?”

      “I don’t know,” I replied honestly. “But we’ll figure it out. To start with, who’s this ‘Alfonso’ guy?”

      “He works for me,” Aurora replied, her voice trembling. “He manages the company for me. He’s the CFO of Fiume Infinito.”

      “So he’s in a position of power?” Elsie asked, wincing as she crossed her arms. “That’s concerning.”

      “I think maybe you should go to the hospital,” Mac remarked as she gestured toward Elsie’s arm. Her sleeve was red with blood, but Elsie just shrugged after looking down at it.

      “One of those EMTs back there patched me up,” she replied, unaffected. “I’ll be alright. Though I am concerned about Aurora’s wrist.”

      “It’s nothing,” Aurora insisted, quickly moving to cover her left arm with her right one. “Just a little sprain from when I fell.”

      “You mean when I pushed you,” Markus muttered. “I’m sorry about that. Again.”

      “It’s fine,” Aurora insisted, her voice breathy and strained. “I’d rather have an injured wrist than a bullet in my head, which may very well have happened if you hadn’t pushed me out of the way. Now, can we stop talking about me? Someone I thought I could trust just tried to murder me, and I have a feeling that he has something to do with what happened to my husband!” She lifted her uninjured hand to her face, rubbing the sides of her temples with the tips of her fingers.

      “It’d be a heck of a coincidence if the two weren’t related,” Jeff agreed dourly.

      “Right,” I spoke up, drawing everyone’s attention. “So, let’s get back to the matter at hand. This CFO of yours. Can you think of any reason why he would kidnap Robbie? Or why he would attack you like this?”

      “No.” Aurora shook her head. “I don’t think so. He’s never expressed any kind of dissatisfaction. I try to treat my employees right. My father… He was a harsh man. Sometimes, he was unkind to those around him, so long as it meant that he was successful. I never wanted to be like that, so I tried to make sure that I always paid well and took care of my people, but… maybe I failed?”

      “No, no way!” Mac balked, shaking her head as she planted her hands on her hips. “There’s no way you’re blaming yourself for this. Whatever this guy’s problem is, it’s his issue. Even if you weren’t paying him well, that’s no excuse for him to kidnap Robbie and send a group of gangsters to try to kill you!”

      “She’s right,” Elsie agreed with a nod.

      “Well, whatever his problem is, we’re going to go find out,” Aurora insisted as she suddenly shot to her feet.

      “Wait, what?” Markus uttered as Aurora suddenly began to walk off in the direction of the bridge. Tourists shot her nasty looks as she forged a warpath straight ahead, nearly bumping into people as she went. I recalled our brief conversation from earlier about the bridge. This wasn’t the way I’d imagined that we would cross it.

      “Aurora, I think you should rest,” Elsie argued as she moved to catch up with the enraged woman. “Let us take you back to the hotel. Then the rest of us can—”

      “Over my dead body!” Aurora snapped back, her voice stern. There was an icy spark in her eyes as she stopped in her tracks to look back at Elsie. “My husband is in trouble. An executive at my company is trying to murder me. You want me to rest? I’ll rest when I’m dead.” She shook her head. “No, never mind that. I’ll rest when the people who took Robbie are dead.”

      “Oh,” Jeff muttered beside me as Aurora turned and stalked off again, I presumed in the direction of her company’s headquarters.

      “I like her,” Mac whispered with a grin, setting off after Aurora before turning to look at me and Jeff over her shoulder. “Well, come on, we’re not just going to let her go after these guys all on her own, are we?”

      “Obviously not,” I replied as I took off after her as well.

      The moment she’d been attacked, it became clear that this wasn’t just a missing person’s case. It was no coincidence that Aurora had been violently attacked so soon after Robbie had disappeared. This man, Alfonso, knew something about what had happened to Robbie.

      I wasn’t going to rest until I got some answers, either.
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      The headquarters wasn’t quite what I’d expected. In my mind, I’d pictured a huge, sprawling field of grapes every time Aurora had mentioned her company headquarters. Of course, in hindsight, that was naïve. Even if the wine itself was made in vineyards, it made sense that the center of business operations would be located in a more normal, if also more boring, building.

      Still, even as far as multi-billion dollar headquarters went, the building that Aurora brought us to just felt underwhelming. We only had to walk a short distance to get to it, but despite the extravagant surroundings, the headquarters was located in a normal-looking red brick building, about four stories high and tucked neatly among several other similar commercial buildings. The area it was located in was nice, if a bit dull in comparison to the splendor of the rest of the city, but honestly, had Aurora not told us that this was the building we were looking for, I might have walked right by it without casting it a second glance.

      The area where the building was located boasted one of the biggest walkways I’d seen so far. There was enough space out front for a small fountain, even, encircled by a few benches. There were also some plants out front that I assumed might have looked nice if they didn’t all look so dried out and neglected.

      “Maybe we should slow down for a second,” Markus suggested, reaching out to set a hand on Aurora’s arm as she marched defiantly toward the doors.

      “No!” Aurora replied, a little more calmly now. “We need answers. Somebody is going to explain to me exactly what is going on.”

      “He’s right,” I cut in as I caught up to them. Aurora turned her icy gaze onto me, and I quickly continued before she could offer up any more words of protest. “Look, I’m not saying we shouldn’t go in. We definitely need to know how the heck your employee is involved with this. But we did just get attacked. We could be running headfirst into another ambush.”

      “Well… that’s true,” Aurora muttered, some of the fire in her eyes dimming.

      “We’ll go in first,” Elsie suggested as she reached out to thump Markus on the chest with the back of her hand. “We’re the agents here. No point in standing around outside now that we’ve come all this way. Aurora, you stay in between us and Ethan, who can bring up the rear.” She turned to look at me. “I trust you’ve got our backs?”

      “Of course,” I replied with a short nod.

      “All right,” Markus replied. “Stay behind us. If I say run, then turn around and get the hell out of here. Don’t stop and ask questions. That goes for both of you two, as well.” He shot the kids a stern look.

      “Even if Alfonzo did… attack me,” Aurora exhaled shakily, as though just saying those words was difficult, “he won’t do anything here. It’s a building full of employees! Witnesses. He won’t attack us here, right?” She turned to look at me for confirmation.

      “Probably not,” I reassured her. “Still, we shouldn’t make assumptions. Do as Markus instructed. We stick together, and at the first sign of danger, the three of you are to get as far away as fast as possible.”

      “Yeah, okay, we got it,” Mac huffed impatiently. “Can we go in now?”

      That was exactly the type of attitude I was worried about, but she had a point. We were just burning precious daylight while standing around here. After one last look around, the six of us headed inside.

      The inside of the building looked about as ordinary as any other office building I’d ever been in, if not a bit outdated. A thick, patterned carpet softened our steps as we strolled through the large lobby of the building. A reception desk awaited us past a set of glass double doors, but curiously enough, it was empty. Actually, the entire place seemed strangely deserted.

      “Where is everyone?” Aurora asked, her eyebrows furrowing together as she stalked up to the desk. She peered over it as though the receptionist might just be hiding on the floor. “Strange.” She pulled back and took a few steps over to a side room, which was also empty, save for a whiteboard and a few chairs.

      “Maybe they’re out to lunch?” Jeff suggested with a shrug.

      “All of them?!” Aurora uttered, looking around in confusion. “No, this doesn’t make sense. This used to be an office.” She gestured toward the empty room. “And there should be a sitting area right here. And even if someone went out to lunch, there should be someone here to replace them. What on earth is going on?”

      By that point, she’d started to raise her voice, and it seemed that was enough to alert someone to our presence.

      “Careful,” Baker cautioned, stepping in front of the two kids as a set of heavy footsteps came walking toward us from somewhere behind the desk. He seemed suspicious, and I couldn’t say I blamed him. It was very weird that nobody was here at all, especially after we’d just been attacked on the street by an employee.

      “Hello?” a gravelly voice called out. “Who’s that?”

      “Aurora Marino,” Aurora replied firmly before I could stop her. I had no idea who was coming and would have preferred not to give away our identity like that, but it was evident that Aurora was too worked up and had thrown caution to the wind.

      “Ms. Marino?!” the voice exclaimed before the footsteps suddenly hastened.

      I pushed Aurora behind me and reached toward my hip instinctively. The man who turned the corner, however, didn’t look aggressive. If anything, he looked the opposite. His face was flushed from running, and he looked fully confused.

      “You’re here,” he muttered. “I—I had no idea you were coming.”

      “It wasn’t a planned visit,” Aurora replied stiffly, eyeing the man inquisitively. “You look familiar. Have we met?”

      “Oh, uh, not personally,” the man replied nervously. “I’ve been working here for several years, though, so I’ve seen you on occasion. I’m sure you saw me as well. I work in the accounting department. Lorenzo Rossi.” He took a step forward to shake Aurora’s hand, and I kept a cautious eye on him as he did. He looked harmless, and I had a feeling his nervous, jittery demeanor had more to do with him meeting his boss than anything nefarious.

      “Well, it’s nice to meet you, Signore Rossi,” Aurora replied, her tone softening as she cast him a warm smile. “Um, I am concerned, though. And confused as well. What exactly happened here?” She used her arms to gesture around at the empty lobby. “Why is the building so empty?”

      “What?” Rossi blinked at her. His jaw dropped open, and he stared blankly at Aurora like he wasn’t sure what to say. “Well… that’s because with all the difficulties—it was necessary to make some staffing changes.”

      “What are you talking about?” Aurora asked, frowning at him. “What difficulties? What changes? No, I wasn’t informed about any of this.”

      “We’re doing everything we can to try to keep things afloat,” Rossi replied quickly. “Um, not that there’s any need to worry, of course. The company is still in the green and still profitable. Just… with the losses we incurred in the past year, it was necessary to… let a few people go.” He mumbled the last part as though he was reluctant to even say it out loud.

      “I don’t understand,” Aurora murmured, her expression darkening. “We haven’t had any losses. We’re as profitable as ever. More than ever. This has been one of our best years. Wait—are you saying that people were fired?”

      “We tried to keep as many as we could,” Rossi replied meekly. “Really, we did. The accounting department pulled every string we could. In the end, though, cuts had to be made.” His shoulders sagged. “Even some of our own department had to be let go. But… pardon me if it’s impolite of me to say so, but certainly you knew already? You’re the one that signed off on the lay-offs.”

      “I most certainly did not!” Aurora retorted, gritting her teeth. “No. I did no such thing. I just approved a round of pay increases this past quarter! No, this is some kind of mistake. How long ago did the layoffs happen? We need to do something. I have to rectify this right away…”

      “Signora,” Rossi murmured, cocking his head at her in confusion. “It’s far too late. The last round of layoffs was over three months ago.”

      “Three—” Aurora gasped, stumbling backward in shock. Markus was quick to reach out and grab her, winding an arm around her back to keep her steady. “I feel dizzy.”

      “Here,” Elsie offered as she ran to grab one of the chairs from the empty room. She returned with it in just a second before gesturing for Aurora to have a seat.

      “I don’t understand,” Rossi mumbled, shaking his head slowly. “Are you saying you didn’t sign off on it? But weren’t these your orders? Signora, the company has been sinking since the beginning of the year. The lay-offs were only the most recent measure we’ve taken in an attempt to keep things going.”

      “That’s impossible,” Aurora replied coldly. “Signore Rossi, this is the first I’m hearing of any of this. I’m horrified. Three months! All those people, what have they been doing for work all this time? How have they been living?”

      “Wait, you’re being truthful?” Rossi asked, looking genuinely stunned. “You really had no idea?”

      “I’m telling you, I didn’t!” Aurora snapped. “How many people were let go? Do we still have their contact information? Offer everyone their old positions back immediately. No, add a ten percent pay increase on top.”

      “Signora,” Rossi gasped, looking shocked. “That’s generous of you. But I can’t. Even if you weren’t aware, the fact remains that the company just doesn’t have the means to do that!”

      “Like hell, it doesn’t!” Aurora scoffed, rising to her feet again. Elsie was by her side immediately, standing guard. “I might not do a lot of hands-on work around here, but I’m not an idiot! I look over expenditure reports every month! That’s how I know that we’re doing better than ever!” Her shoulders drooped as she took another look around the deserted lobby. “At least… that’s what the reports have said. That’s why this doesn’t make sense! There would have been something in our financial reports if we were really in such dire straits.”

      “Unless you were being lied to,” Mac cut in sharply. She crossed her arms over her chest slowly as she turned to cast Rossi a questioning look. “You said you work in accounting, right? If that’s true, then I’m guessing your department has been sending Aurora here regular reports about what’s happening.”

      “Of course!” Rossi replied with a shrug. “That’s why I was so shocked that Ms. Marino seems so unaware. I could show you the reports we’ve been working on right now if you’d like. They’ll all say the same thing.” He cast Aurora a trepidatious look. “The company is barely staying above water.”

      “Then Mac is right,” Aurora replied icily, clicking her teeth together. “Someone is lying to me. Either I was told the company was doing well when the opposite was true, or—”

      “Someone is robbing you blind,” Mac finished. “That executive of yours, Alfonso? He pulled up in a nice black car with a bunch of hired goons. That makes me think maybe the company is doing just fine, and all the money that is supposed to be going to your employees is going to line his pockets instead.”

      “You think that’s what’s happening?” Aurora asked her before turning to look at me. “Do you think that’s possible, Ethan?”

      “Given the facts, I’d say it’s a pretty good bet,” I confirmed with a nod before turning to address Rossi. “Where are you getting your numbers from? I’m guessing that whoever it was that told you Aurora had signed off on this is the same person who’s cooking the books.”

      “Where’s Valente?” Aurora asked sharply. “He’s the head of accounting. I need to have a word with him right away.”

      “He’s not here,” Rossi replied. “I haven’t seen him all day. Actually—” He frowned. “I haven’t seen him in a few days.”

      “That’s suspicious.” Elsie snorted.

      “What about Scatena?” Aurora asked. “He’s in charge of personnel. Maybe he’ll be able to give me answers about all these layoffs.”

      “I… can’t remember the last time I saw him, either,” Rossie replied with a frown.

      “So all the important, powerful employees of the company are conveniently absent?” Markus grumbled. “Interesting.”

      “This has to have something to do with what happened earlier,” Jeff insisted. “Aurora gets attacked, and suddenly, all her company bosses are nowhere to be found?”

      “Attacked!?” Rossi gasped. “Ms. Marino, are you alright?”

      “It’s not important,” Aurora replied quickly, subtly moving her injured wrist behind her back. “But I really need to speak to Alfonso Billoti. I don’t suppose he’s been mysteriously absent today as well?”

      “I couldn’t say,” Rossi replied slowly. “He works all the way on the top floor. But, um, Elena would know.”

      “Elena?” Aurora asked.

      “She, uh, she’s Billoti’s secretary,” Rossi explained hesitantly.

      “Why do you suddenly sound so nervous?” I asked, eyeing him shrewdly. “Are you worried she might take his side over ours or something?”

      “Oh, no,” Rossi scoffed, chuckling under his breath. “Elena can’t stand him. Honestly, she might be happy at the chance to get back at him for the awful way he treats her.”

      “He treats her badly?!” Aurora interjected, sounding completely horrified at the notion. “What does he do?” She shook her head. “How did they change things so fast—no, that’s not right, is it? It’s been almost a year since I was last here. Ever since…” Her face fell as she trailed off, and I knew he was thinking about her father. It seemed these guys had taken advantage of the fact that Aurora’s grief had caused her to pull away from the company.

      “I’m so sorry about your father, Signora,” Rossi muttered sullenly. “Ms. Marino, I hate to have to tell you, but things around here aren’t anything like what you think. If I can be completely honest… ever since your father died, things have just gotten worse and worse.”

      “I see that now,” Aurora murmured sullenly. “And I’m ashamed that it took me so long to even realize. If Robbie hadn’t gone missing, I’d still be completely clueless, far from here, and blindly believing those false reports.”

      “Did they think you’d never notice?” Mac asked, her eyebrows scrunching closer together. “How long did they think they’d be able to get away with this?”

      “As long as it took for them to get rid of Aurora,” I replied coldly. “They did just openly attack her in the middle of the city.”

      “Well, I have no intention of dying,” Aurora replied firmly. “Not yet, not before I find Robbie and not before I fix this mess they caused. I will find everyone who was laid off. It’s about time I took the reins back.”

      “You’ll have to convince Elena of that,” Rossi muttered.

      “Why?” I asked.

      “Well, earlier, you asked me if she would be on Billoti’s side,” Rossie explained. “The answer to that is a big, fat ‘no.’ The thing is, though, she’s not going to be too happy to see Ms. Marino either. See, all this time, we’ve all been under the impression that you were the one doing all this, Ms. Marino. Honestly, until you explained everything just now, I didn’t think very highly of you either.”

      “So, everyone thinks that I’m the one who caused all this,” Aurora murmured sadly. “Well, I suppose I can’t fault her for being upset, then. She doesn’t know the truth.”

      “We can just explain it, right?” Jeff posited. “Once she hears that this was all some plot, she’ll probably help us, especially if she already doesn’t like her boss.”

      “Oh, I’m sure she will!” Rossi replied just as a voice called out from the direction he’d come from. “I think that’s her now.”

      “Ehi, Rossi!” the voice called, closer now. “Andiamo a pranzare o—” She stopped short as she rounded the corner and noticed us all standing there in the lobby. “Ah, ciao. Hello. Um—” She turned to look at Rossi for help.

      “This is Ms. Marina,” he rushed to explain. “And her friends.”

      “Ms. Marina?” Elena repeated, raising an eyebrow at him. “As in… the Ms. Marina?” She didn’t even bother to conceal the resentful look she cast Aurora’s way.

      “No, don’t get mad!” Rossi quickly pleaded. “Look, all the things that have happened in the past year? The pay cuts and the layoffs? It wasn’t her! It was Billoti and his buddies on the top floor!”

      “What?” Elena uttered, eyes wide as she looked back and forth between Rossi and us.

      “It’s true,” Aurora insisted desperately, hands clasped together. “I had no idea any of this was going on. I already asked Signore Rossi here to try to contact everyone who was laid off. They’ll be rehired immediately. I’m going to fix everything that’s happened, I promise. We just need to figure out what all has gone wrong here.”

      “Wait, you’re being serious?” Elena asked skeptically, just as Rossi had earlier.

      “Yes!” Markus grunted impatiently. “Look, these people, your managers, they’re dangerous, so—”

      “Look, I don’t know what kind of sick joke this is.” Elena sighed. “But you people need to leave. Everyone knows that Ms. Marina lives in the States now, so please leave.”

      “No, but I came to—” Aurora started to argue, only for Elena to take an aggressive step forward.

      “You need to get out of here!” she yelled, prompting Elsie to step between them. “You’re trespassing. If you don’t leave, I’ll have to call the police.”

      “Police?!” Aurora balked as Elena walked over to the reception desk. She grabbed a notepad and a pen off of it. “How dare you! This is my company, and—”

      “Look, crazy lady, I don’t care,” Elena cut her off rudely as she began to scribble on the notepad. “I’m writing all of your descriptions down, and I’ll be handing them over to the police. Now, get out! My boss will be back any minute, and he’ll be a lot angrier than me if he finds you scam artists here!”

      She looked pointedly at Aurora as she set her hands on her hips.

      “But—” Aurora started to argue, but I reached out and grabbed her arm to stop her.

      “She’s right,” I replied gruffly. “We need to go.”

      “What?” Aurora shot me a perplexed look. Markus and Elsie trusted me enough not to question me on it, though, and quickly ushered her toward the door. The kids, though they both looked confused, followed my lead as well.

      “Finally!” Elena huffed as she marched over to the door. She pushed it roughly open before turning to look at us, ‘accidentally’ bumping me with her arm in the process. “Here, don’t leave anything behind as an excuse to come back!” She reached down and snatched a piece of paper off the floor before thrusting it into my chest.

      I grabbed it and motioned for everyone to leave before following them out.

      “Uh, what the heck just happened?” Jeff asked.

      “No time,” I muttered as I motioned for everyone to follow me down the street. “We need to flag a boat or something right now. Here, let’s duck inside this shop for now.”

      Thankfully, nobody questioned me as I led them into the store. Once we were all inside, I turned to glance out the window.

      “What are you looking for?” Jeff asked with a frown.

      “Didn’t you hear that secretary?” Mac asked him dryly as she also peered out the front windows. “She said that her boss would be back any minute.” She turned to look at Jeff. “She was giving us a hint, trying to tell us to get the heck out of there while we still could.”

      “She handed you something, right?” Markus asked.

      “She was a bit clumsy about it,” I replied as I opened my palm to reveal the piece of paper she’d passed to me. “From the way she was talking and acting, I’m guessing the building has cameras.”

      “Oh, it does.” Aurora gasped. “I can’t believe I didn’t think of that. I’m so sorry, how careless.”

      “No point worrying about it now,” I replied firmly. “I’m just worried that her little act won’t fool them if they decide to check.”

      “You think she’s in danger?” Elsie asked. “Maybe we should go back, and—”

      “No,” I interrupted as I unfurled the crumpled piece of paper. “Not yet, anyway. ‘Billoti on his way. Will stall. They are dangerous. Meet me at midnight.’ Then it’s an address.”

      “She wants us to meet her?” Markus asked, crossing his arms over his chest. “Does she know something?”

      “She must,” Elsie replied. “‘They are dangerous.’ Who is ‘they’? Billoti and the other missing executives? Well, we know that since they hired a bunch of thugs to shoot at us, but how does she know that?”

      “She’s Billoti’s secretary,” Jeff reminded us. “So she probably overhears stuff, right? Maybe she overheard Billoti talking about the attack.”

      “That’s possible,” I muttered. “For now, we need to get out of here and retreat somewhere safe where we can wait this out until midnight. We can’t risk Aurora being targeted again.”

      “Leave it to me,” Aurora replied, already reaching into her bag. “I’ll book us a hotel room. We can use it as our base of operations.”
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      A normal hotel room might have been cramped for all six of us, but we could have made it work. Back in the day, I’d found myself in tighter spots, both figuratively and literally. That wasn’t a concern, however, because the “room” that Aurora had booked for us to use was practically a whole apartment.

      It was the entire top floor of a hotel that overlooked both the canal and the Basilica of San Marco. The view was extraordinary, and as I stood at the window, getting some fresh air while everyone else settled in, it occurred to me that we hadn’t had any time to really appreciate Italy at all yet. Of course, it wasn’t like we could laze around and soak in the sights while Robbie was missing, but still, it seemed a shame to come all this way and not take even a moment to appreciate the beauty of the city.

      The air outside was filled with soft, pleasant noises. Birds chattered all around, and somewhere in the distance, I could hear music playing. It sounded like a violin, so maybe it was a street artist. Down on the street below, people chattered, gawking at the marvelous architecture and taking photos and perusing through the wares street vendors had laid out on blankets along the ground. I could almost hear the ghost of Robbie’s voice in my ear, waxing poetic about how this would be a great place to retire one day.

      Those days were long gone, though, and now, so was Robbie.

      I shook my head and stepped back inside, off the balcony. Jeff and Mac were looking at everything in the hotel room with awe while Aurora sat on the couch with Markus and Elsie, the latter of whom was gently patting Aurora’s shoulder. I’d noticed that Elsie seemed particularly protective of Aurora. That in itself wasn’t too surprising, as Aurora was a sweet, gentle woman who was honestly too kind and naïve for her own good. This entire mess with her company was proof enough of that. She’d had absolutely no idea what had been going on, blithely trusting in the people she’d left in charge without ever once bothering to check up on them.

      “Hey, Ethan!” Jeff called out to me in a low hiss.

      I turned to look at him, and he waved me over to where he and Mac were both sitting on one of the large, ornate couches at the end of the sitting room. I walked over to them, worried something might be wrong.

      “So, this is crazy, right?” Jeff whispered as he took a look around. “I mean, I knew from your stories that Aurora was loaded, but what the heck?!”

      “That’s what you called me over to say?” I deadpanned, setting my hands on my hips as I looked down at them.

      “Hey, cut him some slack,” Mac remarked defensively. “I mean, this is pretty wild. I’ve always known that there were super rich people who used these kinds of fancy rooms, but, I dunno, I never really imagined what they’d be like.”

      “I did,” Jeff grumbled. “But it’s ironic because, in my head, I would have imagined some stuffy, uptight Scrooge who thinks he’s better than everyone. But Aurora’s not like that at all.”

      “Yeah, she reminds me of my grandma,” Mac noted with a smile. “Well, a little younger than my grandma, but she’s got grandma vibes, you know? She’s so sweet. Did you see how upset she got when she heard those people had been laid off?”

      “That’s true,” I agreed as I sat down beside them. “Most people would have been worried about their company being robbed, but she seemed a lot more concerned about her workers than anything else.”

      “I see why Robbie likes her,” Mac noted.

      “Yeah, but why does she like Robbie?” Jeff muttered, his eyebrows scrunching together. “Not to sound mean or anything, but she’s a multi-billionaire, right? And she’s really pretty, even for an older lady. I bet she was super hot when she was younger. How’d Robbie land that?”

      “Seriously?” Mac scoffed. “Do you have to be so crass? They just fell in love, you jerk! You can’t control who you fall in love with.” She folded her arms, her cheeks reddening as she scowled down at her lap.

      “Mac’s right.” I laughed under my breath. “Those two have been crazy over each other basically since they met. Robbie did rescue her from a couple of gangsters trying to rob her. I guess she must have thought that was romantic.”

      “That does sound romantic,” Mac agreed, shooting Jeff a glare. “There are more important things in life than money!”

      “Well, yeah, I know,” Jeff muttered abashedly. “Still… crazy to see how the other half lives, you know?” He cast an awed gaze around the ornately decorated hotel room. “Oh, Aurora said she ordered room service for us. Or she was going to order? You were out on the balcony, and she didn’t know what you wanted.”

      “Anything’s fine,” I muttered. “I don’t have much of an appetite, anyway.”

      “You’ll get sick if you push yourself without eating,” Mac insisted sternly. “Food is fuel. Even if it’s crappy food, which I doubt it will be at a swanky place like this.”

      “You’re right,” I agreed with a smile. I couldn’t get over how strange it felt to have the two of them here. I wasn’t used to seeing them anywhere other than the bar, but on top of that, their presence added a level of anxiety to the investigation. No, they weren’t civilians, but they were still just a couple of clueless kids. They’d both jumped straight into action when Aurora’s purse had been snatched. That was no big deal, but now I worried that they might try the same thing if we were to encounter another group of thugs. Even if the two of them knew their way around a firearm, that needed to be a last resort, and it was my responsibility to make sure things didn’t come to that.

      “Maybe we should ask Ethan,” Markus’s voice called loudly from the other end of the sitting room. I looked over at them, and from the way Markus was looking my way, it was obvious that he’d deliberately raised his voice to get my attention.

      “Ask me about what?” I asked as I got to my feet and walked over to where the three of them were sitting. Aurora was clutching her phone in her hands, dragging her thumbs over the darkened screen in a nervous gesture.

      “Aurora wants to call Billoti,” Elsie explained, the flat tone of her voice a clear indicator that she thought it was a bad idea. I was inclined to agree.

      “I just think… Well, I don’t know what I think.” Aurora sighed. “I want answers. And it’s not like he can figure out where I am just by me calling him, right?”

      “Probably not,” I replied. “But still, I don’t think that’s a great idea. It’s too risky.”

      “Well, hang on a minute,” Markus interjected, pursing his lips together as he reached a hand up to rub his chin. “Maybe we could work it to our advantage.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked skeptically.

      “Maybe we could trick him into revealing something,” Markus suggested with a shrug. “He seemed pretty flustered back on the street. I kept questioning him about who he was and where he’d come from, but he’d just stammered and insisted that Aurora come with him instead of answering. I got the feeling he isn’t particularly good at thinking on his feet.”

      “Well, if he wouldn’t answer your questions then,” Elsie scoffed, “what makes you think he’ll answer them now over the phone? If anything, he’ll be less likely to talk to us since we aren’t even face-to-face.”

      “Yeah, I guess that’s true,” Markus muttered dejectedly, sinking back into the couch cushions. “Still, this could be an opportunity for us to gain more information. We don’t even know where he and the other missing managers are.”

      “I agree with Agent Baker!” Aurora chirped excitedly. “I can help. I can lie, maybe, convince him that I’m not mad and just want to talk.”

      “Look, I’m not saying that’s a horrible idea,” I leveled with them. “But it’s still too risky. It would be different if he had tracing tools, but as it is, there’s no guarantee calling him will help us. Worst-case scenario, he realizes that we’re actively investigating him and the others.”

      “Well, he has to suspect that already,” Elsie replied bluntly. “I mean… he rolled up with a car full of armed assailants. I’m guessing he already suspects that we’re looking for him.” She frowned before turning to Aurora. “Do you have any enemies? Anyone who would want to hurt you or Robbie? If there are, then it’s possible they’re working with your employees to get close to you.”

      Aurora scowled and opened her mouth to respond, and I was sure she was about to deny Elsie’s question. After a second, though, she slowly closed her mouth again, her shoulders drooping.

      “Actually,” Aurora murmured, “yes. A lot.” She chuckled mirthlessly, the sound low and hollow. “The truth is that my company has a rather unpleasant history. My father… He made a lot of enemies in getting the business to where it is. He wasn’t a bad man, but that’s just the way business is. It’s ruthless and cutthroat, and if you don’t step on others to claw your way to the top, well, they’ll just do the same to you.” She frowned. “That’s what he used to say, anyway. I’m not proud of it, but I’m not really ashamed, either, to tell you the truth. My father worked hard, day and night, to build Fiume Infinito from the ground up. I know it wasn’t all fun and games, though. He crossed a lot of people on his road to success, and I can imagine there are several who must have a grudge against my family.”

      “Enough to come after you like this?” Markus asked, a look of disbelief on his face. “I get he might have stepped on a few toes, but murder? Those men were obviously trying to kill you when they opened fire like that. It’s a bit extreme to just be a business grudge, especially when it was your father who made those decisions.”

      “Maybe it’s not a grudge,” I murmured as a thought started to form in my mind. “Maybe this isn’t about someone who was wronged. What if this is all just an attempt to steal the company?”

      “Steal it?” Aurora blinked at me.

      “The tampered accounting records would indicate that someone’s been siphoning money from the business,” Elsie argued. She leaned back against the couch and crossed her legs. “Someone’s greedy. It wouldn’t be a huge stretch to imagine that whoever’s behind that might want a bigger piece of the pie.”

      “If by ‘bigger piece’ you mean the entire thing,” I snorted, “I think I know what happened to Robbie.” I set my hands on my hips and looked down at the three of them. “I think Aurora’s own employees kidnapped him.”

      “Why would they do that?” Aurora gasped. “I’ll admit, after what happened with Alfonzo, I suppose nothing would surprise me, but why him? If it’s money that they want, then why not ask me for a ransom?”

      “Because a ransom isn’t enough,” Markus muttered coldly. “They don’t want some of your money. They want all of it. I think Ethan’s right. Aurora, you said that Robbie doesn’t have anything to do with your business, correct?”

      “Not at all,” Aurora confirmed before letting out a small huff. “Though obviously, I don’t have as much to do with it as I thought, either. Robbie wouldn’t know the first thing about it, though.”

      “Sure,” I agreed, “but he’s still your husband.”

      “Well, yes,” Aurora replied, cocking her head at me in confusion.

      “Which means that, legally, he’s entitled to it under certain conditions, right?” I asked, a little worried that I was treading into awkward territory. It had to be done, though, for Robbie’s sake.

      “Assuming you didn’t sign a prenup,” Elsie added, and Aurora shot her a horrified look.

      “Of course not!” she exclaimed, clenching her hands into fists on her lap. “There was no reason to! Robbie never wanted my money. It was years before I could get him to accept gifts without him getting all flustered about it. And he would never take my company from me, ever!”

      “No, he wouldn’t,” I agreed, sitting down beside her on the couch. “Robbie would never willingly do something like that. But if you were to suddenly die, then legally, all of your property would go to him.”

      “Including the company,” Aurora whispered, her face turning ashen as she reached a hand up to cover her mouth. “Wait… so is that why Alfonzo and those men attacked me? They were trying to kill me because they have Robbie. That’s it, isn’t it?” She looked up at me, her hands shaking. “They have Robbie, and if they kill me, then the company will go to him, and then—will they kill him too? Blackmail him into doing what they want?!”

      “Maybe,” I murmured, frowning as I tried to piece together what they might be thinking.

      They could always kill Robbie and Aurora and then muddle about with the details of the company after. I didn’t want to say that to Aurora, though. Besides, there was a chance he was still alive. If they both suddenly died, there would surely be an investigation. Maybe that’s what they wanted to avoid, and having Robbie on their side would fix that issue.

      “Honestly, I have no idea what their plan is,” I admitted, omitting all the darker details of what I was thinking. “It’s possible that they’re floundering now that they failed to kill Aurora, and they know we’re all here. Whatever their plan was, it’s ruined now.”

      There was a knock at the door then.

      “Room service!” a bright voice on the other side of the door called out.

      “Oh, there’s the food!” Jeff declared happily from the other end of the room. He hopped to his feet and jogged over to the door, clearly famished by that point since none of us had eaten a scrap since arriving in Italy.

      “Wait,” Aurora uttered, her eyes going wide. “No, I never put the room service order in. Ethan, you were outside. We were waiting for you.”

      I snapped my head toward the door, my heart sinking.

      “Jeff, stop!” I screamed, jumping to my feet.

      It was too late, though. Jeff’s hand closed around the handle, the door slammed open, and then, suddenly, there was a bang.
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      “Jeff!” Mac screamed as he dropped to the floor.

      A man dressed in a hotel uniform came bursting through the entrance, pistol in hand, as he rushed into the room.

      “Down!” I heard Markus yell behind me and then a thump that I assumed was him knocking Aurora to the floor.

      I jumped to the side to take cover behind one of the other couches, wincing as I landed wrong and pain shot up my leg. It had been years since I’d last dodged bullets like this, and my muscles were protesting.

      I hadn’t wanted to draw my gun, but desperate times called for desperate measures. I snatched it from the waistband of my pants where it was hidden, tensing with each shot that the man fired. I couldn’t see what was happening and didn’t want to expose myself, but I had to do something.

      Just as I was about to jump up from behind the couch, there was a distinctive bang. It sounded slightly different from the others, and the moment it rang out, all the firing stopped. I quickly clambered out from behind the couch, worried about what I might find. To my surprise, Mac was standing near the couch she’d been sitting on at the other end of the room, sidearm in hand, as she stared blankly at the fallen gunman.

      “I… I shot him,” she stammered, sounding shocked at her own words. “Oh, crap, Jeff!”

      “Careful!” Elsie shouted from where she was perched behind a loveseat to my right. “It’s not clear!”

      Just as she shouted that, another shadow fell over the open doorway. Mac had already sprinted over to the door to check on Jeff, though, and froze as the second gunman entered the room.

      “Mac, get down!” I screamed, my grip flexing around my pistol. I couldn’t shoot while she was in the way since I could very well strike her. Before she could move on her own, though, Jeff suddenly shot up from the floor. He wrapped his arms around her waist before dragging her back down, both of them crashing to the floor in a heap.

      The moment the two of them hit the floor, I jumped up, gun in hand, and opened fire toward the second intruder. The pistol he’d come in holding fell from his hand, hitting the floor with a soft thump. Even then, we weren’t able to relax because the man’s body hadn’t even fully slumped to the floor when two more thugs came rushing inside.

      “Get Aurora into the back of the suite!” I instructed, shouting over my shoulder as I fired at one of the newcomers.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I caught a glimpse of Markus as he took hold of Aurora and dragged her off. I didn’t have much time to look, though, because my focus was still on the door. The latest goon I’d fired at had fallen to the floor, but he wasn’t dead. His gun was still in hand, and he was twisting around to aim it at me. I shot at him before he could, the bullet tearing through his skull and ending him in just a split second.

      “Ethan, watch it!” Else screamed from her perch behind the next couch.

      I shifted my eyes off of the downed attacker and toward the one that had come in behind him, tensing as I saw him lifting his firearm. I moved my own pistol toward him and pulled the trigger. It struck the attacker in the ribs, and I swore as I ducked behind the couch.

      Once again, it was obvious just how long I’d been out of the game. Back in the day, I would have been able to hit the guy dead in the heart, stopping this whole situation in an instant. I’d managed to hit him, but not anywhere vital enough to down him. He was still standing, and the kids were still in danger.

      I took cover behind the couch as Elsie shot at the one who’d just fired at me. There was a grunt and then a thump as he hit the floor.

      “No! Stop!” Elsie suddenly called out, and when I turned to look at her, she was staring at something past the couch, teeth clenched and eyes unblinking. I threw caution to the wind and jumped up to see what it was she was looking at. The scene before me made my blood run cold.

      Jeff and Mac were both still on the floor. It was clear they’d tried to move away from the door because they were a lot further now from where they’d fallen. It seemed the last assailant to enter had decided to focus on them, though, because his gun was pointed directly at them. Both Jeff and Mac were crouched low, neither moving a single muscle as they stared down the barrel of the gun.

      “Take it easy,” I warned, raising my voice in hopes of catching the man’s attention. He glanced my way, but to my disappointment, he didn’t move his gun away from the kids. Mac still had the gun she’d used to shoot that first goon. It was clutched tightly in her hands, and my greatest fear was that she would get bold and try to use it again. There was a good chance that one or both of them would be shot before she ever got the chance to even lift it up. I also had to wonder where she even got the gun from, but that could wait until later.

      “Leave them alone,” Elsie hissed, her voice low and threatening.

      “Hand over the woman,” the man shot back stiffly, never once moving the gun away from them. He turned his head slowly to look at us, a cocky smirk on his face.

      “That’s not happening,” I replied. Even if the kids were in danger, there was no way I could trade one life for another. No, we’d have to find some other way to figure this out.

      “Which one of them should I kill first, then?” the goon asked, his gun shifting from Mac to Jeff.

      Both of them stared defiantly up at the man, tense and, by the looks of it, ready to fight back.

      “Don’t do anything stupid,” I gritted out, as much to them as to the gunman. “Let’s just talk this out.”

      “I’m not here to talk!” the man roared, gesturing to the floor with his free hand. “You think I want to talk after you just killed all my friends?! No, you’re going to hand that woman over now, or I’m going to kill these two, and then I’m going to kill the both of you.”

      “Screw you!” Mac snarled.

      “Mac, shut up!” I snapped with more anger than I’d ever used when speaking to her. She flinched, seeming more shocked by my voice than she had by the assailant’s threats. I felt a little bad, but right now, she needed to be quiet and let us handle this. She was just a finger twitch away from taking a bullet to the head.

      “If you want to walk out of here alive, then you need to put that down,” Elsie warned, her tone cold.

      “I’m the one calling the shots here!” the man yelled, his fingers flexing around the handle of the gun.

      “Ha!” Elsie cackled. “You really think you’re in a position to make us do anything? Look around! You’re all alone. How sad.” I gritted my teeth as she continued to taunt the man. She was going to incite him into shooting the kids! Then I realized that the man was staring directly at her, shoulders rising and falling as he listened to her jeers.

      “She’s right,” I added as I realized what she was doing. “You think you’re different from any of those people lying at your feet? Take a good look at your buddies. The only reason you’re not dead like them is because you were a coward and decided to come in last.”

      “Shut up!” the man screamed, his free hand balling into a fist. His gun was still pointed at the kids, so we were taking a risk in doing this, but it was our best shot. If we could tick him off enough, he’d turn the gun onto us. Then Elsie and I could shoot at him without fear that he’d fire at them.

      “Some great plan you had,” Elsie mocked, shaking her head as she laughed. “The group of you just piled inside, huh? No organization, just rushing in like a bunch of stupid, rabid dogs.”

      “I said shut up!” the man grunted angrily. “You shut your mouth, or I swear I’ll blow their brains out!”

      “Of course you will,” I egged him on. “Because a coward like you isn’t man enough to take on someone your own size. No, you have to go after a couple of kids—”

      “Argh!” the man let out a howl of fury as he finally shifted the gun away from the kids and over to me. I pulled the trigger of my own pistol as he did, a twin set of bangs tearing through the air as we both shot at almost the same time.

      “Ethan!” Mac screamed as a sharp, white-hot jolt of pain lanced across my shoulder. It had been a while since I’d felt the sting of a gunshot wound.

      “Down! Get down!” Elsie yelled as she fired at the man, over and over until he was on the floor, bleeding all over the soft, fancy carpet. I wasn’t sure if she was yelling for the kids to take cover or at the man as she put him on the floor. A second later, though, Mac was running toward me, stepping deftly around the smattering of bodies before leaping over the back of the couch.

      “Are you okay? Oh my gosh. You got shot!” She rambled on as she looked back and forth between my face and my shoulder.

      “I’m fine,” I hissed, wincing as I looked down at my arm. It looked like a graze, thankfully, and I was still able to move my shoulder, which meant the damage probably wasn’t too bad. “How’s Jeff? Did you get hit?”

      “No,” Jeff replied as he got shakily to his feet. He looked a little queasy, which wasn’t surprising. Navy SEAL or not, this was definitely the first time he’d seen a scene as gruesome as this, with dead bodies strewn all over the place. “I’m okay. I heard you yelling for me to stop. I’d already turned the door handle, but I knew you wouldn’t yell like that unless it was an emergency, so I threw myself down. I don’t even remember doing it. My body just moved on its own.”

      “That was your training,” I replied. “You sensed danger and took cover however you could. Good job.” I turned to Mac, who was still examining my injured shoulder with immense concern. “You. Where the heck did you get that gun?”

      “Oh, um, well—” Mac muttered, her face turning white. It wasn’t like her to stammer like that. The Mac I knew was quick-witted and unashamed to speak her mind, so I had to wonder what had her so flustered.

      “Why didn’t you tell me you were bringing one?” I asked, assuming she must have packed it with her. “You’re an adult. I know I call you kids, but you’re free to do what you like. You should have told me, though.”

      “It’s not mine,” Mac murmured meekly, glancing toward the back of the suite where Markus had disappeared with Aurora. “Earlier, when Aurora was going to order food, she asked me to grab her wallet from her purse. When I looked inside, I saw the gun.” She pursed her lips and looked down at the floor, and I realized that her reluctance to speak wasn’t because she was ashamed but because she felt bad about revealing Aurora’s personal secret.

      “It’s Aurora’s?” Elsie asked, her eyebrows furrowing together in confusion.

      “Yeah.” Mac shrugged. “When that guy busted his way inside, I remembered it was in there. So while he was distracted with you and Ethan, I went and grabbed it.”

      “How’d she even get it into the country?” Jeff whispered, his face a mask of confusion. “It took so long for you and the MBLIS agents to fill in all that paperwork and stuff. I didn’t see Aurora do any of that.”

      “We didn’t see her,” Mac corrected, crossing her arms. “But we lost her for a minute, remember? While we were at the gate, she suddenly said she needed to go to the bathroom and just walked off. And Elsie wanted to go with her, but Aurora said she wanted to be alone, and we all assumed she was going to go have a cry or something.”

      “Ooh, yeah,” Jeff replied. “Now I remember. She took a really long time and then came back with coffee.”

      “Maybe she went to a different gate, so we wouldn’t realize she had the gun,” Mac replied with a shrug. “Not sure why she’d want to hide it. It’s not like any of us would have an issue with it.”

      “Well…” I muttered, stunned by the situation, “I guess it’s a good thing it was there. Good job thinking on your feet. You both did well.” I was proud of how they’d handled themselves but still upset, mostly with myself. If I’d known things would get this dangerous, I never would have allowed them to come. Now that they were here, they were my responsibility. I needed to make sure nothing like this happened again.

      “What do we do now?” Jeff asked. He glanced down at the bodies for just a second before looking away and shaking his head. “Ugh, that is not pretty. We have to call the cops, right? I mean, we can’t just leave all these dead guys here.”

      “I imagine the police are already on their way,” Elsie replied with a sigh. “There’s no way all that gunfire went unnoticed by any of the other guests.”

      “I dunno,” Mac hummed. “This place is pretty nice. There are no other rooms on this floor, and the walls don’t seem thin.”

      “Well, either way,” I grunted, “we need to get the police here. Jeff’s right. I’m just not looking forward to having to explain all this.”

      “We should go get Aurora and Markus,” Elsie suggested, stepping cautiously toward the door. She readjusted her grip on her pistol as she peered out into the hallway, checking both directions to make sure there were no other attackers outside. “It’s clear.”

      “She’s probably scared out of her mind,” I muttered with dismay.

      “Yeah,” Elsie agreed, staying close to the door to keep an eye out. “She might be able to help us with the police, too.”

      “Well, let’s not call her out here, though!” Mac argued, raising an eyebrow at us. “There’s blood and dead people all over the floor. That’ll traumatize her!”

      “Right,” I agreed as I put my gun back in its holster. “I’ll go and let her know what happened in the other room so she doesn’t have to see any of this.”

      I turned to do just that when one of the bodies on the floor suddenly spasmed. The man opened his eyes and convulsed violently, gasping for breath as he looked around in a panic. Mac, who was standing right next to him, screamed and scrambled away. Jeff rushed to catch her before she could fall over. As he did that, I knelt beside the injured man.

      “Hey,” I called out flatly. “Hey, look at me.” I snapped my fingers in front of his face to get him to focus his attention on me. “Look at me.”

      “Hurts…” was all the man wheezed as he blinked up at me.

      “I’m sure it does,” I grumbled as my eyes roved down to the gaping wound on his chest. He was bleeding out badly, and honestly, I doubted he’d make it even a few more minutes. “Tell me who sent you.”

      The man gasped for breath before coughing up a mouthful of blood. I turned my face away to avoid getting hit with the spray. When I looked back, the man was breathing shallowly.

      “Hey!” I yelled, reaching down to shake him by the collar before we lost him again. “Tell me who sent you! Where are they? Where is Robbie Holm?”

      It was all in vain, though, because the man barely managed to let out little more than a gurgle before he slumped over, his eyes wide open and unseeing.

      “Is he dead for real this time?” Mac asked, her voice airy and hollow.

      “Looks like it,” I replied as I let go of the goon’s collar and let him slump to the floor. Maybe it was callous of me, but I didn’t really feel bad that he’d died. I only felt bad that I hadn’t been able to pull anything useful out of him before he did.

      “Go talk to Aurora,” Elsie instructed. “I’ll call the police and check the rest of these to make sure they’re really dead.”

      “Good idea,” I replied before turning to the kids. “You two, come with me.”

      “Don’t have to ask me twice,” Jeff muttered, grimacing with disgust as he stepped around the bodies, pulling Mac’s arm as he went.

      I led them slowly through the large suite, not wanting to startle Markus and Aurora.

      “Hello?” I called out loudly to announce our presence. “It’s Ethan. It’s clear now. You two can come out.”

      A door at the very end of the suit popped open, and Markus rushed out, gun in hand and pointed straight at us.

      “Whoa!” Mac yelled, halting in her steps. “Put that down!”

      “Sorry,” Markus murmured, glancing past us before holstering his gun. “I needed to make sure you weren’t being blackmailed into saying that.”

      “I’d never sell Aurora out,” I grumbled with a frown. “I’d die before doing that. Still, good thinking, I suppose.”

      “Can’t be too careful now that we know they want her dead so they can snatch her company,” Markus replied. “Wait, where’s Elsie?!”

      “She’s okay,” I assured him as the four of us walked into the rear bedroom. “She’s keeping watch and calling for reinforcements.”

      “All right,” Markus replied, his voice heavy with relief. “I’ll go and join her then. Aurora, you can come out!”

      The closet door creaked open, and a frightened-looking Aurora stepped hesitantly out. She smiled when she spotted me and the kids.

      “Oh, thank goodness you’re okay,” she sniffled, her eyes welling up with tears. “I heard gunshots and I… I assumed the worst. I’m glad to see that you’re all—Ethan! You’re bleeding!” She reacted even more intensely than Mac had, her eyes going wide as she stared, with horror, at my shoulder.

      “It’s nothing,” I tried to convince her as her eyes grew even redder. “I’ve had worse, believe me.”

      “This is my fault,” Aurora murmured as a tear rolled down her cheek. “They were after me.”

      “You should sit down,” Mac suggested as she guided Aurora to take a rest on the edge of the bed.

      “I’m going to go check on Elsie,” Markus declared.

      “Go, we’ve got things handled here,” I replied. Having both of them keeping watch would be safer, anyway.

      “Why is this happening?” Aurora bemoaned as she reached up to wipe at her eyes. “I don’t understand. Everything was fine! How did everything fall apart so quickly? Why are they doing this?”

      “They’re bad people, Aurora,” I replied gently. “There’s no use in trying to assign rational meaning to it. You didn’t do anything wrong, and neither did Robbie.”

      “But you got hurt because of me,” Aurora sniffled. “I can’t stand that. What if something happens to you? Any of you?” She glanced over at the kids. “I never should have brought you here. I was so grateful for your help, but you’re so young. It was so irresponsible of me.”

      “We are adults, you know,” Mac huffed, shooting Aurora a half-smile. “Just because we’re not geriatric like the rest of you—”

      “Watch it,” I warned her, raising an eyebrow in her direction before turning back to Aurora. “And don’t worry about this.” I gestured toward my shoulder. “Robbie would end my life if he found out I let anything happen to you. Like I said, I’ve been through a lot worse than this and survived. I’ll take a hundred bullets before I let anyone hurt you.”

      “Aw, Ethan, I had no idea you could be that mushy,” Mac teased, trying to add some levity to the situation.

      “Should you be talking like that to Robbie’s wife?” Jeff added with a grin. “Won’t your own wife be jealous? Actually, I can’t believe I don’t know the answer to this, but are you married, Ethan?”

      “Hm?” Aurora laughed softly, wiping a tear away with the back of her knuckle. “Aren’t you two his biggest fans? You don’t even know that?”

      “He doesn’t talk much about this personal life, actually,” Mac hummed, her mouth twisting into a frown. “Now that I think about it, he only ever tells us about the past, not so much what’s going on in his life now.” She turned slowly toward me, a sly expression slipping onto her face. “Whatever did happen with—”

      “Guys!” Markus’s voice called out to us from the living room of the suite. “Cops are here!”

      “You three stay put,” I instructed as I turned toward the door. “I’ll handle this.”

      “No, I’ll help,” Aurora insisted as she got to her feet, using her hands to wipe away the last remnants of her tears. “They might not speak English. And I might be able to get them to go away faster.”

      “How will you—” I started to ask but was interrupted when the sounds of heavy footfalls came rumbling in from the living room.

      Aurora cast me a tense smile before hooking her arm through mine and leading me out into the living room.

      Naturally, there were a lot of questions. The police were, unsurprisingly, horrified by the scene laid out in front of them. I realized that it was a good thing that Aurora was there because it would have been a nightmare trying to explain everything with a language barrier.

      The cops seemed rather aggressive at first, barking commands as they pointed down at the bodies. After a few minutes of talking, though, they seemed to calm down. Markus, Elsie, and I were pretty much left to stand there in mild confusion as we watched Aurora take the lead. Though she translated some of what was happening, I had the distinct feeling that she was leaving things out. At times, she’d have a long conversation with the officer in charge, only to give us a single sentence as an explanation of what she’d said.

      “I need to go make a call,” Aurora suddenly informed us about half an hour into it.

      “Oh,” I replied, surprised. “What? To whom?”

      “Don’t worry,” Aurora replied with a small, thin smile. “It won’t take long.”

      Then she walked into the bathroom. I turned to look at Elsie and Markus, who both looked as bewildered as I felt. When I turned to look at the other officers for some sort of hint as to what was going on, it felt like they were all avoiding my eyes. After a few moments, Aurora came back out of the bathroom and said something to the officer in charge. The two of them spoke for a moment, even laughing heartily about something. By the time they were finished, the officer in charge looked notably happy.

      “Okay.” Aurora turned to us as the officers began to clean up the scene. “We can leave now.”

      “I, uh, what?” I stammered, even more confused now. A couple of paramedics, who’d been waiting outside, were ushered in to remove the bodies.

      “That’s it?” Markus asked as Aurora called for the kids in the back room. “They’re not going to cordon the room off? We don’t need to give statements?”

      “No,” Aurora clipped shortly as she walked over to the bed to grab her purse. “We can go. Come on, I’ll find us another hotel to stay in. A nicer one.”

      “Sure, but—” I muttered before clamping my mouth shut as I noticed how tense Aurora looked.

      She was smiling and going about collecting her things as if everything was normal, but I could tell by the strained look in her eyes that something was wrong. Whatever it was, though, it would have to wait. She was clearly in a hurry to get the heck out of there.

      “Right.” I nodded. “Everyone, get your stuff now. We have to go.”

      “Already?” Mac asked as she and Jeff rejoined us.

      “Yeah,” I replied shortly. “We need to leave now.”

      “Sure, got it,” she whispered, her face falling as she caught on that something was off. The six of us made quick work of gathering all of our things and were out of the room in a matter of moments.

      “We should head to the hospital first,” Elsie suggested. “Ethan was shot, and Aurora and I might as well get checked out too.”

      “I agree,” I replied. “And besides, before we go anywhere else, we need to figure out how it was that we were found. If we rush straight to another hotel, it’s possible another group will come after us there.”

      “I’ll figure something out at the hospital, then,” Aurora muttered, suddenly looking a lot more exhausted.

      As we all piled into the elevator, I leaned closer to her.

      “What happened in there?” I asked, my tone serious.

      Aurora smiled weakly as she turned toward me.

      “Oh, I arranged for all the officers to have dinner at a nice restaurant,” she explained. “As thanks for helping us, of course.”

      “Ah, so that’s why that guy looked so happy,” I murmured back, recalling how quickly the officer’s mood had lifted toward the end. Aurora still looked tense, though. “Was that… all that you arranged?”

      The elevator dinged as it reached the lobby floor, and the doors slid open with a whirr.

      “I might have also made a donation to the police station,” Aurora whispered, and suddenly it was all clear. That mysterious phone call she stepped into the bathroom to make, the officers’ change in attitude, and the fact that we were all just allowed to go on our merry way after that bloodbath all made sense now.

      Aurora had bribed them.

      “It’s fine,” she assured me with a small smile as we all stepped out of the elevator. “It was nothing for me, honestly. I’m glad I was able to get it all sorted out so easily. At least this way, we won’t waste any time we could spend looking for Robbie. I’m just tired, is all. Mentally and physically.”

      Before I could respond, she brightened up again and lifted her hand to flag down one of the workers. She called something out to him, and I heard the word “taxi” mentioned.

      “She’s been through a lot these past few days,” Elsie muttered beside me. “Poor woman.”

      “You heard what she said?” I asked.

      “Well, yeah,” Markus added as she stood at my other side. Jeff and Mac were both with Aurora, carefully hovering around her. “We were in an elevator. Even if you whisper, we can still hear.”

      “She paid them off so we wouldn’t have to deal with the hassle.” I sighed. “I can’t say I’m not grateful, but…”

      “Yeah, it feels gross,” Elsie grumbled. “Paying off law enforcement, it’s disgusting. Something I had to deal with a lot in Colombia.”

      “That’s where you’re from?” I asked as the three of us followed Aurora and the kids at a distance.

      “We didn’t mention?” Markus blinked at me. “Elsie used to be part of a resistance militia there.”

      “She did mention something about being a ‘guerrilla soldier’ back at the office,” I replied.

      “Yeah.” Elsie grinned. “That always shocks people when I put it that way. It is true, though. The group I was with was dedicated to liberating child soldiers through whatever means necessary.”

      “Oh, I see,” I replied somberly. “Well, that’s very noble of you.”

      “Thank you for saying that,” Elsie replied. “It’s disgusting the things people will put innocent children through, and the way the authorities just let it happen after being paid off… I’m just glad that this time they helped us out and not the bad guys.”

      Now I understood. Given her background, it was understandable that Elsie would feel strongly about paying off the police. It was true that what Aurora had done wasn’t good, legally speaking, but the situation was desperate. Robbie was in danger, and so was she, for that matter. And besides, this wasn’t a real case, anyway.

      “I wish we always had Aurora around to bribe people for us,” Markus muttered, earning himself a glare from Elsie. “What?! We’re the good guys! You can’t say it wouldn’t be convenient to just throw a few bills around any time we hit a roadblock. It would make rescuing people in danger a lot easier.”

      “Well, I suppose that’s true,” Elsie muttered reluctantly. “But it’s still wrong! There’s a reason these measures exist. Slippery slope and all that. We’re federal agents. We need to do things the right way… is what I would say if this was an official mission.” She smirked at us. “Given that it’s not, then I suppose the rules don’t really apply.”

      “And you would know all about breaking the rules, right?” Markus asked, and Elsie’s smile just grew wider.

      “You know it,” she replied.
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      Our first stop, as we decided, was to the hospital. As I’d suspected, the wound I’d received was just a graze. A bad graze, to be fair, but not severe enough to require surgery or any extreme medical care. While we were getting patched up, Jeff and Mac headed over to the embassy to report that they were in the country since they were both active duty, and that was a requirement for them. Things had been so hectic from the moment we’d arrived that we hadn’t had a chance to see to that yet, but now that we had some downtime, it seemed like the opportune moment.

      In the meantime, Aurora had gotten her wrist checked out, and she’d discovered that it was sprained. She had it wrapped up now. Elsie seemed to have gotten patched up, too, though her shirt covered her bandages. She didn’t show any outward signs of pain at all, and I wondered if her past had something to do with that. I could imagine that as an outlaw militia soldier living in Colombia, she’d probably gotten her fair share of scrapes and bruises. I also wondered how it was that she’d wound up with MBLIS. Colombia was a fair distance from Miami, and the leap from vigilante child savior to federal agent was pretty expansive.

      I’d have to ask her about it later. For now, we needed to figure out how to find a safe haven that wouldn’t immediately be attacked. Once the kids were done with their business and the rest of us had been discharged, we all reconvened down in the lobby of the hospital to discuss what we were going to do next. Our location had been exposed, somehow, which meant we needed a new base of operations.

      “Does anyone have access to your phone?” Mac asked her as she leaned back against the puffy pleather couch she was on. The six of us had overtaken a small sitting area just inside the doors of the lobby as we discussed our options.

      “No, I don’t think so,” Aurora murmured.

      “Have you downloaded anything sketchy lately?” Jeff added. “There could be malware on it. Have any of your employees sent you any weird emails or texts lately?”

      “Nobody’s contacted me,” Aurora replied. “Aside from the monthly reports, that is. Those come in through regular emails… Could they be tracking me that way?”

      “It’s possible,” Mac replied, holding her hand out. “Let me see your phone. I’ll run a scan to see if there’s any malware on it.”

      “Sure,” Aurora replied, grabbing her phone from her purse without hesitation. It reminded me, once again, just how trusting Aurora was.

      It also reminded me of that gun.

      “Aurora,” I called out quietly, glancing around to make sure nobody else was near us who might overhear. “Why do you have a gun?”

      “Oh!” Aurora uttered, freezing halfway to handing Mac her phone. “Well, that’s—um.” She cleared her throat. “It’s for protection.”

      “Sure,” I replied, nodding slowly. “I get that. Why didn’t you tell us you had it, though?”

      “I sort of swore off using it,” she exhaled, looking a bit embarrassed. “I figured it would be better for if I left that to the professionals.” She gestured toward us with her hand.

      “That was a good call,” Mac agreed. “But still, why so secretive?”

      “It’s a silly story,” Aurora mumbled, her face heating up. “Look, I might have shot a repairman, alright? But how was I supposed to know?! Robbie called him without telling me, so what was I supposed to think when I walked into a kitchen, and there’s some strange, filthy man standing there?” She crossed her arms. “Ever since then, I decided it would be better if I stayed away from it unless I absolutely needed it, so I brought it for emergencies.”

      “Well, it’s lucky you had it,” Mac remarked with a shrug. “Otherwise, we might not be here. I used it to distract one of those attackers when they were shooting at Ethan and Elsie.”

      “Oh.” Aurora blinked at her before smiling. “Well, that’s good, then. I’m glad it was useful. Oh, but the two of you shouldn’t be getting involved in things like that. It’s dangerous.”

      “Again, we are both legal adults,” Mac argued with a scowl.

      “And I’m a SEAL,” Jeff added. “Are we all forgetting that?”

      “I don’t care if you’re a four-star admiral,” I scoffed. “Aurora is right. From now on, you two give any other perps a wide berth.”

      “But—” Mac started to argue.

      “No,” I cut her off firmly. “The only people here currently qualified to even be handling this are Markus and Elsie. Official case or not, they’re the federal agents here. On top of that, the two of you are active-duty military personnel, remember? If something goes wrong and either of you is involved, how do you think that’ll reflect on you back home?”

      “Fine,” Mac grumbled with a pout. “You make a good point.”

      “Ethan’s right,” Markus added. “Although…” He pursed his lips as he turned to look at me. “Technically, Ethan should be in the same boat. You’re a civvie now, too, so shouldn’t you also–”

      “You worry about Aurora and these two,” I ordered. “I can look after myself. If the situation gets bad, you prioritize getting them to safety. I mean it.” I cast him and Elsie both a stern look to show how serious I was. I was old. I’d lived a long, amazing life, and though I had no plans to die anytime soon, I’d be damned if I was going to let them save me instead of the kids or Aurora.

      “We understand,” Elsie replied for the both of them. “Now that we’ve got that out of the way, why don’t we figure out how we’re being tracked? I’m starving, and we won’t be able to eat in peace until we’re sure we won’t be ambushed again.”

      “Well, I couldn’t find anything wrong with the phone,” Mac explained as she handed the device back to Aurora. “No viruses that I can see.”

      “I’ll turn it off just in case,” Aurora replied as she pressed the power button. “But what else could it be?”

      “Wait,” I spoke up, frowning as I recalled how the events of the day had gone down. “They attacked us right after we arrived. I mean, right after we got to the hotel. I remember I went out onto the balcony to get some air right as we got inside.”

      “Yeah,” Jeff agreed. “Aurora had just said that she would order some lunch for us. Sorry again about that.” He bit his lip. “Opening the door, I mean. That was dumb. I wasn’t thinking. I totally forgot that she hadn’t actually called room service yet because she was waiting for you.”

      “No point in worrying about what-ifs now,” I replied. “Just be more cautious from here on out. In any case, that’s beside the point. What I’m saying is that they knew right away. None of us had done anything else from the moment we left the winery headquarters to when we got to the room.”

      “You think they followed us?” Aurora asked, but I shook my head.

      “No,” I muttered. “They could have attacked us in the parking lot, if that were the case, before we stepped inside. Aurora, does anyone from your company have access to your banking information?”

      “What?” She looked up at me, eyes wide. “No, of course not—” She stopped suddenly, her eyes going wide as she gasped. “Wait… I think they might.” She reached down and grabbed the purse on her lap, yanking the zipper down to pull it open. “One of these is a company card. It’s my company, of course, but it’s possible that the accounting department would have access to the records.”

      “Isn’t the head of the accounting department one of the guys who was conveniently missing when we stopped by the headquarters?” Mac asked.

      “The same guy who’s probably behind all the layoffs that he blamed on Aurora,” I replied. “Did you use that card to pay for the hotel room?”

      “Maybe I did,” Aurora muttered, her hands shaking as she looked through her wallet. “Everything is saved on my phone. I wasn’t really paying attention. Oh, no, that’s how they found us, isn’t it? I practically told them where we were!”

      “Hey, it’s all right,” Elsie assured her kindly. “We just have to make sure you don’t use that again while we’re here.”

      “Or we could pull a Hariska,” Markus suggested.

      “A what?” Elsie frowned up at him, clearly confused.

      “The crazy chick that kept trying to kill us, remember?” Markus reminded her. “It was before you joined MBLIS, but I’ve told you about it like a billion times.”

      “Well, then I probably started tuning you out,” she shot back playfully.

      “Whatever.” Markus sighed. “What I’m saying is we could use it as a decoy. Get a room somewhere, then one of us can go and make a phony purchase somewhere else, far away.”

      “So, setting a trap,” Mac clarified. “That’s a good idea.”

      “Not so fast,” I replied. “I’m not saying no, but we need to be more careful from here on out. There’s no guarantee they won’t just send another round of thugs at us. If that happens, we’ll need to make sure we capture at least one alive so we can get some info. Before all that, though, we all need some rest. Most of us haven’t slept for two days now, aside from napping on the plane. Aurora especially needs to get some rest.”

      “I agree,” Elsie spoke up before Aurora could protest. “You’ve been through a lot, and you’re hurt. And all of us need to eat.”

      “Oh my gosh, yes, please,” Jeff whined, sounding more like a teenager than a fully grown Navy SEAL. He was pretty big, though, a little like Robbie was at his age, so I imagined he probably was starving.

      “I’ll order something for us once we get to our new hotel,” Aurora promised as she pulled a discreet black card out of her wallet. “I’ll use this one instead. It’s for an account I have in Switzerland. Nobody has access to this except for me, not even Robbie.”

      “All right, but you don’t have to get anything so fancy this time,” Markus insisted. “It’s bad enough that you spent all that money on the last room we didn’t even get to stay in. Plus paying… for those cops’ dinner.”

      “Nonsense,” Aurora huffed, shooting him a look. “You all are risking your lives to help me find Robbie. This is the least I can do. Besides, I’m not paying as much as you might think.” She shot him a smirk. “All the best hotels in Venice stock my company’s wine. My wine is the best, after all, so I enjoy a rather nice discount. Don’t worry.”

      The next hotel she chose was just as luxurious as the last one. She didn’t book a penthouse this time, and though the room was a bit smaller, it was no less lavish. Markus and Elsie went in first, just to make sure the room was secure, before letting the rest of us inside. The moment we were in, though, Aurora, Jeff, and Mac were crowded around the room’s phone, looking over their meal options. Markus, Elsie, and I took up posts on couches near the door, keeping a careful eye out, just in case.

      “You know, all this time, I’ve been thinking that it was a bad idea that we brought them,” Markus muttered, eyeing Jeff and Mac as they said something to Aurora. It was a funny story, judging from the way she was laughing into her hands. “But at least they seem to be keeping Aurora’s spirits up.”

      “They’re good at that,” I remarked with a smile. The kids had a way of lighting up the bar whenever they arrived, usually loudly and boisterously. As much as I didn’t like the fact that they were in danger, I was grateful that their presence seemed to be keeping Aurora calm.

      The food arrived surprisingly quickly, though I supposed that shouldn’t have been surprising, given how upscale the hotel was. After checking to make sure it really was room service this time, Markus opened the door to let them in. A parade of employees pushing carts full of food came in one by one.

      “What the heck did you guys order?” Elsie turned to ask the trio.

      “Everything, almost,” Jeff replied, eyeing the food with excitement.

      “I couldn’t decide,” Aurora replied. “There are six of us, and I’m sure you all must be starving by now. I know these two are.” She smiled warmly at the kids, both of whom seemed a lot more focused on the veritable feast being wheeled into the room.

      The employees left quickly and quietly after setting the trays down on the coffee table in the sitting room, per Aurora’s instructions. Once they were gone, we wasted no time in digging in. There were all the stereotypical things I would have expected to see in Italy, about five different kinds of pasta dishes and a few seafood platters, but there were other things as well that I didn’t recognize and had no reference for.

      “Cicchetti,” Aurora explained as she caught me eyeing a plate of little pieces of toasted bread topped with meats, vegetables, and fish. “It’s kind of like… what are they called? Tapas? Like a mix between tapas and sushi. They’re usually meant as snacks while drinking. Which reminds me…” She walked over to the small kitchenette included in the room and bent to open the mini-fridge. When she stood back up, she was holding a bottle of wine.

      “Good,” she purred as she walked back over to us. “I just wanted to make sure they were stocking it as they’re supposed to. Though I wonder where the wine glasses are…”

      “I’ll look for them,” Mac offered as she rushed over to the kitchenette. “You sit down, Aurora. You need to take a break.”

      “I’m not made of glass!” Aurora grumbled even as she did as Mac had suggested.

      It was true that we were all treating her with kid gloves, but Aurora wasn’t like the rest of us. Elsie, Markus, and I were all agents. The kids were military and both capable of taking care of themselves. Aurora, on the other hand, was a full-on civilian. And a wealthy, pampered, delicate civilian at that. She teared up at the slightest provocation and had gotten physically dizzy at the thought that her employees had been mistreated. Whether she wanted to admit it or not, Aurora was soft. Not that there was anything wrong with that, especially when she had all of us to protect her, but she did need protecting.

      “She’s right,” Elsie scoffed. “They’re young. Let them do the heavy lifting. You need to watch that wrist, Aurora.”

      “Well, I appreciate the concern,” Aurora replied. “But I’m fine. I can take care of myself. Now, everyone hurry up and dig in before things get cold.”

      For about twenty minutes, none of us said much. We really were all famished, and once we started eating, we couldn’t stop. Everything was so good, including the pizza that wasn’t on the menu but that Aurora had talked the kitchen into making just for Jeff.

      “We can’t come to Italy and not have pizza!” he’d argued defensively.

      After we’d all had our fill, though, it was time to get back down to business. That meant talking about Robbie and what we were going to do to find him.

      “Let’s talk about this man who ambushed us on the street,” Elsie suggested, her mouth twisting into a crooked line. “Billoti. Do we think he’s the head of this little circus troupe trying to usurp the company?”

      “He’s my chief marketing officer,” Aurora replied. “To be honest, I don’t see him leading something like this. He’s not a… bold man. It’s something we’ve had fights about. I think the company could expand if we were a little more daring in how to target customers, but he likes to play it safe.”

      “So he’s a little coward,” Markus huffed. “Not surprising, considering how he turned tail and ran. Why don’t you fire him?”

      “What?!” Aurora gasped. “Well, just because we disagree doesn’t mean I have to be that drastic! He does a decent job. Well, I thought that before, anyway, before he tried to steal my company from me.”

      “You’re too nice, Aurora,” Mac scoffed. “I’d say you need to change, but honestly, the world could use a few more nice people like you, so actually, don’t change.”

      “That aside,” I interjected, “is there anyone among your staff who you do think could potentially be behind this?”

      “Well, there’s my COO, Lamberto Barbieri,” Aurora murmured. “He’s basically my second in command at the company. Really, he’s the first in command, in practice, since it’s been a while since I was directly involved.”

      “Is he a part of this?” Markus asked, looking around at us. “I mean, we don’t even know who all is involved, right?”

      “For now, I’d say we should assume they all are,” I replied grimly. “The fact that nobody alerted Aurora as to what was really going on makes me think they were all in on it, honestly.”

      “That’s a good point,” Elsie replied. “Surely, anyone who wasn’t in on the scheme would have told you what the others were up to. Unless they didn’t know, but I don’t see how that’s possible. It’s kind of hard to miss a bunch of people being laid off and coming in to an empty office every day.”

      “Do you trust this guy, Barbieri?” I asked Aurora, who frowned at the question.

      “Well, I trust all of my employees,” she muttered uncomfortably. “Or I did, anyway. If I’m being honest, though, I don’t know much about him. I don’t pry into my people’s personal lives. So long as they do good work, that’s all that matters to me.”

      “So we can’t know either way if this guy is trustworthy.” Markus sighed. “Okay, let’s get back to this Billoti guy. We know for sure that he’s involved since he was the one who attacked us. What do you know about him?”

      “Nothing, really,” Aurora replied sheepishly. “Actually, Barbieri was the one who hired him, so he’d be a better source if only we could trust him.”

      “Whoa, wait a minute,” Mac called out, shooting Aurora an incredulous look. “Your COO hired the guy who tried to murder you? Well, he’s definitely involved then.”

      “That is an interesting coincidence,” Markus noted. “What about that other guy we talked about earlier? The head of the accounting department? He must have known that the numbers were being fudged.”

      “Valente,” Aurora reminded him. “He… was also hired by Barbieri.” Her face went white, and a shudder coursed through her.

      “Well, that’s definitely not a coincidence,” I grumbled as I reached out to grab my wine glass off the low table.

      “Is Barbieri normally in charge of hiring?” Elsie asked. “Or did he just happen to take it upon himself?”

      “Well, after my father retired, things changed at the company a bit,” Aurora explained. “There were things I wanted to do differently. Everything got even more hectic after he passed. I didn’t want to make a mistake and run the business into the ground, so I decided to hire a team of managers to make sure that didn’t happen.”

      “Starting with Barbieri,” Markus ventured a guess, and Aurora nodded.

      “Yes,” she confirmed. “He was already working under my father, and he seemed capable, so I promoted him. He took on a lot back then. I was so thankful, but now I wonder if he had ulterior motives.”

      “Sure sounds like he did,” Mac grumbled.

      “Eventually, I hired Antonio Romano, my chief of administration,” Aurora continued. “He did all the hiring after that, as was his job, but when I think back, he came very highly recommended to me by Barbieri.”

      “Wow, what a shock,” Mac deadpanned, shaking her head with disgust. “These guys all wormed their way in, didn’t they?”

      “They did.” Aurora nodded slowly. “I didn’t even notice it at the time. I suppose that’s not strange on the surface. My father always told me that connections were important. Hiring someone based on a current employee’s recommendation is a normal part of business, but when I look back, they all sort of hired one another.” She shook her head and gritted her teeth in anger. “They tricked me! All of them. I can’t believe I didn’t realize!”

      “Hey, this isn’t your fault,” I insisted plaintively. “You said so yourself. Getting a job on recommendation isn’t weird, especially in a corporate environment.”

      “Yeah,” Jeff agreed. “These days, social networking is everything. I’ve got friends who have degrees, but they can’t get a job because they didn’t do any internships or don’t have references. This isn’t your fault. They all played a long con.”

      “Well, I fell for it,” Aurora whispered. “All of my upper-level staff are in on this, aren’t they? Just how long have they been plotting to steal my company? That man from accounting told me that the layoffs happened three months ago, but my father’s passing was a year ago! That’s when I hired Barbieri.” She clenched her hands into fists. “All this time, he’s been lying to me.”

      “I have a question,” Mac spoke up.

      Aurora turned to look at her, unclenching her hands and setting them on the table in front of her.

      “How exactly did all these positions become vacant?” Mac asked. “I get that there was restructuring after you took over the company, but did everyone who was there before leave?”

      “Well, not all at once,” Aurora replied. “Honestly, I have a hard time remembering that period. I was obviously more focused on my father’s death, grieving, and figuring out funeral preparations. I left Barbieri in charge of, well, everything. Once I finally got back into it, some had already left, which was when he started hiring.”

      “Left?” Elsie asked pointedly. “Of their own free will?”

      “Well—” Aurora stammered. “I’m not sure.”

      “And then they just kept dropping like flies after that?” I hummed. “Awfully convenient.”

      “Ugh, I wish I’d been more attentive,” Aurora groaned, burying her face in her hands. “I just let Barbieri handle everything and settled for getting monthly updates. When he’d tell me that someone left the company and their position needed to be filled, I would just thank him for letting me know! It never even occurred to me to wonder why they’d left. That’s just business. People leave to pursue other things.”

      “Or they’re forced out to make way for more lackeys who will conspire to commit corporate fraud,” I quipped. “I think we should look a bit more into this. Considering the way he attacked you in broad daylight, I wouldn’t put it past these guys to kill to get those positions open.”

      “No!” Aurora gasped. “Do you really think they would?”

      “They’ve already proven they would,” Elsie argued. “They had no qualms about opening fire in the middle of a busy tourist area.”

      “No, that’s too awful,” Aurora murmured, looking shocked.

      I felt bad laying it out so plainly like that, but it was the truth. These men were dangerous, and we couldn’t discount the possibility that they’d committed murder to secure those vacancies.

      “We can worry about that later, though,” I went on. “Right now, we need to get ready to head out. We have to go meet with Elena.”
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      As much as it pained me, we all had to go along to the meeting. At first, I’d insisted that Aurora and the kids stay behind. They’d all be safer at the hotel than traipsing around with us. Then Aurora had pointed out that Elena might not be willing to speak with us unless Aurora was there. I’d tried arguing against that, but she had a point. Elena knew who Aurora was and probably trusted her, at least to some degree, since she’d offered to speak to us after hearing what was going on. Or maybe she really just wanted to stick it to her boss. Either way, it was very possible that she’d be turned off by having a bunch of strangers show up at her home.

      Markus also pointed out that, while the hotel might be safer, on the off chance that the executives did find out where they were, the three of them would then be totally unprotected. Jeff had tried to argue that he was more than capable of taking care of the three of them, but I agreed with Markus. It would be too dangerous to leave the three of them completely unguarded. It was one thing for them to defend themselves during dire straits, but another for us to just leave them to their own defenses from the get-go.

      And so the six of us made our way back to the mainland where Elena lived. Somehow, the ferry ride felt less thrilling on the way out than it had on the way in. Now that we knew just how dire the situation was, it was difficult to admire the surrounding scenery calmly.

      Once we were off the ferry, Aurora called for a van to come and pick us up and take us over to Elena’s address.

      The address where the driver dropped us was definitely a residential area. I’d wondered if maybe Elena would want to meet us somewhere else, a bar or something, to keep up some semblance of anonymity, but it seemed I was wrong. Maybe she’d just been too panicked at the moment to write anything else, but the looming apartment building in front of us was almost certainly her home.

      The area wasn’t decrepit or anything, but it was certainly a far cry from all the glitz and glamor of the city we’d seen up to that point.

      “Uh, did she tell us which unit was hers?” Mac asked as the six of us walked through the entrance of the apartment complex.

      “No,” I replied as I looked down at the crumpled piece of paper Elena had shoved at me. “Just the address of the complex itself, which is why the driver left us out here.”

      We didn’t have to worry about it for long because a small figure stepped out of the shadow of a tree just a moment later.

      “Hey!” she called out softly, looking around nervously as she beckoned for us to come toward her. “You took that flashy-looking car here?!”

      “Oh, uh, yes?” Aurora answered, stammering in confusion as Elena beckoned for us to follow her down a darkened alley between buildings.

      I hesitated for a moment and turned to look at Markus. Judging from the expression on his face, he was thinking the same thing that I was: that it would be very foolish to follow this stranger down a shadowy alley after we’d been ambushed multiple times now. Elena seemed to be on our side, but we really didn’t know anything about her.

      I reached a hand out to stop Aurora from following her. When Elena noticed that none of us had made a move to enter the alley, she turned and cast us all an annoyed scowl.

      “Will you hurry up?!” she hissed. “Per l'amor di Dio! It’s bad enough you came here in that big, fancy car! What if Billoti or someone followed you? Hurry up before someone sees you all standing there!”

      She cast another anxious look around, and I decided that she was being genuine. It didn’t seem like she was putting on an act. She really looked scared that someone might see us.

      “Okay, same formation as before,” I instructed.

      Markus nodded, and he and Elsie immediately stepped forward, with me taking the rear behind Aurora and the kids as we hurried after Elena. She looked relieved and quickly turned to lead us through the complex, staying careful to keep to the shadows of buildings as we went. As we walked, it quickly became evident to me that she was taking us the long way around to wherever it was we were going, presumably so we wouldn’t be seen. Even given the circumstances, this felt a little extreme, but then I supposed being extra cautious couldn’t hurt.

      Eventually, she ducked into one of the buildings, pushing the door open before jetting inside. The six of us all followed after her, and we quickly filed through the doorway.

      “Everybody in?” she whispered as she glanced past us toward the doors. “Okay, this way. My apartment is here on the first floor.” She walked over to the first door on the right and unlocked it, her hands shaking as she did. She pushed it open, then stepped aside and gestured for us to enter. After we’d all piled into the tiny apartment, she shut the door firmly.

      “Sorry about all that,” Elena murmured as she double-checked the locks. “I think Billoti is suspicious of me. He was angry when he got back to the office earlier. He started ordering me around, but I told him I felt ill and wanted to go home early.” She shuddered at the memory. “The look he gave me made me so uncomfortable, like he could see right through me. It made me so nervous that I nearly threw up, which, luckily, actually helped me convince him that I really did feel sick.”

      “Have you noticed anyone suspicious around you since then?” I asked, glancing toward the windows of the small apartment. They all had their shutters and curtains drawn.

      “No,” Elena murmured. She motioned jerkily for us to sit on the worn couches in her living room. “But I haven’t left the apartment since I got home. That’s why I was so upset that you brought that flashy car here. It sticks out like a sore thumb in a place like this.” She swept her hands out as she gestured around the apartment. “I know it’s not much to look at, but please make yourselves comfortable. I’ll get us some snacks. Um, would any of you like anything to drink? Water? Or I have some Fiume. A lot, actually, though I don’t suppose you’re in the mood for wine.”

      “We’re all right,” I assured her as we all sat down. Jeff gasped as he did, making a face as his bottom touched the surface of the couch for just a second before he jumped back up again.

      “Ah, sorry,” Elena murmured abashedly, her face heating up. “There’s a broken spring. Here, sit over on this side.” She wrung her hands with embarrassment before reaching up to swipe a strand of hair away from her face. “I’ve been meaning to replace it, but… Well, I don’t exactly have the money for that.”

      “I’m sorry,” Aurora balked, her jaw hanging open. “I don’t mean to be rude, but what do you mean? You’re Billoti’s secretary. Your salary should be ample. I should know because I set them myself.”

      Elena blinked at Aurora before letting out a small, hollow laugh.

      “Well, Signora…” She sighed. “I’m sorry to tell you this, but I make a pittance. The only reason I still work for Fiume Infinito is because I haven’t been able to find another job yet.” She scoffed and folded her arms as she shook her head. “You think I’d be living in a dump like this if I made any kind of decent money?”

      “I’m so sorry, Elena,” Aurora murmured, her face falling. “Truly I am. And I’m going to fix this, I promise. All of it. I’ll put everyone’s salaries back right and make sure to rehire all the people who were laid off. Ugh!” She groaned and looked helplessly down at the floor. “I’m so ashamed of myself. I can’t believe I allowed this to happen right under my own nose!”

      “Yeah, well, I hope so,” Elena murmured. She fidgeted uncomfortably before walking a few steps over to the small kitchen. When she returned, she was carrying a tray of little misshapen cannolis.

      “I, um, made these,” she explained awkwardly as she set the tray down on the small, chipped coffee table between the couches. “I was so anxious all day waiting for you all to show up. I had to do something. To be honest, I’m not a very good cook.” She pursed her lips together. “Don’t feel obligated to have them.”

      “Nah, they look good,” Jeff replied with a shrug as he leaned forward to the edge of the couch to pluck one of the deformed pastries off the tray. He popped it into his mouth whole, then shrugged again as he chewed. “Tastes good.”

      “Well, I appreciate that,” Elena replied, offering him a small, grateful smile before turning to Aurora with a more grave expression. “And I think you’ll appreciate this. I know something about Billoti and the others from the top floor. They’ve been planning on stealing the company from you for months now.”

      “You knew?” Mac asked, her eyes growing wide as she looked at Elena.

      “Yes,” Elena replied, her eyebrows furrowing together as she frowned. “And it sounds like you all know already, as well?”

      “We only just found out about it today,” Aurora explained sadly.

      “Yeah, but you knew and didn’t say anything?” Mac shot her a dirty look. “That’s kind of messed up, don’t you think?”

      Elena just raised an eyebrow at her.

      “Sorry if I wasn’t concerned about the woman who cut my pay and fired all of my friends!” she snarled, matching Mac’s look with one of equal ferocity. She relaxed a little again as she turned back toward Aurora. “At least… that’s what I thought up until today.” She fidgeted uncomfortably as she took a seat on the couch as far from Aurora as she could. “Sorry. I understand now that they tricked you, Billoti and his little friends. But all this time, we’ve all thought this was all your doing.” She lifted her head to look at Aurora, still perched stiffly on the very end of the couch. “Even though I overheard them talking about it, it never once occurred to me to tell you about it. Honestly, I was a bit happy. I thought to myself, ‘Finally, that heartless woman will get what’s coming to her.’”

      Aurora physically flinched at that, her mouth pressed into a crooked line.

      “I don’t blame you,” Aurora replied gracefully. “I understand, of course. And honestly, this is my fault, in a way. I should have been more present and more aware of what was going on in my company. I handed the reins over to Barbieri and just let him do what he wanted.”

      “No.” Elena shook her head. “I can see now that you were tricked, just like all the rest of us. I can tell you’re a good woman. You came all this way just to try to fix things.”

      “Well, I am planning to fix things,” Aurora replied firmly. “I can promise you that. But to be honest, that’s not the only reason we’re here. You see, my husband disappeared several days ago, and we think that Billoti and the others might have something to do with it.”

      Elena’s eyes shot wide as she gasped and clapped a hand over her mouth.

      “No!” She exhaled breathlessly. “Those dirty—I knew they were all rotten men, but to think they would do something so awful.” She looked up at us, her face deathly white. “Here, I was worried that I’d lose my job if they found out I spoke to you. Are you saying they might try to kill me!?”

      “We won’t let that happen,” I assured her. “Agents Baker and Montenegro here are part of a federal agency in the United States. We have connections that we can use to help keep you safe.”

      “Right,” Elena replied, nodding slowly. “Then… it makes more sense now.”

      “What does?” I asked.

      “I overheard them talking,” Elena explained in a rush. “A few days ago. You would think they would be more careful, but they treat me like I’m a piece of furniture.” She rolled her eyes. “Anyway, I already knew that they’d been plotting to frame Aurora. They’ve been fixing the books to make it look as though you’ve been embezzling money from the company.”

      “What?” Jeff grunted flatly as he reached out to grab another cannoli. “It’s her company. How can she steal money from herself?”

      “It’s more complicated than that,” Aurora replied, a concerned expression on her face.

      “Well, I always thought it was a dumb plan.” Elena shrugged. “Anyway, the other day, they said something different. They were talking about a new ‘partner’ that wasn’t going along with things how they wanted?”

      “That must be Robbie!” Aurora gasped, her eyebrows knitting together. “How ridiculous that they’d think he’d ever be their partner! Robbie would never betray me.”

      “I think you’re right about that,” Elena agreed. “Because they seemed pretty angry about it. But then one of them said—and I thought that they were just joking at the time—they said, ‘Maybe we should just kill him. Then we can frame her for murder, and that would solve all of our problems.’”

      “No!” Aurora screamed. Her entire body started to tremble as she reached both of her hands up to her face in horror.

      “B-but I don’t think they did it!” Elena continued quickly. “They all laughed like it was a joke. That’s why I assumed they weren’t being serious. He might still be okay.” She looked frantically around at the rest of us as Aurora began to hyperventilate.

      “Hey, hey, look at me,” Elsie murmured as she moved to crouch beside Aurora. “It’s okay. Just breathe with me, all right?”

      “Why don’t we give Aurora some space?” Mac suggested quietly. There wasn’t really anywhere we could go in the tiny flat, but we still all moved into the kitchen so we wouldn’t just be silently ogling her while she had a breakdown.

      “I’m sorry!” Elena whispered as we gathered behind the counter that separated the kitchen from the living room. “I didn’t mean to upset her! Dammit, I just thought it was important that she know!”

      “It was,” I assured her as Aurora wailed from the living room. “Honestly, you’ve been really helpful.”

      “Aurora’s just been through a lot.” Mac sighed sadly, then folded her arms over her chest as she glanced over her shoulder at the two women who were still on the couch. “Her nerves must be shot. I’m surprised she hasn’t broken down before this.”

      “She really is such a gentle woman,” Elena murmured. She looked sad for a moment before her face suddenly morphed into a mask of fury. “I can’t believe those rats fooled us like that. They had us all believing that she was this ruthless witch who didn’t care who suffered so long as she got her money in the end.” Elena shook her head. “I knew that Billoti and his friends on the top floor were all snakes, but to be honest, I assumed that Signora Marino was one of them. I feel so guilty for hating her.”

      “You really hated her that much?” Mac asked quietly. “To the point where you were willing to let your boss, who you also hate, frame her for embezzlement?” There was an icy undertone in her voice, and I knew that she was only outraged on Aurora’s behalf.

      “You really don’t understand how bad things have gotten,” Elena whispered. “I used to live in a nice house, you know, with my father. He’s… What’s the word in English? Disabled! He can’t walk, and I took care of him. Before the start of this year, I made more than enough to support both of us. Then, suddenly, the pay cuts started.” She sighed. “It was small at first and across the board. That’s what they told us, anyway.” She rolled her eyes. “That was probably a lie, too. They were pocketing all that money, weren’t they? Anyway, I guess that wasn’t enough for them because then they took more, and more, and more. By the end, I was down to a third of what I used to make. I had to move my father into a home for the elderly, and I’m stuck in this dump.”

      She cast a dismayed look around at the apartment.

      “Ethan!” Aurora suddenly called out for me. I spun to look at her and found her furiously scrubbing at her face with the backs of her hands. “We’re leaving. Right now.”

      “Wait—” I tried to slow her down, but she was on the warpath.

      “No!” Aurora exclaimed angrily. “I’m tired of waiting! I’m tired of sitting around and talking while those damned monsters plot to murder my husband—and then frame me for it! No, I’m going to set things right. We’re going to go find Robbie, and we’re going to do it right now!”
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      We headed straight back to the hotel after leaving Elena’s apartment. Aurora was beside herself the entire time, alternating between raging at the cruelty of her employees and sobbing, fretting over the idea that Robbie might already be dead. Elsie and the kids took turns calming her down, and though a part of me felt obligated to help, I couldn’t bring myself to give her false hope.

      What Elena had said had chilled me to the core. Maybe it had just been said in jest, but these people clearly weren’t afraid to kill to get what they wanted. It was all too possible that they might decide to go through with their “joke.” We’d assumed that they would try to use Robbie to control the company once Aurora was out of the way, but realistically, killing him and framing her would be easier. Aurora would be in prison and would lose control of the company, and Robbie would be gone and, therefore, unable to defend her.

      I suppressed a shudder and pushed the thoughts away. Aurora was already having a full-blown meltdown. I needed to stay strong for her sake.

      The hysterics ended rather suddenly about an hour later, a little while after we’d arrived back at the hotel. We’d all sat down to discuss what our next steps would be to find Robbie. Elsie had disappeared into the kitchenette without a word before returning a few moments later with several cups full of liquid.

      “Mulled wine,” she explained, and she handed them out. “I think we could all use something warm to help us relax. And I bet it’ll be extra good since it’s made with Aurora’s brand.”

      Twenty minutes later, Aurora had nodded off on the couch, and Elsie had gestured for the rest of us to all move to a different room so as to not disturb her.

      “Did you drug her?” Jeff asked, his eyebrows furrowed in concern as he glanced over at the couch where Aurora was asleep.

      “No,” Elsie replied. “Well, a bit. I might have slipped one of my allergy pills into her cup.”

      “Is that safe?” Mac asked.

      “She’ll be fine,” Elsie replied. “Honestly, one pill usually wouldn’t be enough to even make a person sleepy, but I figured since she’s been running on fumes anyway, that it would be enough to knock her out.” She sighed and folded her arms over her chest. “I know it wasn’t nice, but I don’t think she’s gotten any sleep for a while. And I don’t just mean the past few days. I don’t know her very well, but her behavior seems very erratic. She jumps from smiling to tears and back again in the blink of an eye.”

      “That’s kind of normal for her,” I revealed as I sat on the edge of the bed in the small bedroom we’d all retired to. “Not that I’m saying she didn’t need to rest, mind you, but Aurora’s always been pretty thin-skinned.”

      “Has she always flown into senseless rages?” Elsie asked, cocking an eyebrow at me. “Twice now, at least. Earlier, when she insisted that we go straight down to the headquarters, remember? She was screaming, and when Ethan pointed out how risky it was, she looked like she’d never even considered it. I understand her being sensitive, but she doesn’t seem like a foolish woman.”

      “You’re right about that,” I agreed with a frown. “I’ve just assumed it was stress because of what’s happening with Robbie, but I’m not sure I’ve ever heard Aurora yell before today.”

      “That’s what I thought.” Elsie sighed. “I’ve seen behavior like this back in Colombia. The children that the cartels kidnap and force to be soldiers are often pushed to the very brink. They’re worked to the bone, day and night, with little or no sleep. It only takes a day or two without sleep for a person’s mood and behavior to be affected, as well as their cognitive reasoning. The longer you go, the more explosive, the more careless, the less rational you become.”

      “That does sound like how she’s been acting,” Mac murmured.

      “She mentioned to me on the plane that she’s had trouble sleeping since she lost contact with Robbie,” I admitted. “I didn’t realize that she meant she hadn’t been able to sleep at all.”

      “Well, with how fast that wine knocked her out, I’m guessing it’s been a while,” Elsie hummed as she glanced back toward the main room. “In any case, now that she’s getting some rest, we need to discuss what we’re going to do next. We can explain our plans to her later, but it’ll be easier for us to figure it out without her panicking and yelling the entire time.”

      “Right,” I agreed. I felt a little bad, but Elsie was right. Aurora was pushing herself too hard, and it really was stressful trying to work things out when Aurora kept exploding and taking off on her own. Before any of us could say another word on the matter, though, someone’s phone started to ring.

      “Shh!” Elsie hissed angrily, looking around the room in search of the noise’s source. “Shut that off! She’s going to wake up!”

      “Ack, that’s me,” Markus muttered sheepishly, scrambling to pull his phone out of his pocket and quickly moving to silence it. He breathed a sigh of relief once it finally shut up, only for his eyes to go wide as he looked down at the screen.

      “I just hung up on Sylvia,” he muttered stiffly.

      “The director?” Elsie asked with a frown. “Well, call her back, dummy!”

      “You were the one who yelled at me to turn it off!” Markus grumbled under his breath as he quickly went to call Muñoz back. He put it on speaker as soon as it started ringing so we could all hear it.

      “Hello?” Muñoz’s sharp voice called out from the speaker. “Markus? Is everything okay?”

      “Uh, yeah, why?” Markus replied quietly, glancing over at the room where Aurora was passed out.

      “Why are you speaking so quietly?” Muñoz shot back sharply, albeit at a much lower volume, as though to match Markus. “And why did you hang up? Are you in a bad situation right now?”

      “Not right this very second,” Markus replied. “Though a bunch of suits keep trying to kill us.”

      “A bunch of—” Muñoz repeated stiltedly. “Never mind, whatever. You’re obviously not dead, so they obviously didn’t succeed. Anyway, I found the boat.”

      “Robbie’s boat?!” I exclaimed, stepping closer to the phone.

      “Oh, hey, Ethan,” Muñoz replied. “And yes, Robbie’s boat. I reported it stolen a few days ago when you all left. I just barely got a hit a few minutes ago.”

      “Where?” Elsie asked, her eyes wide with anticipation.

      “Campania,” Muñoz replied. “Specifically, in this little coastal town that I’m not even going to try to pronounce the name of. I’ll send you the details in a message, though.”

      “What about Robbie?” I asked. “Was he on the boat?” My entire body tensed in anticipation. I knew the odds were low, given everything we knew, but that thread of hope was still there.

      “I’m afraid not,” Muñoz replied, and I felt a sharp pang of disappointment in my chest.

      “Where was it?” Markus asked.

      “Out on the water, actually,” Muñoz explained. “Some sleazy jerk had it, him and a couple of women. The cops found it when one of the women called the police to report that he was getting aggressive with them and wouldn’t bring them back to shore. From the sounds of it, they went out partying on it, and the guy had a little too much to drink.”

      “How the heck did he get Robbie’s boat?” Markus asked, his eyebrows furrowing together in confusion.

      “Maybe the executives sold it?” I postulated. “Or maybe someone stole it from wherever Robbie left it after Robbie was kidnapped.”

      “Or maybe the guy on the boat is one of the missing executives,” Elsie suggested darkly before looking down at the phone. “Hey, Sylvia, how far is Campania from Venice?”

      “About a seven-hour drive,” Muñoz replied right away, which made me think she’d already looked all of this up. “Or about an hour’s flight.”

      “Robbie’s been missing for days,” I grumbled. “That’s plenty of time for any one of the perps responsible to get from here to there.”

      “So we’re heading to Campania, then?” Markus asked. “This guy might know something.”

      “I think that would be prudent,” Muñoz replied. “I’m not sure what all you’ve been up to since nobody has updated me.” She said that last part pointedly, and Elsie and Markus both pursed their lips and looked away from the phone as though Muñoz was there in person, scolding them.

      “It’s not an official case!” Markus argued defensively.

      “Yeah, and honestly, I think it’d be better if we left you with as much plausible deniability as possible,” Elsie added, deadpan.

      “Fine.” Muñoz sighed, sounding exasperated. “You don’t have to tell me all the gritty details, but tell me something. Robbie is my friend, you know.” For just a second, her voice quavered, the authoritative air disappeared, and she sounded very, very sad. “Anyway, is Aurora around? I haven’t heard her say anything.”

      “Oh, uh…” Markus stammered as he shot Elsie a look. “Elsie kind of drugged her.”

      For several seconds, the line went completely silent.

      “Is this what I needed to have plausible deniability for?” Muñoz uttered in disbelief. “When you said that, I assumed you’d roughed up some thug. Why did you do that?”

      “She needed sleep,” Elsie replied firmly. “Seriously, I’m pretty sure she’s been awake for several days in a row now. You just happened to call right after she finally fell asleep.”

      “Well, that’s some awful timing,” Muñoz chirped. “But I’d recommend you wake her up. Tired or not, she’ll kill you and then me if she finds out we got a lead on Robbie, and you didn’t let her know right away.”

      “She’s right about that,” I agreed.

      “Yeah.” Elsie groaned, setting her hands on her hips in frustration. “I know. And we can’t just sit around now that we’ve found the boat.” She paused, biting on her lower lip. “I just hope we’re not making a mistake here. If the boat was stolen in Venice and then just taken south, that means Robbie might still be here, right?”

      “Then we can come back,” I replied. “Right now, we follow the one lead we have.”

      “What Ethan said,” Muñoz chimed in. “Not that this is a real case, but if it was, then I would definitely be instructing you to head straight there.”

      “I guess that settles it,” Elsie replied with a shrug.

      “All right, keep me posted,” Muñoz replied. “For real, this time.”

      “We will,” Markus groaned in response.

      Muñoz didn’t say goodbye before hanging up. The call just ended, and just like that, we had work to do.

      “I’ll go wake her up,” Elsie offered as she walked into the living room.

      I only hoped that Aurora wouldn’t immediately break down again at the news that Robbie’s boat had been discovered—without Robbie on it.
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      The sky was still dark when the ringing of his alarm pulled Markus roughly out of sleep the next morning. Markus groaned and reached a hand up to rub at his eyes as a yawn escaped him. Aurora had booked the earliest flight available, which meant they were once again setting off before dawn to head to the small southern town where the boat had been found. He reached over to the bedside table where he'd left his phone to turn off the alarm, only for it to turn itself off before he could reach it.

      “Huh,” Markus grunted to himself, his sleep-addled brain confused about what had just happened. Why had it turned off like that?

      It wasn’t until he grabbed it up off of the table that he realized it was still two hours before he'd set his alarm to go off. The ringing he'd heard hadn’t been his alarm but a phone call.

      A phone call from Angel.

      He was wide awake immediately, kicking off the covers so hastily that he inadvertently got himself tangled up in them. He swore under his breath as he struggled to pull himself free, hands shaking as he scrambled to call her back. What if she was in trouble? What if this was some kind of emergency, and he'd totally dropped the ball in not answering?

      He finally managed to kick the sheets away as he pressed the phone to his ear, holding his breath as he listened to the phone ring. It only rang for a second before the call connected with a low click.

      “Angel?” he called into the receiver, his voice groggy with sleep.

      “Markus?” Angel’s silky, smooth voice answered. There was a cadence to it. Even though she’d only spoken one word, he could tell she’d been smiling as she said it. “Were you sleeping? Still? Don’t you have work today?”

      “Ah, yeah,” he replied, relaxing as he listened to her talk. She didn’t sound scared or distressed, which meant she wasn’t in any immediate danger. “I’m in Italy right now, actually. So it’s actually still only four in the morning here.”

      “Oh, seriously?” Angel laughed. “Sorry. I guess I woke you up, then.”

      “It’s fine,” he assured her. “But why are you calling? Is everything okay?”

      “Yeah, everything’s fine,” Angel replied, and it was then that he noticed just how airy her voice sounded, almost like she was on the verge of falling asleep herself. “I, uh… I heard you tried to come by and talk to me a few days ago.”

      “Yeah,” he confirmed, sitting up straighter in bed. “I just wanted to make sure you were okay. The last time we spoke, you sounded weird. Actually, you kind of sound weird right now.”

      “Do I?” Angel hummed dreamily. “Everything’s fine.”

      “Are you sure?” he asked, his heart sinking. “Angel, you haven’t taken anything, have you?”

      “No,” she replied quickly, too quickly, in fact, for Markus not to feel suspicious about it. “No, it’s nothing. Just a little something to take the edge off.”

      “Angel—” he sighed, his anxiety spiking again. Of course. She hardly ever called him out of the blue like this, so it made sense that she had only done it because she was on something.

      “Look, can you not lecture me right now?” Angel groaned. “I’m feeling really good, for once. Don’t mess that up, please.”

      Markus gritted his teeth at her remark. Honestly, with as much time and energy as he spent worrying about Angel, hearing her imply that he somehow messed things up for her was hurtful.

      “Come on,” Angel coaxed, probably sensing that he was upset. “Don’t be mad at me. I only took a little. It’s no big deal. Besides… it makes things easier. Easier to forget, easier to ignore.”

      “Yeah,” Markus replied sullenly.

      “Come on, I asked you not to do this!” Angel griped. “You know how hard things are for me! So what if I want to let off a little steam now and again? The last thing I need is you breathing down my neck, nagging at me.”

      “Yeah, I get it,” he replied tersely. He wanted to hang up now before he said something he was going to regret later. “Listen, was there something that you needed? Because if not, I really need to get to work.”

      “Wait, but I just called you!” Angel whined, and that was almost enough to sway him.

      “I don’t want to talk to you when you’re high,” Markus bit back. “Call me later.”

      Then he hung up. He could hear Angel saying something else as he went to press the button, but he ignored her. The silence that followed was deafening.

      He flopped back down onto the bed and threw an arm over his face. He couldn’t believe that after going through all the trouble to try to talk to her, even beating up that big oaf Harvey, he'd ended up hanging up on her like that after just a few words.

      Then again, he could believe it because this was Angel. Angel, as much as he hated to admit it, was selfish. He knew that deep down. That was probably the reason why he never called Elsie out when she went on one of her anti-Angel tirades. He didn’t want to accept it, but Elsie was right about her.

      He sighed and dragged his arm away from his face. If Angel was a selfish, self-sabotaging woman, then he was a complete moron because he still couldn’t keep himself away from her. He knew full well that most of her problems were issues she got herself into, and yet he still went running to her every time she called for him. That was why he’d panicked when he’d first seen that missed call notification. He’d immediately assumed that Angel had gotten herself into some kind of trouble again. Instead, she’d just been bored and high.

      Markus shut his eyes, but he knew sleep wouldn’t come to him again. He was already too wide awake, too rattled from the phone call, and too dang angry at himself to relax. Maybe Elsie was right. Maybe it was high time that he stopped wasting precious time and energy on someone who only ever called for him when it was convenient for her.

      Markus snorted as the thought crossed his mind, knowing full well that he wouldn’t be doing anything of the sort. Angel was like a drug. He knew she was bad for him in more ways than one, but he just couldn’t stop.

      “Might as well just get up now,” he grumbled to himself.

      He rolled out of bed and padded across the floor to the bathroom. It was way too early, and he would probably be nodding off later, but there was no use in tossing and turning in bed when he knew sleep would continue to evade him.

      He splashed some water on his face and looked at himself in the mirror. His hair was askew, and he needed to shave, but he'd forgotten to pack his trimmer. Honestly, he hadn’t packed much of anything. He and Elsie had spent the time they had before the flight screwing around at the burlesque club, trying to gain an audience with her majesty, Angel. He scoffed at his own reflection. All of that work just for her to ignore him until days later.

      Why did he do this to himself?

      “Because you’re an idiot,” he grumbled at himself in the mirror.

      His life would be easier if he just removed Angel from it. He didn’t consider himself a womanizer or anything, but he certainly had no problem attracting women. The fact that Harvey had wanted to beat him up for sleeping with his girlfriend was proof enough of that, not that he remembered that happening. It wasn’t like Angel was his only option. Actually, the opposite was sort of true.

      Maybe that was the solution. Maybe he just needed to get himself an actual girlfriend, someone he could focus on so he could take his mind off of Angel. He left the bathroom, flipping on the light switch for the room as he went. There were three actual bedrooms in the suite that Aurora had gotten them, and he’d been lucky enough to score his own room. He wasn’t sure how everyone else had divided, only that Elsie and Aurora had stayed in the sitting room watching some old movie.

      That was lucky for Markus since it meant nobody was there to witness him having an embarrassing little moment over Angel’s phone call. He marched back over to the bed and snatched his phone up, then scrolled quickly to find Angel’s number. He pulled up her contact information, his finger hovering millimeters over the ‘delete’ button.

      It would be that easy. Markus never answered unfamiliar numbers since half the time, it was a woman he’d snuck away from, and the other half of the time, it was someone wanting to beat him up. Angel was wrapped up in enough sketchy crap that she changed her number semi-regularly. He hadn’t memorized this one, and if he deleted it, then that would be it.

      Until, of course, Angel sent him another text to let him know that she’d changed it again. And then he'd get sucked right back in, just like he always did.

      Just like he always would.

      Markus threw his phone onto the bed with a groan before falling down onto it himself. He sucked. He could face down a horde of gangbangers, but deleting one girl’s number was too much for him to handle. How pathetic.

      The door to the room creaked, and he snapped his head toward it.

      “Hello?” Elsie whispered.

      “Hey,” he grumbled back flatly.

      “Oh, you’re alive,” Elsie replied more loudly as she pushed the door open. She halted one step in, then threw her hand over her eyes dramatically. “Wait, are you decent? Can I come in?”

      “Yes,” he scoffed, frowning at her. “You already opened the door. Shouldn’t you have asked that before?”

      “Well, you were making some weird noises in here,” she replied with a grin as she slipped the door closed again. “Just wanted to make sure you weren’t doing anything untoward.”

      “Why would you even come in here if you thought I was?” he shot back as Elsie bounded over and fell onto her back beside me.

      “Well, I heard voices,” she explained as she laced her fingers together behind her head. “And then stomping around. So I thought maybe someone had come in here to kill you. Then I heard you groan right as I was about to come in, and—”

      “Ugh, stop,” he huffed, rolling his eyes.

      “Hey, I’m not the one who keeps a spare change of clothes in the office because I spend every other night at some random woman’s house,” she teased.

      “It’s not that often,” he retorted with another eye roll.

      “Okay, but did you go home with Harvey’s girlfriend?” she asked, holding back a laugh. “He looked so mad. The top of his forehead was so red, he was like a volcano about to erupt.”

      “Maybe,” he muttered, grimacing as he thought back to that morning. “One of them might have been Harvey’s girlfriend.”

      “One of?” Elsie gasped, leaning up on her elbows to shoot him an open-mouthed look of shock. “Markus, you fiend. No wonder people don’t like you.”

      “People like me!” he shot back indignantly, his face heating up. Elsie snorted as the laugh threatened to escape.

      “Do people really not like me?” he asked, turning away from her to stare up at the ceiling.

      “Eh, don’t get all gloomy on me,” Elsie replied. She leaned over to nudge him with her elbow. “Everyone at the office likes you. Sylvia loves you. You’d think you were her kid.”

      “Probably because she’s known me since I was a rookie,” Markus muttered. His mind wandered back to those early days when he could barely hold a gun straight. That felt like a lifetime ago. He’d been such a different person back then, awkward and bumbling and clumsy as hell. Thinking back, it was almost like he was seeing someone else’s memories. “She was really nice to me. Like an older sister.”

      “Sylvia?” Elsie turned to me, raising an eyebrow, and he smiled.

      Elsie had only known Sylvia as the director, and she was different now than she used to be as a field agent. She was still nice but harder now, sterner. He’d heard the other agents refer to her as a “dragon” on more than one occasion, but she’d never seemed that scary to him. Maybe Elsie was right. Maybe she was nicer to him than she was to them.

      “Well, you would think that,” Elsie scoffed. “She lets you get away with everything.”

      “No, she doesn’t,” he argued, even though he knew that wasn’t true.

      “She totally does.” Elsie laughed. “One of the perks of being your partner is that I can get away with things, too, if I say it was your idea.”

      “What?!” Markus balked. “You do that?”

      “Sometimes.” Elsie shrugged. “Not with anything serious. If I’m late or something, then I’ll just say it was your fault. Without fail, she’ll roll her eyes and grumble something about ‘that freaking kid,’ and then just go about her day.”

      “Elsie, what the heck?!” He shot her an incredulous look. “You can’t just do that!”

      “Sure I can,” she shot back. “I do it all the time, and it’s fine. She’s never said anything to you about it, right?”

      “No, actually,” Markus muttered with a frown as he turned back toward the ceiling.

      “‘Cause you’re her favorite,” Elsie concluded simply. For a beat, she was silent. “Sometimes, I wish I’d been around back then. Back when you and her and Ethan and Robbie were all field agents still.”

      “Oh, yeah?” Markus asked, mimicking her posture and folding his arms behind his head.

      “I think it would have been fun,” Elsie replied. “I’ve heard stories about you, you know. How you used to be so clumsy and sweet.”

      “Clumsy, definitely,” he replied. “I don’t know about that other one.”

      “Nah, Bonnie told me once that you used to be ‘so sweet.’” She mimicked Bonnie’s bubbly voice as she spoke. “She said you were the youngest agent back then and that you used to follow Ethan around like a puppy, trying to get his attention.”

      “I absolutely did not,” he scoffed, turning to look at her again so quickly that it hurt his neck.

      “So you didn’t join MBLIS because you read a news story about Ethan stopping a terrorist attack?” Elsie challenged, shooting him a cocky smirk.

      “I, well—” he stuttered before flashing her a scowl. “Okay, yeah, I did. But I didn’t follow him around. Diane made me shadow him because I was incompetent, and he was the best of the best.”

      “I’m sure you were never incompetent,” Elsie replied graciously. “And there’s no shame in being Ethan’s fanboy. He’s a cool guy. Heck, he brought two of his fans along with him on this trip.”

      “I was not like that,” Markus insisted vehemently. “But you’re right about one thing. He is cool. He was a legend already, even before he retired.”

      “That’s exactly the kind of thing a fanboy would say,” Elsie teased, and Markus grabbed one of the pillows to hit her with it.

      “Ow,” Elsie pretended to whine as she pushed the pillow away and onto the floor. “Anyway, why are you up so early making so much noise?”

      “Why are you up so early and bugging me?” he countered, hoping he could distract her into not prying. If Elsie found out he was a mess because of Angel again, she’d be beyond annoyed.

      “I actually haven’t slept,” Elsie replied. “Aurora and I were watching movies in the main room until she fell asleep again. Naturally, she didn’t want to even after booking the flights. She kept worrying about the boat and what might have happened to Robbie. Apparently, it’s his prized possession, and if someone stole it, then it’s a really bad sign.” Elsie sighed. “She eventually fell back asleep, though, and I turned the TV off. I was playing on my phone when I heard you.”

      “You care about her a lot, huh?” Markus asked. “You’ve been stuck at her side since we got to Italy.”

      “She’s a nice woman,” Elsie replied sadly. “Too nice. Too gentle, and sweet, and naïve. People like that get taken advantage of. Someone needs to look after them.”

      She stared off into the distance, and Markus knew she was thinking about Colombia. Elsie had been through a lot there and had seen a lot of innocent people suffer. She’d told him a lot about it, probably more than anyone else, but he knew she still had her secrets.

      “You’re a good person, too, Elsie,” Markus commended, and she let out a snort of laughter and had to press her hand to her mouth to stifle it.

      “No, I’m not,” she replied bitterly, shifting her eyes in his direction. “You know I’m not.”

      “Everyone does bad things, Elsie,” he stated simply. “At least you’re trying to do good to make up for it.” He heaved a long, dramatic sigh and attempted to add some levity to the atmosphere that had suddenly become heavy. “You’re a better person than me, anyway. I’m a womanizing jerk who spends all his time at a strip club, remember?”

      “Haha,” Elsie replied flatly. “As if sleeping around is as bad as any of the stuff I’ve done. But enough about me.” She suddenly rolled so she was on her side, staring straight at him. “Don’t think I didn’t notice you changing the subject. What were you doing in here before I came in?”

      “Uh…” he muttered.

      As though to answer his question, his phone rang again. Elsie glanced at him before diving for the phone that was between them. She managed to snatch it up a split second before he could reach it.

      “Oh, you have got to be kidding me.” She sighed as she read the name shining on the screen.

      “You don’t have to worry,” he grumbled in annoyance as he flopped back down on the bed. “I called her out and hung up on her.”

      “You’re lying,” Elsie accused, her eyes widening as she realized he was serious. “Aw, Markus. You are redeemable. I’m so proud.”

      “Why do you sound like you’re being sarcastic?” he grumbled as she ignored the call. It felt weird to ignore a call from Angel deliberately, but to his surprise, he actually felt relieved as well.

      “I’m just surprised you put yourself first for once,” Elsie replied as she tossed the phone back on the bed. “I’m not sure that’s ever happened.”

      “Yeah, well, even I have my breaking point,” he muttered.

      “I’m glad you reached it before you got yourself hurt,” Elsie replied. “Well, more hurt, I guess. But is this okay? I mean… what you told me in the car. About her being involved with—”

      “That’s her problem,” Markus snapped, more forcefully than he’d intended. “I mean, right? It’s not my issue if she wants to get wrapped up in drugs or whatever. I’m not her dad. She’s not my responsibility.”

      He tried to convince himself, as much as Elsie, that what he was saying was true. He was so used to being Angel’s knight in shining armor that it felt weird to discard her like that. A tiny, traitorous voice in the back of his mind scoffed and told him that there was no way he’d ever stay away for good.

      “You’re absolutely right about that,” Elsie replied firmly. She reached a hand to squeeze his shoulder. “Seriously. I’m happy for you. I know we can’t control who we fall in love with, but honestly, watching you chase after her when she obviously doesn’t give a flip about you is miserable. But—” She suddenly sat straight up, then lifted her legs up onto the bed to sit cross-legged. “If you’re officially moving on, then I know just the person to hook you up with.”

      “What? No,” Markus replied firmly. “Whatever you’re thinking, whoever you’re thinking, absolutely not.”

      “Why?” Elsie scoffed. “Come on, isn’t it about time you settled down instead of chasing every girl in a tight dress you find at the bar? Your biological clock is ticking, Markus.”

      “My what?” He gaped at her as he sat up as well, legs dangling over the side of the bed.

      “You heard me,” she deadpanned. “If you wait too much longer, it’ll be too late to make a little mini Markus. Or Markina? What’s the female equivalent of Markus?”

      “Why are you like this?” He chuckled, shaking his head. “And you’re not married either!”

      “I’m married to my work,” she replied without missing a beat. “Men don’t like having wives who are never home and travel all the time. Unless they’re lucky enough to be like Robbie and Aurora.” She hummed dreamily. “That’s the dream. Or Bonnie and Aaron. That worked because they’re both agents. Or they were, anyway, before Aaron retired. That’s the only way people like us get to have relationships, I think. We’ve got to find someone in the same line of work. Otherwise, they don’t understand why you basically have to be long distance.”

      “Then why are you hassling me?” he prompted. “I’m a field agent who travels full time, too.”

      “Yeah, but hassling you is fun.” Elsie grinned. “That’s the other perk of being your partner. Now, come on. We’re both up, so we might as well make breakfast for everyone before we have to leave for our flight.”

      “You’re making me do chores?” he whined even as he followed her off the bed and across the room to the door. “Shouldn’t you try to get some sleep if you were watching over Aurora all night?”

      “Nah, I’m used to going without,” she replied simply, lowering her voice as they stepped out. “When you’re the only adult sneaking through enemy territory with a group of terrified kids, sometimes you have to go days without shutting your eyes once. You also get really good at cooking for large groups, so come on, chop chop!”
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      Their flight was for Naples, but the town they were heading for was actually located an hour further south. Ethan was driving the car that Aurora had rented, leaving the rest of them to basically just sit and admire the scenery while they rode.

      The buildings were few and far between, separated by rolling hills covered in vineyards. The drive was long enough that it could have been boring, but the view was stunning enough to keep that from happening.

      “So they make the wine here,” Mac murmured as she turned to Aurora. “And then ship it up to Venice? Or does it just get exported from here?”

      “The latter,” Aurora replied. “Venice is just where our offices are.”

      “How do you say it again?” Jeff asked Aurora. “The town we’re headed toward. We should be there in a minute, right?”

      “Battipaglia,” Aurora replied with a kind smile. She’d spent the majority of the drive explaining things to Ethan’s two fans. Markus had long since tuned them out, but the mention of the town reawakened his attention.

      “Oh, cows,” Mac called out, sounding mildly excited as they passed a large field filled not with grapes but with a huge herd of cows.

      The three of them fell back into easygoing conversation, looking completely at ease. That nap Elsie had tricked Aurora into taking had really done wonders.

      Markus, on the contrary, kept having to stifle the urge to yawn. Angel really had screwed him by waking him up in the middle of the night. Though a bit of interrupted sleep wasn’t enough to affect him that badly, he had to admit that he was a little cranky.

      The scenery was helping, though. Southern Italy was gorgeous. Venice had been beautiful, too, of course, but this was different. Where Venice’s beauty was in its old, historic architecture, the opposite was true here. Southern Italy was covered in lush, rolling hills of green. They passed several vineyards as they drove, and Aurora pointed out at one point that Campania was where Fiume Infinito sourced their grapes from.

      Markus didn’t think that was a coincidence.

      They weren’t sure exactly how Robbie had ended up in the enemy’s clutches, but he had a few theories. Aurora had mentioned early on that Robbie had been secretive about where he was going. He’d mentioned Bermuda but somehow ended up in Italy. He’d been gone for over a month, which was longer than usual. Robbie had made a series of mysterious phone calls in that café in the city where Aurora’s business was located, and now his boat had been discovered in the area where her business processed its wine.

      It was pretty obvious to Markus that Robbie was mixed up in this plot to steal Aurora’s business.

      The reason Markus hadn’t really voiced his concerns yet was because he wasn’t sure which side Robbie was on. He wanted to believe that Robbie was here to stop the executives. Of course he did. He’d known Robbie since he was practically a kid himself. Robbie and Ethan had helped show him the ropes when he was still a rookie. Of course he wanted to believe that his intentions here were pure and that he only wanted to help Aurora.

      Markus couldn’t be sure, though. Ethan, as much as he respected him, was blinded by his love for his long-time friend. Aurora, of course, would never in a million years suspect Robbie of anything bad. Unfortunately, Markus had to be the bad guy in that regard. Though he considered Robbie a friend, too, he had to think as an agent. If this were anyone else, he would assume that the husband was in on it. Robbie had been acting sketchy before he disappeared right here in Italy, and suddenly, people were trying to kill his wife? Realistically, Robbie had the most to gain if she died.

      Markus bit down on the inside of his cheek as he glanced over at Aurora. He felt guilty for even thinking that, but it was literally his job to do so. Even if this wasn’t a real case, as they’d established many times now, he needed to treat it as one. His main goal, therefore, was to verify that Robbie had nothing to do with this. Hopefully, whatever they found out with the boat today would shed some light one way or the other.

      Ethan drove them straight to the police station. Aurora looked a little more anxious by the time they arrived but nowhere near as frantic as she’d been the past few days.

      “They said they impounded the boat, right?” she asked as they all stepped out of the car. “I hope we can get it back soon. Robbie will be so upset if anything’s happened to it. Who knows what that brute’s done to it while he had it?”

      “We’ll get to that,” Ethan assured her patiently. “For now, let’s go in and see what they have to say.”

      The station was a large, austere brick building. It cast a dark shadow over the street in front of it and seemed to suck the very warmth out of the air. It was an intimidating sight, to be sure, but stepping through the doors was a different story. The atmosphere inside the station was markedly relaxed. At least, that’s how it felt inside the lobby. A pair of officers were at the front desk, chuckling to each other as they slurped noodles out of a set of takeout containers. Another officer, who Markus assumed was supposed to be on guard duty, sat on a chair at the end of the room, fast asleep with his mouth hanging open.

      “Ah, ciao!” one of the officers called out, lifting the hand that was holding his fork up at them in greeting.

      “Ciao,” Aurora replied as she scurried over, speaking in rapid-fire Italian.

      “I’m glad she’s here,” Elsie remarked to Markus as the rest of them followed after her. “Neither one of us speaks Italian. It’s always a pain having to use a translator if there’s even one available.”

      “Yeah,” Markus agreed. He and Elsie both spoke Spanish, and she spoke French and Swahili as well, but even between the two of them, they would have been lost in Italy.

      “They said he’s still in his cell,” Aurora explained as the officer spoke to her. “Apparently, he was drunk out of his senses when they arrested him yesterday. They agreed to hold him here after Sylvia called.”

      “She did that?” Markus asked, raising his eyebrows. “I thought this wasn’t an official case. She keeps emphasizing that.”

      “Yeah, but this is Robbie,” Ethan argued. “I’m sure she’s still calling in favors and pulling whatever strings she has.” He turned back to Aurora. “The real question is whether we’re going to be allowed to interrogate him.”

      Of course, that would be a problem, wouldn’t it? Since they weren’t here in any official capacity, it wasn’t like they could just waltz into an interrogation room and demand to speak with one of the inmates. Still, if Sylvia had pulled some strings to convince the police to hold him until they arrived, maybe she’d arranged for them to be able to meet with him as well.

      It turned out to be Aurora who pulled the strings this time. She spoke to the officer some more, and though he couldn’t tell what she was saying, it was obvious that she was insisting on something. A little while later, she gestured for them to follow her.

      “We’re going to go speak to the captain,” Aurora explained.

      Markus turned to look at Elsie and then Ethan. They both looked concerned. Last time they’d been in this kind of situation, Aurora had just bribed her way into getting what she wanted. Was she planning on doing that again? He supposed it would be the quickest way of speaking to the suspect, but it was risky. If the captain turned out to be a straight arrow, no-nonsense kind of man, then trying to bribe him might inadvertently land them in trouble.

      Apparently, though, Markus’s worries were unfounded. Aurora was the one who convinced the captain to let them speak to the boat thief, but she didn’t have to bribe him to do it. All she had to do was explain that the boat belonged to her husband, and that she suspected the thief had something to do with his disappearance. At least, that was what he assumed she was doing, given the award-winning performance she was putting on. She’d turned on the waterworks after they’d arrived at the captain’s office, though not in the way she had in the days before. Her tears had always seemed genuine before this, but suddenly, she seemed much more demure, quietly sniffling while she dabbed at her eyes with the edge of a handkerchief.

      It was a bit shocking, given how sweet and honest Aurora had come off so far, but it looked to Markus like she was faking it, putting on a show to get the captain to feel sorry for her. It was evidently working, too, because the man looked like he was almost on the verge of tears himself. At one point, Aurora “accidentally” knocked over a glass of water that the captain had one of the officers bring in, and he noticed that she made sure to lean closely over the captain’s desk as she took her time cleaning it up.

      Markus only wished he could understand what she was saying to him. It was entertaining enough to watch as it was, but he still would have liked to hear just how expertly she wrapped the captain around her finger. There was no mistaking that Aurora was a beautiful woman, and from the way she was acting, it was obvious that she knew it, too.

      “Okay, we’re good,” Aurora explained in a giddy whisper a few minutes later once she’d finished finessing the captain. He’d suddenly called for an officer, and then Aurora had instructed all the rest of them to follow him out of the office.

      “What did you say to him?” Ethan asked her, a small smile on his face. “I mean, I think I have an idea, but specifically.”

      “The truth,” Aurora replied with a demure shrug.

      Ethan snickered under his breath, and Markus had to admit that he was impressed. Aurora seemed to have a way of pulling them out of whatever situation they found themselves stuck in.

      “Oh,” she spoke up again, louder this time, as they followed the cop through the station. “There is one thing, though. We can’t all go in.” She shot them a sheepish smile. “I tried to push for it, but he said no. We’re only getting access to the holding cells since it’s not a real interrogation. He said he would let me talk to him out of courtesy for what I was going through and because it’s my boat, but he can’t just let all six of us wander around in a restricted area, only me and one other person. I didn’t want to push too hard since I didn’t want him to change his mind. Sorry.”

      “It’s all right,” Ethan assured her without hesitation. “Markus or Elsie can go in with you. They’re the active agents. I’ve been out of the game for too long.”

      “I’ll sit this one out, actually,” Elsie countered. “I think you should go, Ethan. Robbie is your friend. Markus and I can stay out here with those two.” She nodded at Jeff and Mac, who’d been unusually silent since that morning.

      Mac jumped as she noticed Elsie looking their way.

      “What?” Mac asked stiffly.

      “Nothing,” Elsie replied with a frown. “We were just talking about who would go into the interrogation room with Aurora. Are you alright? You look a little red.”

      “I’m fine,” Mac replied quickly. “Just tired. Um, yeah, whatever you guys decide.” She shot a look at Jeff out of the corner of her eyes before looking away again. Had the two of them had a fight?

      “Are you sure?” Ethan asked Elsie as the cop finally came to a stop, turning to look at the group.

      “Yeah,” Elsie insisted. “I know you’re retired, but I’m sure you know what you’re doing. And Markus is okay with it, too.” She turned to look at him. “Right?”

      “Sure.” Markus shrugged. Honestly, he was a little disappointed, but Elsie was right. Of course, this would make it a little harder for him to determine how exactly Robbie fit into all of this, but there was always the chance that this guy was completely unrelated to Robbie’s disappearance and was just some schmuck who’d found Robbie’s abandoned boat and taken it for a joy ride.

      They’d find out in a moment, anyway.

      “Well, alright then,” Ethan agreed without further protest.

      The officer asked something, looking a little confused as he glanced at Aurora. She flashed him a smile and replied before turning back to Ethan.

      “He says he’s in there,” Aurora explained, her voice strained. She suddenly sounded nervous, and she clenched and unclenched her hands several times as she stared at the locked door in front of us.

      “Are you ready?” Ethan asked her, a hint of concern in his voice.

      “That’s what he wanted me to ask you.” Aurora laughed under her breath as she nodded toward the officer. She took a deep breath, and her hands stopped fidgeting. “All right. I’m ready.”
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      This wasn’t the first time I’d interrogated someone out of their holding cell, but it was certainly the first time I was doing so as a civilian. I was a little surprised that both Elsie and Markus had bowed out of the interrogation but grateful nonetheless. Elsie had been dead on the money when she’d said that Aurora and I had the most invested in this. Though I knew Markus and even the kids cared about Robbie’s well-being in their own way, it wasn’t the same. Robbie was my brother, and Aurora’s husband, and the thought of not finding him was enough to make me feel ill.

      There were a couple of other occupied cells in the holding area, filled with drunks, by the looks of it. The only two inmates we passed were both completely knocked out. That wasn’t surprising. Given how relaxed all the officers had seemed on our way in, I got the feeling that they didn’t deal with much serious crime here. Even the boat thief had technically only been arrested for being drunk and belligerent. We didn’t actually know yet if he was the one who’d even stolen the boat initially.

      The officer escorting us said something to Aurora and pointed down to the end of the holding cell block.

      “He says they put him at the very end, alone,” Aurora explained.

      “I wonder if Muñoz requested that,” I murmured as he led us down to the very last cell. Aurora’s footsteps slowed slightly as the man came into view. Her eyes widened slightly as she laid eyes on him, and then she took off, rushing past the officer and over to the cell. I hurried to catch up with her, looking into the cell at the man as I did.

      He looked pretty unremarkable, aside from having a rather nasty-looking bruise on the right side of his face. He was clean-shaven and had a fresh haircut, and he was wearing an expensive-looking button-down shirt. He was also looking up at Aurora with an expression of pure shock on his face.

      “Lombardi,” Aurora muttered quietly, her voice airy. “You…”

      “I’m guessing you know him?” I asked as the man continued to stare back at her, slack-jawed.

      “He’s Lorenzo Lombardi,” Aurora explained flatly. “He’s my head of Human Resources. How ironic. You were the last person I would have expected to be found drunk on a boat, harassing a pair of prostitutes.”

      I raised an eyebrow at her.

      “Oh, right,” she murmured. “The captain explained that while I was arranging for us to come and speak with Lombardi here. It turns out those two women he had on the boat with him were of that sort of profession.” She turned back to Lombardi, who had snapped his mouth shut by now and was looking up at Aurora with a mixture of fear and anger. “It’s not strictly illegal here like it is in the States, but it’s not exactly something people would brag about. I obviously made a mistake in hiring you as the person to lead a department like human resources.”

      “How—” Lombardi finally spoke up, scrambling off the small cot he was sitting on. The officer who’d come with us had moved to lean against the wall beside the cell and glanced up at Lombardi as he walked toward the bars separating him and Aurora. “You… you were supposed to—”

      “Die?” Aurora finished for him, offering him a mock pout. “Hmm, yes. Billoti and a few of the others tried, certainly. More than once, actually. Lucky for me, I had some good people watching out for me.” She turned to flash me a warm smile.

      “Who the hell are you?” Lombardi asked me in thickly accented English. He looked me up and down as he clutched at the bars, the knuckles of his hands turning white.

      “Ethan Marston,” I replied simply. “Former MBLIS agent. Not that it’s really relevant right now, except to say that my former partner, Robbie Holm, is the reason that we’re here.”

      Lombardi turned even paler at that, his jaw falling open again.

      “Oh, yes,” Aurora replied confidently. “I know what you and the others did. I know about how you plotted to steal my company. I know about how you kidnapped my husband.” She practically snarled the last three words, gnashing her teeth together as she leaned close to the bars, her face just inches from Lombardi’s. “Where is Robbie?”

      “I…” Lombardi uttered, leaning away from Aurora as she stared him down. “Signora, I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “Oh, there’s no way in hell you’re trying that.” I actually guffawed, throwing my head back and laughing at how ridiculous it was. Of course, I’d heard that same line countless times, but never in circumstances quite this audacious. “You were literally found on Robbie’s boat. You expect us to believe that you have no idea where he is? Really?”

      “Well, that’s—” he stammered, looking back and forth between me and Aurora. “It was Billoti. Yes. He gave me the boat. He said—he said it belonged to a client. That’s right. He—”

      “Oh, just stop it,” Aurora hissed, her voice low and dangerous. Rather than becoming explosive, like she had every other time she’d become angered the past few days, she did the opposite this time. Her voice lowered to barely more than a whisper, and there was something threatening in her eyes. She looked like a tiger about to leap on its prey. “I’m tired of this. I’m tired of being lied to, I’m tired of running around all over Italy, I’m tired of it all! So help me, Lombardi, if you don’t stop with this foolishness and tell me where my husband is, I will put you in the ground.”

      She was speaking so quietly now that I doubted the officer by the wall could hear her, but I glanced over at him anyway. He was staring down at his phone, completely unaware of what Aurora had just said by the looks of it.

      “You can’t—” Lombardi tried to argue, but Aurora cut him off before he could go any further.

      “Can’t what?” she challenged mockingly. “Can’t threaten you? Can’t kill you? I can make it so that you never even existed, Lombardi. You should know that. You and the others have spent so much time and effort siphoning my money away from my employees and me. I’m sure you’re aware by now of just how wealthy I am.” She smirked, shaking her head slowly. “I could have you killed with a snap of my fingers. I could make it look like a suicide, like an accident, or I could just make it so that you disappeared. Everyone would wonder where you disappeared. Or maybe they wouldn’t. Maybe I would just erase every record that you were ever here. Your birth certificate, your employment records, every bit of evidence that you were ever born, gone.”

      Lombardi swallowed heavily. He gripped the bars even tighter, to the point that his hands shook against the metal. His gaze flickered over to the officer, who was still playing on his phone.

      “Go ahead and call for him,” Aurora jeered. “The second you do, I’ll consider your decision made. Just think carefully about who he’ll believe. The drunk who got physical with two prostitutes, or the poor, defenseless woman who just wants her husband back?” She pretended to sniffle, reaching up to wipe a non-existent tear from her eye. It was unsettling how realistic it looked, and if I hadn’t seen Aurora actually crying several times this week, I might have bought the act.

      “I…” Lombardi whispered nervously, eyes still darting over to the cop. “I never wanted to involve him! That wasn’t my idea, I swear!”

      We had him. Aurora’s bluff had worked. If it was a bluff, that was. I couldn’t imagine her actually putting out a hit on someone, but she certainly had the money to, and this was Robbie on the line here. She seemed to relax then and took a step back. I took that as my cue to step in.

      “Okay, so explain what happened,” I ordered. “From the beginning. How it started, and how Robbie wound up pulled into it.”

      “Barbieri was upset,” Lombardi explained. “Signora Marino was costing the company billions.”

      “How was I doing that?” Aurora scowled at him.

      “After Signore Marino retired, you made changes,” Lombardi clarified. “A lot of them. Barbieri told me that you increased everyone’s pay, doubled their vacation days, and introduced a longer maternity leave. It was costing the company billions of dollars.”

      Aurora scoffed, bowing her head as she laughed coldly.

      “You must be joking,” she hissed as she lifted her head again. “That wasn’t ‘costing’ the company. My employees are the company!”

      “Well, Barbieri thought that money should be going to us,” Lombardi admitted. “It was an accident at first. There was an error in the expenditure report, but you didn’t even notice. He was so worried you’d be furious, but you never said anything about it after he sent you the monthly update. That was when he realized that you weren’t really paying that much attention.”

      “And so he decided to start fudging the reports deliberately,” I surmised. “All while the rest of you skimmed off the top.”

      “That’s right,” Lombardi replied with a nod. “It was only a little, at first. We didn’t even have to cut anyone’s pay. We just took away bonuses, vacation days, sick leave, and all that. Just that alone was enough to give us all a ten percent raise.” He pursed his lips, eyes flashing down to the floor for a moment before he looked up again. “Barbieri realized that we could all double our own salaries if we did a round of layoffs. I told him it was too much. A lot of us thought so, actually, but he said it would be okay. He said you wouldn’t even notice. He could just write up a fake report, and you would never even check.”

      “He certainly pulled the wool over my eyes,” Aurora muttered bitterly.

      “So you all decided to strip a bunch of innocent people of their jobs and livelihoods,” I concluded, “all so you could make a little more money?” I shook my head in disgust. “Well, I’m guessing that still wasn’t enough, considering we’re out here and you’re in there. So what happened next?”

      “Barbieri became greedy,” Lombardi replied. “He wanted more. He wanted the company. He said that all we had to do was cause problems and make it look like Signora Marino was incompetent so we’d be able to take it from her. We were careful to be discreet, but people started poking around unexpectedly. Twice, auditors showed up at the company unannounced. We were barely able to scrape by both times. Another time, we deliberately messed up a huge order for one of our biggest clients, but someone fixed it before it was shipped out.”

      “You’re all a bunch of rats.” Aurora gaped at him, clearly unable to believe what she was hearing.

      “We began to think you had a spy inside the company, Signora,” Lombardi admitted. “Barbieri was paranoid. He was sure that you knew and that you were quietly watching to try to figure out who was responsible. Then we realized it wasn’t you at all. It was him, your husband.”

      “Robbie?” Aurora and I both asked out loud, stunned by the revelation.

      “I don’t know how he found out,” Lombardi went on. “But somehow, he did. He knew that somebody inside the company was working against you, and he was poking around. Barbieri said that we needed to get rid of him.”

      “What did you do?!” Aurora snarled, her voice rough and furious.

      “Barbieri had Billoti pretend to be on his side!” Lombardi rushed to explain. “Billoti lied and told him that he knew about the takeover and that he wanted to help. He fed your husband bits of insider information to convince him. Then they lured him over to a small beach here on the edge of town and ambushed him.”

      “He’s here?!” Aurora exclaimed, her voice rising now as she lunged forward to grip the bars. “Robbie’s here?”

      “No!” Lombardi gasped, backing away from her. “Not anymore. They took him. I’m sorry. He’s gone.”

      “You’re not as sorry as you will be if you don’t tell us where he is,” I shot back angrily. “Where did they take him?”

      “Bermuda,” Lombardi replied tersely. “At least, that’s where they said they were taking him.”

      “Bermuda?” Aurora repeated, her eyebrows knitting together as she turned to look at me. “He mentioned that before he left. I don’t understand, though. How?”

      “He must have known about our operation there from the start,” Lombardi muttered, as much to himself as to Aurora, judging from the dazed look on his face.

      “What do you mean?” I asked, snapping him back to reality.

      “Another one of Barbieri’s ideas,” Lombardi replied. “The truth is, for the past three months or so, we’ve been producing a knock-off version of Fiume Infinito down in Bermuda using Caribbean sea grapes. They’re a fraction of the price compared to grapes here in Campania, and the fact that they’re so close to the States means that it’s much less costly for us to import.”

      “What?” Aurora bit out, her lip twitching. “So you’re telling me that you not only fired all of my employees, stole from me, and kidnapped my husband, but for the past three months, you’ve been besmirching the name of my company by hawking subpar, knockoff products under my label?” She laughed humorlessly, her eyes fixed on Lombardi. “I might still make you disappear after all.”

      “Let’s hold off on that for now,” I cut in as Lombardi went white as a ghost. “Tell us more about Robbie. Did Barbieri or the others say anything else? What exactly are they planning to do with Robbie?”

      “That I don’t know,” Lombardi replied apprehensively. “Honestly. At first, Barbieri wanted to hold him for ransom. But the others disagreed. That might get us a lump sum, but it would ruin our plans when he blabbed to the Signora who it was that did it. That was when someone else suggested that we kill the Signora and try to convince him to work with us. Then Barbieri suggested that we just kill him.” He shot Aurora a nervous, sidelong glance. “In the end, everyone started fighting. I had a feeling that things were about to fall apart. Capturing him had ruined everything. No matter what we did, it was sure to end in disaster now. I told them to count me out, and I left.”

      “On my husband’s boat,” Aurora replied darkly.

      “But they didn’t kill him?” I asked Lombardi plainly, as painful as it was. “You know for sure that he’s in Bermuda?”

      “Yes,” Lombardi replied. “Last I heard, he was sending him down there while he figured out what to do.”

      “But why?” Aurora probed. “Why send him to Bermuda? Why not hold him here in Italy?”

      “I don’t know!” Lombardi replied anxiously, clearly in fear for his life now. “I don’t think even Barbieri knows what he’s doing anymore.”

      “What about these associates of yours?” I asked. “These guys in Bermuda who are making the fake wine. How do we find them?”

      “The winery’s called Chance Beers and Spirits,” Lombardi replied without hesitation. “In Hamilton. It’s run by a man named Mullins. That’s where we’ve been producing the fakes. But I swear that’s all I know.”

      Aurora stared at him for several seconds as though she was trying to gauge just by looking at him whether he was telling the truth.

      “Fine,” she muttered before taking a deep breath and stepping away from the bars. She looked Lombardi up and down for a moment and then turned to the officer and said something to him. The officer looked up from his phone and simply nodded before beginning to make his way back out of the holding cell block.

      “Wait!” Lombardi called out. “Is that it?”

      I knew what he was really asking was if Aurora still planned to have him killed. Aurora, however, didn’t answer.

      She just kept walking away.
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      Before heading down to Bermuda, we needed to go and rescue Robbie’s boat. Aurora kept emphasizing how important it was to Robbie and how she needed to make sure that Lombardi and the others hadn’t done anything to it. I wondered if maybe it was a way of coping for her. She’d nearly collapsed after we’d left the holding cell block, her entire body tense and shaking. She’d put on an intimidating front while she was speaking to Lombardi, but it seemed like the impromptu interrogation had taken everything out of her. She’d done well, though, as we’d finally managed to figure out exactly where Robbie was.

      I really thought that Aurora would have insisted on rushing straight to the airport, but she didn’t. She did book our flights on the drive over to the marina, where the boat was impounded, though. She just insisted that she at least had to see it before we left. Either way, we had a few hours to kill before the flight to Bermuda was set to leave.

      “And so he just admitted everything?” Mac asked as we pulled up to the marina. “Just like that?”

      “Just like that,” Aurora replied, having conveniently left out all the parts where she literally threatened to put a hit out on Lombardi’s life. “I guess he was feeling guilty.”

      “Uh-huh,” Mac muttered skeptically. She was sharp as ever and obviously wasn’t buying Aurora’s story. She looked up to catch my eye in the rearview mirror, but I just stayed silent as I turned off the ignition and pushed open the driver’s side door.

      “Well, whatever happened,” Elsie interjected. “I guess we’re just lucky to have the information that we do. This way, we’re one step closer to finding Robbie.”

      “Right,” Aurora exhaled as she got out of the car. “Right after I check on the boat. I’ll just take a minute.”

      “Well, you have… three hours,” Markus replied as he checked the time on his phone. “So take as many minutes as you need.”

      Aurora threw him a smile and then hurried over to the small office building at the head of the marina. The rest of us trailed along behind her, though not in any rush. None of us would be able to speak with whoever was in there, anyway. I noticed that there were fewer people here who spoke English. I supposed that made sense. Venice was a huge city popular with tourists, so it wasn’t surprising that people there would be more likely to speak a foreign language than the residents of a small, seaside town to the south. Aurora explained the situation to the man sitting at a desk inside the building, and after presenting her ID and the police report proving that the boat was stolen, he handed over the keys and explained to Aurora which spot the boat was docked in.

      She snatched the keys and mumbled a quick “Grazie” before she was out the door again, the rest of us following closely behind her as we went in search of the boat. The marina itself was huge and spanned several hundred yards down the length of the coastline. Aurora hurried down the line of docked boats, slowing only when we started to get close to the number that the man had told her.

      “He said it was berth one-hundred-and-six,” she huffed, out of breath as she hurried along the length of the dock. “One hundred-three, one hundred-four, one—There!” She gasped, coming to a full stop before suddenly taking off at a full sprint toward one of the boats.

      “Damn,” Jeff whispered appreciatively as we all followed after her. “That is a nice boat.”

      It really was. It was smaller than my own houseboat, but I supposed that wasn’t a problem, given that it was usually just Robbie traveling on it solo. The boat itself was gorgeous, though, all sleek lines and smooth, shiny planes. It was a lot nicer than the one he’d had the last time the two of us had gone fishing together, so I could see why Aurora was so insistent that the vessel was his pride and joy. Aurora wasted no time in clambering to climb up onto it.

      “Oh, careful!” Elsie called out as she hurried to catch up. “Your hand is still injured, Aurora. Let me help you.”

      The two of them stepped aboard carefully, followed closely by the rest of us. As soon as we made it inside, it became glaringly obvious that someone had trashed the place.

      “Oh, no,” Aurora exhaled as she took a look around.

      The once white, plush couches were stained, and one seat was even torn in one corner, its puffy stuffing spilling out. There were old food trash and beer cans covering every surface, including those scattered all over the floor.

      “Robbie would never have left it like this,” she bemoaned. “Robbie would never have even gotten it like this. That little snake Lombardi must have done this.”

      “It’s okay,” Elsie comforted her. “We can clean it up. We’ve still got time before we need to head to the airport. And we should look around, anyway. We might find something here that’ll give us some more info on Robbie and what we might expect in Bermuda. That guy, Lombardi, said that Robbie was onto them and snooping around, right? If that’s the case, we might find evidence of it here somewhere.”

      “Well, I agree with looking around,” Aurora mumbled as she kicked an empty beer can clear across the deck. “But don’t bother cleaning up. There’s no way I’m giving this back to Robbie after what they did. I’ll just buy him a new one. A nicer one, so he’ll never have to look at this thing and remember what happened. I’ll arrange to have it cleaned up and sold later. For now, let’s just look around.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Markus replied as the six of us all split up. It was a decently sized yacht, but it was still just a boat, which meant there weren’t a lot of places for us to look. The kitchen had been ransacked and emptied of all food, and the only place that wasn’t all that bare was the living quarters below deck. Though it was clear that someone had been eating and sleeping down here, a lot of the drawers and cabinets seemed otherwise untouched.

      That seemed as good a place as any to start, so I quickly got to work riffling through everything. Doing so felt surreal like I was peeking into the past few years of my friend’s life. We’d kept in touch, of course, but it wasn’t like before, like when we’d spend practically every single day together, going on missions. I found old photos, memos written on post-it notes, receipts from stores and restaurants and different marinas around the world. It was so fascinating that a part of me just wanted to keep casually looking through it all, even if it had nothing to do with Aurora’s company or his disappearance.

      Maybe later, once we found him and got him back safe and sound, I’d sit with him and go through it all.

      “I found something,” Markus called out. All of us turned to look at him at once. He was crouched by the small couch set against the wall, clutching a notebook in his hands. “Lombardi’s name is here. Billoti, too. And a bunch of others. Aurora, do you know these people?”

      “Let me see,” Aurora murmured as she bent beside him to look at the book.

      Her face scrunched up as she looked over the page in the notebook.

      “What is this?” she murmured, shaking her head as she flipped through the next few pages. “They’re all here, all of their names. And some dates, too. And… I’m not sure what this is.”

      “‘Involved in orchard scheme,’” Markus read aloud from the page. “Two of their names are written next to that. ‘Bank robbers’ has three names next to it. ‘Mini bank robbers’ has another two.”

      “Sounds like some kind of code,” Elsie added. She crossed her arms as she went to stand over the two of them. “Robbie caught on to what they were doing and was investigating. These must be his notes. If he wrote them in code, then maybe he suspected that the notebook might be found.”

      “Maybe he knew Billoti was suspicious,” I suggested. “Lombardi said that they fooled Robbie into thinking Billoti was on his side, but Robbie’s no idiot. If I know him, there’s a good chance he figured out it was a trick.”

      “If he knew it was a trick, then why did he go?!” Aurora asked, turning to look at me. “You’re saying he allowed himself to be caught?”

      “It’s a valid tactic,” Markus argued as he got to his feet, extending a hand to help Aurora up as well. “We’ve done it before.”

      “Yeah,” Elsie agreed with a shrug. “Let the enemy think they’re in control, pretend to waltz into their trap, and then pull a reversal on them and ambush them on their own turf. Of course, usually, we do this with plenty of backup. It seems like Robbie tried to go at it solo.”

      “That I can believe.” I sighed. “He’s not stupid, but he is daring. Maybe he thought he could turn the tables, or maybe there were more of them than he expected. Whatever the case, this proves what Lombardi says is true. Robbie knew what they were up to and was trying to stop them.”

      “But why wouldn’t he tell me?” Aurora asked, biting on her lip. “If he knew that they were trying to steal my own company from me, then why didn’t he let me know what was going on?”

      “Knowing Robbie, he probably didn’t want you to worry,” I said in an attempt to defend him. “A dumb move, in hindsight, but maybe he didn’t realize just how ruthless these guys were. There’s a pretty big leap between corporate fraud and murder.”

      “A leap that these guys obviously aren’t afraid to take.” Mac snorted, shaking her head with disgust. “Poor Robbie. He probably thought he was dealing with a bunch of pencil pushers, not a band of killers.”

      “Well, as soon as we find him, I’m going to kill him,” Aurora huffed. She blinked hard like she was trying to stop tears from coming. “Stupid. It’s not even his company, and here he is putting his life on the line. I would have handed it over to them gladly if that would have avoided all of this.”

      “On the positive side,” I encouraged, “we can be pretty certain that he’s still alive. If they shipped him off to Bermuda, then that means Barbieri probably wants to stick to his plan of using Robbie once Aurora is out of the way.”

      “Yeah. Otherwise, they would have asked for a ransom by now,” Markus added.

      “Not to be grim…” Jeff cut in, his face twisted into an uncomfortable grimace, “but what if they just kill both of them? Since they’re the top dogs of the company, wouldn’t it all just go to them?”

      “No,” Aurora replied, shaking her head. “That might be the worst thing they could do. If we were to both die, then the company would end up in the hands of the shareholders. We don’t have a lot of them since the majority of the company is mine outright. But, if that were to happen, then people would quickly start to squabble over what belongs to who.”

      “Which would mean that people would start taking a close look at the company’s records,” I surmised. “Doing audits and all that.”

      “Which means that you’re right,” Aurora replied, her shoulders sagging as she let out a deep breath. “They won’t kill him. Unless they want the company’s records to be exposed, they need one of us alive. I’m certainly never going to help them, which means that they must be under the deluded impression that Robbie will.”

      “Robbie might even be egging them on to believe that,” I added. “If he knows that’s what they want, then he might try to trick them into thinking he’s on their side to buy us time.”

      “If he even knows that we’re looking for him,” Aurora murmured sadly.

      “He knows,” I assured her. “Trust me. Now, why don’t we—”

      “Hey!” a muffled voice called from outside, cutting me off. “Hey, this is private—”

      BANG!

      The unmistakable sound of a gunshot tore through the air, audible even from down below deck. I turned to look at Markus, who stared right back at me wide-eyed.

      “You three stay here,” he instructed, looking toward Aurora and the kids. Then he, Elsie, and I all rushed up to the main deck.

      We ducked down low as we made it up, careful to stay crouched as we crept across the deck to the side of the gunwale. As I peeked up over the edge of it, I spotted three men walking down the length of the marina toward us. Behind them, lying on the ground, was the body of the man whom Aurora had spoken to in the reception building.

      “Crap,” Markus hissed under his breath as he and Elsie reached for their guns.

      “How the hell did they find us now?” Elsie grunted, pressing her back against the side of the gunwale, pistol clasped firmly in hand.

      “Maybe Lombardi tipped them off,” I suggested. “He could have called them from the police station last night when he was arrested to let them know that the police had Robbie’s boat now.”

      “And he conveniently forgot to tell us about it,” Markus scoffed. “Guess I shouldn’t be surprised. The whole lot of them are a bunch of snakes in the grass. Careful, they’re almost here.”

      The three men were looking around as though searching for something. Maybe they weren’t sure what Robbie’s boat looked like. If that were the case, then we would have a tiny window of opportunity to get them before they spotted us.

      They were nearly upon us now, and with every second that ticked past, my anxiety grew. We needed to get help for the man they’d shot, and with as many boats as there were in the marina, another civvie could show up at any moment.

      “Now!” Markus hissed, and all three of us jumped up, leaning over the gunwale of the boat as we pointed our sidearms out at the men and pulled the triggers.

      Two of them went down at once, their weapons falling from their hands and crashing to the hard pavement below. The third one, however, narrowly managed to avoid getting hit. He jumped to the side as he looked up in our direction, and then he lifted his gun and fired.

      Elsie hissed with pain as she fell backward, clutching at her cheek.

      “Elsie!” Markus screamed as he crouched to check on her.

      I looked away from them and turned my attention back onto the man, only to find that he was now running away. Without thinking about it, I leapt over the side of the yacht and down onto the deck below. My knees rang with pain as I landed flat on my feet, but I pushed through it as I gave chase.

      “Stop!” I yelled as I hurried after him, closing the distance between us inch by inch.

      The man turned to look at me and lifted his pistol again, twisting around as he attempted to fire at me while still running. He missed, his shot sailing wide as he suddenly tripped over his own feet and flopped to the ground. I pushed myself harder as I rushed to grab him before he could get up, and I holstered my gun as I leapt forward to tackle him. He was up on his knees by the time I caught up, and I pushed him forcefully flat onto the ground.

      I pulled his arms behind his back on instinct, but once I had him there, I realized I didn’t have any cuffs to put on him, and I silently cursed. It was so easy to fall back into old habits. Now that I had him down, I needed someone to call the police. Elsie and Markus were dealing with their own crisis, though, and Aurora and the kids were all below deck and had no idea what was happening.

      “Hey!” I called out over my shoulder, though I knew the odds of anyone hearing me were low. “Hey! Markus!”

      The man suddenly yanked his arm out of my grip, catching me off guard. My eyes flitted over to the gun he’d dropped when I tackled him. I assumed he would reach for it, and I attempted to grab it before he could. To my surprise, he reached for something at his waist instead. A split second later, he yanked a knife from his pocket.

      I rolled to the side as he slashed at me, only very narrowly avoiding the blade. I landed hard on his pistol in the process. I could feel it digging into my back, and I reached for it as he swung at me again, the knife swinging through the air in a large arch. I managed to curl my fingers around the handle right as the blade came down toward me. I pointed the pistol up at him and pulled the trigger just as the tip of the blade pierced my ribs.

      I grunted with pain as the knife cut me. He’d only managed to stab me a little before I shot him, but it was still enough to hurt. He’d gotten off a lot worse than I had since I’d shot him at point-blank range. His body went limp above mine, and I huffed as I shoved his heavy form off of me. His knife fell away along with him, and a small spot of red bloomed across the front of my shirt.

      “Dammit,” I grumbled as I got to my feet. I stumbled as my abdomen seared with pain, then flexed slightly, turning from side to side to test how bad the damage was. As I’d suspected, it seemed that the wound was only superficial. It hurt, to be sure, but my range of mobility hadn’t been affected, which meant that aside from needing a few stitches, I’d probably be alright.

      I wasn’t sure I could say the same about Elsie, who’d fallen hard onto the deck, clutching her face after that gunshot. Gritting my teeth against the pain, I jogged back over to the yacht. I’d just barely reached it when I heard Aurora scream.

      I clambered up as fast as I could, my heart beating furiously.

      “Oh, no, Elsie, look at you!” Aurora gasped as she knelt beside the injured agent.

      “I’m fine,” Elsie insisted. “You should be down below. Where the heck are those kids? Why did they let you come up here?!”

      “We tried to stop her!” Jeff yelled as he rushed up the steps behind her, gasping. “She’s fast.”

      “The threat is neutralized; don’t worry,” I announced as I climbed up on deck. “I’m more worried about you, Elsie.”

      “Don’t be,” she replied gruffly. “I’ve had worse.”

      “Elsie, don’t be such a tough guy,” Markus scoffed, moving her hand away so he could look at the wound. I half expected Elsie to brush him off like she had me and Aurora, but to my surprise, she let him. “Geez, this looks nasty.”

      “It’s a graze,” Elsie retorted. “Lucky for me. A few inches to the side, and it would have gone through my eye instead of across my cheekbone. Ah! Careful!”

      “Lucky?” Aurora gaped at her. “But, Elsie, your lovely face! Those dirty monsters! How dare they shoot a young woman in the face?!”

      “Like I said, I’ve had worse.” Elsie chuckled, and honestly, I was a little shocked that she was able to laugh under the circumstances. Given what she’d told me about her background, however, I supposed it made sense. She was probably used to having to rough it and work through pain.

      “Ethan, did you get shot?” Markus asked, his eyes going wide as he noticed the blood on my shirt.

      “No, he just managed to give me a solid scratch with a knife he had hidden in his pocket,” I explained. “Nothing too bad.”

      “Well, you both need to get to the hospital,” Aurora insisted. “We still have a little time before the flight, and if not, then I can just change the tickets for a later one.”

      “What? No,” Elsie protested, her eyes widening as she looked at Aurora. “No way. Aurora, we don’t have time. We need to go find Robbie. I’ll patch this up myself, and—”

      “No,” Aurora interrupted her calmly. She flashed Elsie a small, warm smile. “I know we can’t waste time, but I’m not about to let you or Ethan run around while you’re hurt. Robbie wouldn’t want that, either. At least let a doctor look at it. It might get infected if you don’t put some medicine on it.”

      “We might as well,” Mac cut in. “We already called the police, so an ambulance is coming, anyway.”

      “Then that settles it,” Aurora declared with finality, looking at me and Elsie in turn as though daring us to challenge her on it.

      “Yes, ma’am,” Elsie grumbled.

      “Just a quick stop,” I added. “Then we go and get Robbie back.”
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      Fortunately, the man that the goons had shot was still alive. He’d been the paramedic’s first priority once they arrived. Only one ambulance had arrived initially, and Elsie and I had both insisted that they take him while we drove behind. One more of us could have fit along with him, but not both. In the end, for the sake of not wasting any more time while the man bled out, we’d decided to just let them go without either of us.

      Elsie and I had both required stitches, though Elsie was a little worse off in that she’d had to get them on her face. Aurora seemed a lot more distressed about it than Elsie was, repeatedly going on about how wrong it was to harm a woman’s face and assuring Elsie that she’d find a way to make sure it didn’t scar.

      “I’ll put you in touch with the best estheticians in the world,” Aurora promised, hooking her arm through Elsie’s as the six of us left the hospital. “How do you think I keep this complexion even at my age?” She jokingly flipped her long, red hair in a show of vanity, pulling a laugh out of Elsie.

      “That’s not necessary,” Elsie responded with a small, if somewhat bashful, smile. “But thank you.”

      “Nonsense!” Aurora scoffed, her eyebrows pulling tightly together. “You’re young, and you have such lovely skin. It would be a shame if it was messed up because of some good-for-nothing!”

      “Ah, well—” Elsie stammered, turning red. Maybe she was unused to being complimented, or maybe having Aurora shower her with attention was just too much for her to handle.

      “Oh! Or maybe the two of us could go to France,” Aurora suggested blithely. “There’s a spa in Paris that does an amazing skincare routine.”

      “Sure,” Elsie replied stiffly, a slightly amused smile on her face.

      “Not to interrupt,” Mac cut in from behind the two women, “but we really need to leave right now if we’re going to make our flight. Unless we decided to rebook?”

      “Wait, what time is it?” Aurora gasped as she shoved her hand into her purse to look for her phone. Her eyes widened when she looked at it. “I didn’t realize it was this early. I thought it was later. We can still make it if we hurry!”

      And then we were off again. Though Aurora had offered to move our flights, obviously, none of us were keen to do so. The longer it took us to get to Bermuda, the longer it would be before we rescued Robbie.

      We skipped heading back to the hotel and rushed straight to the airport. Fortunately, we had everything essential on us already. Aurora offered to arrange for someone to go and collect the rest of our things later, as well as funding anything else we might need once we arrived in Bermuda. We were probably quite a sight when we stormed into the airport, half of us covered in blood-stained clothes and bandaged up, but we made it just in the nick of time.

      By the time we made it onto the flight, I felt like my body was ready to give out. I was grateful beyond words that Aurora had once again sprung for first class because that meant I could lean back in the oversized, cushioned chair with plenty of room to spread out. I would have no doubt been cramped if we’d been squeezed back in economy.

      I smiled ruefully as I leaned my head back against the headrest and shut my eyes. Sometimes, it seemed like it was just yesterday that I was an MBLIS agent, hopping on flights and getting into tight, uncomfortable situations, both figuratively and literally. At times like these, though, it was glaringly obvious that those days were long past. I kept in shape well enough, and I worked out and didn’t eat garbage for every meal, but I wasn’t a kid anymore. I glanced over at Markus and Elsie. The two of them were rough-housing one row over, as Elsie leaned over to poke at Markus as he swatted her away. Not for the first time, I wondered if there was something there between them, despite Markus’s deal with that other woman, Angel, or whatever her name was. Regardless, it was clear that despite the hellish past few days, the two of them were still full of energy.

      I could not say the same.

      I was sore all over, especially in my arm where I’d been shot. Fifteen years ago, I would have brushed an injury like that off with a scoff and shrug. Now, I found myself wishing we’d grabbed some painkillers before leaving Italy.

      I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t having fun, though. Of course, I was worried about Robbie, and I wouldn’t be able to relax until we found him safe and sound, but being thrown back into the thick of things like this, into the middle of an adventure just like old times, it was incredible. Then again, the fact that I really had been thrust into it without warning meant that my body was paying the consequences. I imagine it was like how marathoners spent weeks training for a race. Maybe if I’d had some time to get back into the right physical and mental condition for a case, I wouldn’t have felt so dang awful right then. Of course, these things didn’t come with warnings. Perps were hardly ever considerate enough to give notice when they were about to do something crazy unless, of course, we were talking about lunatics like Viper or Hariska, both of whom got off on announcing and bragging about their plans.

      Unfortunately for us, these guys who had taken Robbie were a little more discreet than that. They’d surreptitiously managed to worm their way into Aurora’s company, and they’d spent months making changes to it without her ever knowing. Arguably, part of that had to do with Aurora’s own kind, trusting nature, but we’d be fools not to take these guys seriously, especially after they’d now made attempts against our lives multiple times. They were a bunch of snakes in the grass, which meant they weren’t about to go blabbing about their plans ahead of time.

      “Hey, stop!” Markus grumbled.

      When I turned to look at him, I saw that Jeff and Mac had joined in on messing with him. I chuckled under my breath. It was equal parts endearing and annoying to watch them roughhouse like that. They clearly weren’t feeling as worn out as Aurora and I were. She’d fallen asleep minutes after sitting down, very obviously exhausted by everything that had happened in the past few days. When I turned to look at her, though, I found that she was wide awake again, just half an hour after we’d taken off. She was nibbling on her nails, staring blankly into the distance.

      “Hey,” I called out softly to her.

      The seat layout on this plane was different. It was smaller, so the seats were closer together, and I was right beside her. Even though I’d spoken quietly, she jumped at the sound of my voice, letting out a little gasp.

      “Ethan,” she breathed as she pulled her hand away from her mouth. “You scared me.”

      “Sorry.” I smiled apologetically. “You seemed like you had something on your mind.” I bit my lip and looked down at my lap. “Ah, sorry. That was stupid. Of course you do.”

      “No,” Aurora whispered, reaching over to place her hand on top of mine. “I know you’re just worried about me. I appreciate it.” She glanced over at the four others as their voices rose, laughter and whining carrying through the small space of the plane.

      “I’m glad they came,” Aurora whispered, a small, fond smile on her face. “I know it’s selfish of me to feel that way. They’re in danger just being near me, but it’s nice. Especially those two, your kids.”

      “They are fun to have around,” I agreed. “When they’re not being annoying.”

      “Oh, please,” Aurora scolded. “I know you don’t mean that. You’d take a bullet for them, wouldn’t you? You act like a grump, but you’re a softie, Ethan. Same as Robbie.”

      She smiled again as Mac let out a snort of laughter.

      “It’s nice hearing that,” Aurora remarked, her smile fading. “It’s just… sitting here like this, in silence, it’s just awful. At least back in Italy, we were always on the move. Even when we were being attacked or running from someone, we were doing something. I was distracted. Sitting here on the plane, all quiet, I start to think and worry.”

      “Well, that’s what this is for,” I joked, pointing at the large entertainment screen mounted to the back of the seat in front of her. “I mean, I wouldn’t call it peak entertainment, but there’s got to be something decent on there, right?”

      “Maybe,” Aurora replied with a shrug. “To be honest, I’ve never been one for TV. I prefer live entertainment. That’s one of the reasons I travel so much. It’s amazing all the different kinds of shows you can see all over the world. Sometimes, even if you don’t understand the language, it’s fun to just sit there and soak it in.”

      “That does sound fun,” I agreed. “Unfortunately, I’m afraid there are no dancers or theater troupes or… whatever else here on the plane.” I reached over and turned her screen on. “Oh, but it looks like they have Extreme Bachelor.” I turned to Aurora. “Any interest in trashy reality TV?”

      “What’s so extreme about it?” she asked, cocking her head to the side as she leaned forward to read the description.

      “I don’t know,” I replied honestly. “Maybe all the contestants have to do stunts as part of the show.”

      “Wait, what?” Aurora gasped as she read through the description. “These women all compete to try to get a date with… some guy?”

      “Usually a rich, hot guy,” I explained. “I think, anyway. I’ve never watched these kinds of shows myself, but I’d imagine there’s gotta be something about him that makes them all willing to humiliate themselves on national TV.”

      “This sounds atrocious,” Aurora murmured. “Scandalous. Let’s watch it.”

      “What?” I balked, blinking at her. “Wait, seriously? You want to watch this?”

      “You suggested it,” Aurora argued with a frown.

      “I was joking,” I replied. “I was being silly to try to cheer you up. Aurora, to be frank, this is trash.”

      “Well, yes,” Aurora replied. “I can see that. It’s base and dehumanizing, but it’s so salacious. I mean, fighting with other women for a man?” She smirked. “All of them living in the same house? How risqué. I can’t believe I’ve never heard of this show.”

      “You’re full of surprises, Aurora,” I noted as I moved to pull the same show up on my own screen.

      I really had no interest in watching it, but Aurora, for some reason, seemed really enthused by the premise. And if this was what it took for her to stop sitting and fretting, then I was willing to make the sacrifice.

      I regretted that decision a grueling four hours in. Aurora, it turned out, loved trashy reality TV. Maybe she saw it the way Jeff saw her. Back in the first hotel, he’d made a remark about how it was amazing to see ‘how the other half lived.’ I supposed this was similar for Aurora, who was probably used to associating with the upper crust of society, not half-naked women physically fighting each other in hot tubs. I was bored two episodes in, but Aurora was enthralled, and she seemed excited to have someone to gossip about it with, so I endured. Robbie, once we found him, would owe me for this.

      “I can’t believe he chose Rebecca!” Aurora huffed several hours later as we were about to land. We’d long since stopped watching the show, and we’d even caught a short nap for a few hours, but Aurora was hooked. As soon as she was up again, she started prattling about it, though at least she mercifully left the show off this time.

      “Who is Rebecca?” Mac asked as she plopped down into the empty row behind us.

      “A woman on this show called Bachelor Extreme,” Aurora gushed. “Have you heard of it?”

      “Uh, yeah, I guess,” Mac replied, furrowing her eyebrows at Aurora. “I’m surprised you have. That show’s about as low-brow as they come. I would have pegged you as more of an Oscar-worthy drama kind of woman, Aurora.”

      “I did attend the Oscars once,” Aurora replied flippantly. “It was dull. I’d never heard of any of the movies that were nominated.”

      “You’ve been to the Oscars?” Mac gaped at her. “How? I mean, well, you’re you, so I guess I shouldn’t be surprised.”

      “Actually, my father was the one with the invitation,” Aurora explained. “He was always getting invited to things like that. He was feeling ill at the time, though, if I recall correctly, so I went instead.” She shook her head. “It was no fun at all. Charity galas are one thing. Those can be boring as well, but at least the money from those goes to help people in need.”

      “I’m flabbergasted,” Mac deadpanned. “Anyway, why were you asking about the Bachelor?”

      “Extreme Bachelor,” Aurora corrected. “And it is extreme. I watched a woman drag another woman by the hair and toss her into a swimming pool!”

      “And that’s hilarious to you,” Mac muttered as Aurora laughed giddily. “Aurora, you’re too good for this world.”

      “Oh, stop.” Aurora waved her off. “I’m hardly a saint. Especially not after watching that parade of debauchery.” She beckoned Mac closer and lowered her voice. “Two of them made out with the same man at the same time!”

      “Wow,” Mac replied, her eyebrows shooting up into her forehead. “That sure does sound wild.”

      “Are you poking fun at me?” Aurora pouted.

      “What? No,” Mac replied, clearing her throat. “No, not at all. I’m glad you’re enjoying your show. Um, who’s Rebecca?”

      “Oh, she’s a devil!” Aurora huffed before launching into an explanation about the show to Mac, who listened intently as Aurora happily went on. It wasn’t until a flight attendant came by to tell Mac to sit down because we were about to land that the two ladies parted.

      “I should get Robbie to watch this,” Aurora whispered as she clicked her seatbelt into place.

      “Yeah.” I snickered. “You should.”

      I would consider Robbie having to watch it with her sufficient enough payback for having to endure several hours of it while trapped inside the plane.

      Though I didn’t manage to get much sleep on the plane, by the time we arrived in Bermuda, I felt wired. The thought that we were one step closer to finding Robbie was enough to have me wide awake in an instant.

      “Just hold on, brother,” I muttered to myself as the group of us walked out of the airport, quietly enough that nobody else would hear. “We’re coming.”

      As soon as we’d acquired a rental car, we headed straight to the police station without delay. Still, it was slow going, as traffic on the street seemed to move at a crawl. Not because it was particularly congested or anything. Rather, it seemed like we were just back in what I’d come to know as “island time.” People here just weren’t in a hurry. They were either tourists, leisurely enjoying their vacations abroad, or locals who were just used to a relaxed, slow-paced way of living. Back when we were both still agents, Robbie used to wax poetic about how great it would be to retire somewhere easy-going like this. It was a little ironic, in hindsight, that he’d wound up spending his days in retirement as active as ever, sailing all over the world.

      “Oh, wow, look at that building,” Jeff remarked as we drove past a house that was painted a particularly flamboyant shade of hot pink.

      “Everything here is so pretty,” Mac added. “And warm. Like a greener, less smog-covered version of Miami.”

      “What? This place has nothing on Miami. Are you kidding?” Jeff scoffed.

      “Are you kidding?!” Mac shot back, rolling her eyes. The two of them squabbled for a moment until I turned to cast them a disapproving glare.

      “Guy, knock it off,” I grumbled. “We’re not here on vacation, remember?”

      “It’s fine,” Aurora cut in just as both of them stopped bickering and cast me a sheepish look. “They’re just excited about getting to travel. Have either of you ever been to the Caribbean?”

      As they talked, I recalled suddenly what Aurora had said about not being able to stand the silence.

      Not for the first time, I found myself feeling conflicted emotions about their presence here. Without a doubt, it would have been a lot better if they hadn’t come. On the other hand, it was nice that they were there to distract Aurora. Markus and Elsie were here as well, as was I, but I could tell that Aurora felt more at ease around the kids. Maybe it was because they were younger and less hardened and jaded than me and the agents. I knew firsthand how every conversation tended to gravitate back toward cases when you spent all your time around other agents. Back in the day, even on our nights off, somehow, we would always end up discussing the current case or our last case. It was impossible to ever really turn it off. With Jeff and Mac, even though they were military, Aurora could chat about the scenery, the weather, or which tourist attraction they were most interested in seeing once we finally found Robbie, and Aurora finished killing him for trying to save the company without telling her.

      It was easy to see how much more relaxed the three of them were compared to us agents. Even Aurora was giggling at something Jeff had just said. We couldn't do that, not really, because the worst-case scenarios were always at the forefront of our minds. I had to consider every outcome and plan for every possibility, constantly on the lookout for the next threat. I didn’t mind it, though. I’d much rather Aurora be at ease chatting with the kids than worked into a ball of nerves like she had been in the days before. Robbie would have wanted it that way, too. Not worrying her was probably the reason he’d gone on this entire crazy quest on his own in the first place.

      “Uh-huh,” Markus grumbled into the phone from the front passenger seat. We’d called Muñoz to give her an update right before boarding the plane, and she’d just called us back to ensure we’d arrived safely and to let us know that the police captain, a man named Vitale, was waiting for us at the station to help us with finding Robbie. “Yes. I know. Yeah, I promise I’ll keep you updated this time… Well, we were kind of busy getting shot at! Sure, yes. Okay, bye.” Then he quickly hung up the phone and released a heavy sigh as he did.

      “She sounded mad,” Elsie noted.

      “You could hear her?” Markus asked with a frown as he glanced down at his phone.

      “No, but it was easy to tell from the way you were replying.” She shot him a grin before putting her eyes back on the road.

      “She was mostly just worried, I think,” Markus replied with a shrug. “Anyway, yeah, she said everything should be ready when we get there.”

      “Good,” Elsie replied. “I’m ready to find Robbie.”

      I was about ready to burst with anticipation by the time we arrived at the police station in Bermuda. By that point, Aurora and the kids had already come up with a whole host of plans on what they planned to do in Bermuda once we finally found Robbie, but we still couldn’t relax just yet. We had a vague idea of where Robbie was based on the information that Lombardi had given us, but we still needed to speak to the police before we went storming into that winery.

      We walked into the station as a mob, naturally turning heads as we approached the metal detectors that led into the rest of the station.

      “Hold up,” a security guard standing by the detectors called out as we walked closer. “IDs, please, bags in the basket. Any weapons?”

      “Yes,” I replied, reaching into my pocket for my ID.

      Markus and Elsie whipped out their badges, and the security guard raised an eyebrow as he looked them over. He seemed a little surprised to see the amount of weapons we loaded onto the tray that needed to pass through the X-ray machine.

      “Are you meeting with someone?” the guard asked as he quickly pushed the bin through the X-ray machine and away from us, separating us from our guns.

      “Yes,” I repeated. “You should have gotten a call from Director Muñoz at MBLIS. We need to speak to Captain Vitale about a missing person.”

      “Let me, uh, look into that,” the security guard muttered, eyeing us suspiciously.

      I could understand his apprehension. We’d all gotten quickly cleaned up as best we could in the airport, Elsie and I changing into a pair of t-shirts we’d bought to replace our bloody clothes, but we probably still looked a little strange, a large group strolling into the police station, and armed to boot.

      “Sorry,” the guard said after speaking to someone on his radio. “Nobody’s expecting you.”

      “What?” I shot back. “No, that’s wrong. We have a meeting with the captain.”

      “Look,” the guard scoffed, “that’s not my problem. The boss says you’re not—wait.” He looked down at his radio as it began to buzz and crackle with noise. He rolled his eyes as he grabbed it again, turning away from us to speak into it again. “Hello?”

      I waited with no small amount of impatience as he grumbled into the speaker. After a few seconds, he turned around again, looking no less unfriendly.

      “All right, you can go through,” he muttered without a hint of an apology for the mistake.

      I shot him an unimpressed look as we stepped through the metal detectors one by one. The guard shoved the bin at us once we were through, and the agents and I all collected our guns.

      “Where’s the captain’s office?” I asked, glancing around for any kind of signage to indicate where we were supposed to go.

      “Upstairs,” was all the guard said before turning away from us to face the door again.

      He clearly had no intention of helping us any further, which was fine. We could figure it out on our own. The upper level was a lot more lively. The difference in volume was actually a little shocking. I hadn’t been able to hear anything from the ground floor, even though the main bullpen was right upstairs. The entire floor was bustling with activity.

      “Excuse me,” I called out to someone as they passed. “We’re looking for Captain Vitale.”

      “Oh, his office is there, at the end of the hall,” the friendly officer replied as he pointed toward an unmarked door. “The sign fell off, and it never got fixed. Not that anything around here ever gets fixed. Anyway, uh, he might not be there. I think he said he was leaving early today.”

      “Leaving?!” Aurora exclaimed, her eyes growing wide. “But we have a meeting! And it’s so early.”

      “That’s the captain,” the officer replied cheerfully. “Most un-captain-like captain I’ve ever had. Anyway, you folks have a nice day.” He nodded at us before sidestepping past our group and walking calmly off.

      “That’s a bad sign,” Markus grumbled, setting his hands on his hips as he turned toward the door. Before any of us could make a move toward it, it popped open, and a man stepped out. He had a bag slung over his shoulder and was clearly on his way out, just like that officer had said.

      “Captain Vitale?” I called out with a frown, this time unable to hide the annoyance I felt.

      “Ah, yes,” he murmured as he shut the office door. “I meant to call that woman back.”

      “That woman?” Markus interjected sharply. “Do you mean Director Muñoz?”

      “Yes, her,” the captain replied dismissively. “I’m sorry you came all this way, but I’m afraid I have to go. I’ve got a bit of an emergency, and—”

      “You can’t just leave!” Aurora interrupted, stepping past me to walk up to the captain. “My husband is in danger. We need to find him, and we need help.”

      “Yes, yes,” the captain grumbled, clearly uninterested in what Aurora was saying. “She told me that you’re looking for your missing friend. Look, I understand you’re worried, but just because you can’t find him doesn’t necessarily mean he’s missing.”

      “Are you kidding?” I scoffed, shooting him an incredulous look. “What the heck else could it mean?”

      “It’s not just that we can’t find him,” Aurora huffed, looking frustrated. “It’s been several days now since I’ve heard from him. We were told by someone else that he’s being held captive here by some gang. Uh, what were they called?” She turned to look at me and then Markus.

      “Lombardi didn’t say,” I replied. “Only that they’re led by a man named Mullins and that he’s possibly being held at a winery called Chance Beers and Spirits.”

      “Oh, him,” the captain groaned. Now, he looked annoyed. “I know him. He’s a shyster, a con man. Always comes up with schemes to get rich with those no-good friends of his. They’re trouble, but they’re no gang… You sure he’s the one who has your friend?”

      “Yes!” Markus replied angrily. “And we’re wasting time standing here talking when we should be down there looking for him!”

      “Right.” The captain sighed heavily. “All right, I’ll tell you what. You head down to the winery. If you see your friend there, then call the police and—”

      “Are we not talking to the police right now?” Mac cut him off, shooting him a perplexed look.

      “Yes,” the captain grumbled, his brow lowering. “And as you can see, we’re all very busy. Too busy to just go wandering around. Like I said, if you find your friend and need help, then that’s when you should call the police.”

      “We just told you that he’s missing,” I snapped, growing more impatient by the moment.

      “It doesn’t sound like he’s missing,” the captain retorted. “He’s a grown man, and you say you know where he is already. Unless he’s in some kind of danger–”

      “Isn’t it the police’s job to find people who’ve been kidnapped?” Mac challenged, shooting him a disgusted look. “How is that not being in danger?”

      “I told you, they’re not a gang,” Vitale grumbled. “Just a bunch of drunks. They all work at the winery, after all. Anyway, I don’t have time to deal with this, and I don’t have people to spare. I can’t just send an officer to play around with you while you look for your friend.”

      “You’ve got to be joking right now!” Mac exclaimed, her voice growing louder as she stepped aggressively toward the captain. “A man was kidnapped. We know where he is, and you’re refusing to send any cops to go and rescue him?!”

      “Young lady,” the captain scoffed, and I had to reach out to hold her back from leaping at him over just that one comment, “if you know where he is, then he isn’t missing, is he? Now, if you find him, and there’s some trouble, call 911, and an officer will come to help. Now, I really have to go.”

      He pushed past Mac, who looked ready to beat him to a pulp. I set a hand on her shoulder and gently pulled her back, though, shooting Vitale a nasty look as he sauntered away. Aurora gasped with shock as Mac muttered out a stream of obscenities, quietly enough that only we could hear her.

      “Stupid piece of crap!” she finished off, folding her arms over her chest. “He’s seriously just going to leave us high and dry?” She turned to look at us, shaking her head. “He wants us to do his job for him!”

      “It’s all right,” I tried to reassure her. In truth, I was boiling mad on the inside as well, but someone needed to stay calm and come up with a plan. “We already know where he is.”

      “But we’re not sure that he’s at the winery!” Aurora fretted, wringing her hands. “What if he’s not? That’s what we needed to speak to the police for, so they would help us if they were holding him somewhere else, right?”

      “Not exactly,” Markus replied. He sighed before reaching up to massage the back of his neck. “If this were an official case, it would be standard protocol to hit up the police station just to make sure we weren’t stepping on anyone’s toes. Law enforcement, regardless of country, generally doesn’t like it when outsiders barge in and start snooping around, at least not without giving them a heads up first.”

      “We were kind of doing the same thing here,” Elsie added. “Yes, we were asking for help since we’re not here in an official capacity and could have used the manpower, but the way I see it, Captain Clown just gave us tacit permission to do whatever we’d like. So he doesn’t get to complain regardless of what we end up doing at the winery.”

      “I like the way you think,” Mac replied with a smirk. “And it’s not like we’re short-handed. It’s not like in Ethan’s stories, where it’s just him and Robbie. There are six of us. Well, five if we don’t count Aurora.”

      “Why don’t I count?” Aurora asked with a pout.

      “You shot a repairman,” Mac replied flatly. “Maybe stay away from guns from here on out.”

      Aurora frowned before nodding in silent agreement.

      “Then it’s settled,” I concluded with a smile. “We’ll go after Robbie on our own. Besides, I might have a way to get the police to help us once we actually find Robbie.”

      “How?” Jeff asked as he cocked his head at me.

      “Well, once we’re ready to go,” I replied, “we’ll just call 911, like he said, and let them know that a bunch of gangbangers are about to need an ambulance.”
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      All this time, everyone had kept referring to Chance Beers and Spirits as a winery, but that description was overly generous. In truth, it was just a little liquor store located in a busy part of town, right by the beach. According to what we’d read when we researched the shop, they called themselves a winery because they brewed their own in-house drinks. The website conveniently left out the part where those homemade spirits were being passed off as knockoffs of a superior brand.

      “Is this the place?” Aurora asked as Markus drove slowly past the shop. He continued on for about two more blocks before pulling over.

      “That’s it,” Jeff replied after looking up the address on his phone. “Huh. It looks less… ugly in the pictures online.”

      “Probably used angles and editing to make it look better,” Mac replied. “Looks like any normal cheap liquor shop to me.”

      “I agree,” I replied as I looked out the rear window toward the shop. There was a small table outside, set up with a spread of plastic cups. Two men were standing by it, and they looked like a pair of overgrown children running a lemonade stand. “Isn’t that place too small to be a winery?”

      “Not necessarily,” Aurora replied, leaning over me to look out the same window. “You don’t need much to make alcohol. Of course, an operation like mine requires entire factories, top-of-the-line machinery, etc., but that’s all just manufacturing. Any decent vintner can create good wine, even in a small space and with basic tools. It’s all about the quality of the grapes and other ingredients. Of course, I doubt these people are using anything of quality.” She cast a dark, hateful look in the direction of the two men.

      “That’s right,” Jeff agreed. “They’re making knockoffs of Aurora’s brand, so they’re basically running an underground moonshine distillery, right? Like in the old days when it was illegal? Back then, they used to do it in basements and garages and stuff, too, so maybe they’re just making the knockoffs in the back of the liquor store.”

      “That’s what I’m thinking,” I replied with a nod. It certainly made sense that a bunch of no-good thugs making knockoffs would be doing it in a sketchy, under-the-table way.

      “So what do we do?” Markus asked as he turned the car off and turned in his seat to look at us. “Should we go ahead and call the police now? Run straight in guns blazing?”

      “I like that second option,” Elsie muttered with a grin.

      “Not so fast,” I stalled them. “On both counts. We still don’t know for sure that Robbie is in there. If we rush in, and they escape, we’ll be blowing our chance. Not to mention all the civvies walking around. I say we go in undercover, try to see if we can’t trip them up and get them to confess. Worst-case scenario, we apprehend the two guys outside as quietly and safely as possible, then we head in. Either way, we need to find out where Robbie is, so don’t shoot them unless you absolutely have to.”

      “You don’t have to tell us that,” Markus grumbled. “We know better than to just go trigger-happy. I hope I don’t have to remind the two of you about what we discussed earlier.” He turned to look at Mac and Jeff. “If crap hits the fan, the two of you get Aurora and yourselves as far from here as possible.”

      “But—” Mac started to argue, her face twisting into a frown.

      “No, he’s right,” I cut her off. “Actually, it might be better for all three of you to stay in the car from the get-go. Especially Aurora. They might recognize you.”

      “How would they?” Aurora argued. “We’re not in Italy. I own the company they’re ripping off, but that doesn’t mean they’ll know my face, right? Disney is a huge brand, but do you have any idea what the current owner’s face looks like? I can just use a fake name.”

      “Then we have to come, too!” Mac quickly added. “So we can rescue her if something goes wrong.”

      I had to fight the urge to groan. It would be so much easier if they would just agree to stay here, safe and sound, in the car while the rest of us, with actual experience against gangbangers, confronted Mullins’s guys. I knew that arguing with them wouldn’t get me anywhere, though.

      “I miss when it was just the two of us,” Markus sighed as he turned to look at Elsie.

      “But this is so much more fun.” She snickered, looking all too excited about the prospect of going up against the men in the winery.

      Maybe it was just because the captain had told us that they weren’t a gang as much as they were a group of dumb fraudster drunks, but I was itching to confront them as well.

      “All right,” I sighed. “But we go in the same as before. Markus and Elsie take the lead, and you two keep an eye on Aurora.”

      “Oh, for goodness’ sake,” Aurora scoffed, throwing her hands up in a show of frustration. “I’m a grown woman! I can look after myself perfectly fine.”

      “Yeah, but Robbie will kill all of us if anything happens to you,” Markus replied. “Heck, he might still kill us when he finds out we let you come with us. So, are we ready, then?” He looked expectantly around at each of us.

      “Let’s go.” I nodded as I pushed the door open.

      The six of us all stepped out of the car, casually blending into the surrounding crowd. That part was easy since there were so many people walking around, heading to or from the beach just a few short steps away.

      “I know we said we were going to go in undercover,” Jeff whispered to me. “But what should we say?”

      “You? Absolutely nothing,” I replied. “Don’t say a single word. Just look around like a dumb, slightly confused tourist. That always works, in my experience. Let me, Markus, and Elsie do the talking.”

      “Got it,” Jeff whispered back, immediately putting my advice to work as he looked wildly around at everything. I wasn’t even sure he was pretending, considering how much he and Mac had gawked at everything on our way here.

      “Free drinks!” one of the men manning the table called out. “Fresh and cold! The first one’s free, but you’ll definitely want more.” He grinned as a pair of girls wearing bikinis stopped by the table to grab a couple of cups.

      “Let us know if you want more!” the second man called as the girls walked away, making faces as they sipped from the cups. We were nearly at the table when a tall man wearing a colorful floral shirt paused beside us.

      “Hey,” he hissed in the loudest whisper I’d ever heard. “If you’re thinking of trying that stuff, don’t. It’s crap.”

      “Hey!” one of the men at the table called out in protest, having obviously heard what the man said.

      Our would-be savior made a face as he hurried off toward the beach, ignoring the men as they hurled insults at him.

      “Hey, there, good people!” one of them called out to us with a large, plastic grin. He was dressed in a bright red shirt, while his less talkative partner wore a blue one. They both bore the store’s name, “Chance Beers and Spirits.” “Uh, don’t listen to him. He runs a competitive store just down the street. Here, the first one’s free.”

      “What’s in it?” Mac asked as she stepped forward to take the cup.

      “Rum punch,” the man replied cheerfully. “Made of all local ingredients, freshly grown and brewed right here in Bermuda.”

      “Oh?” Aurora hummed as she stepped toward Mac to inspect the cup. Of course, being in the alcohol business herself, I assumed she would probably be able to tell whether the stuff was good or not. As she spoke up, though, I noticed that both of the men seemed to go stiff.

      I pretended to cough, turning to look at Markus, who glanced my way as well. He’d noticed it, too.

      “So you make your own liquor here?” Elsie asked. “That’s impressive.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Red Shirt replied, though his smile faltered somewhat. “We, uh, we’re just trying to make an honest living. A lot of tourists pass by this street to get to the beach, so we set up this sample table.”

      “That’s definitely a good idea,” Markus replied as he reached forward to grab one of the cups as well. He didn’t hesitate for a moment before gulping it down, playing the part of the hapless tourist perfectly. “Mm, that’s not bad.” He smiled at the men, and they probably didn’t notice, but I could tell from the way his hand stiffened around the cup that he was lying. The stuff probably tasted like crap.

      “Take a bottle if you’d like!” Red Shirt offered as he reached below the table for a small, green glass bottle. “It’s cheap! Only five dollars a bottle, but if you buy three, you can have them for twelve. What do you say?”

      “I’d say that’s a pretty dang good deal!” Markus exclaimed. “But, uh, what else have you got in there?” He looked past them toward the liquor store. “It’d be nice to have some stuff to make mixed drinks with later at our hotel.”

      “Sure, sure!” Red Shirt replied excitedly. “Come on in. We’ve got anything you need, anything you want. Just through here, and—”

      “Wait,” Blue Shirt finally spoke up just as we were all about to head inside. We froze, and I fought the urge to tell Aurora and the kids to run right then.

      “Hm?” I called back casually.

      “You look familiar,” he muttered, but he wasn’t looking at me. He was looking at Aurora.

      “I’m sorry?” she murmured, looking awkwardly down at the ground. I wanted to groan. If she looked away, then it was just more obvious that she was trying to hide her face. “Uh, no. I’ve never been to Bermuda.”

      “Uh, ignore him,” Red Shirt laughed stiltedly. “He’s a little crazy. These nice folks just want to buy some drinks.” He shot Blue Shirt a pointed look as he nodded toward the liquor shop.

      Blue Shirt’s eyes widened just a hair, and he nodded.

      “Ah, right,” he muttered. “Yeah, my mistake.”

      Well, now I was suspicious. Why had he suddenly changed his tune like that? I looked back at Red Shirt. He was smiling widely, but the expression was strained, and it looked like he was sweating.

      “Hold on,” I called out, torn. I didn’t want to give us away, but I also didn’t want to just stroll merrily into a trap, either. I pretended to check my pockets before turning to Aurora. “Can you go and check if I left my wallet in the car?” I glanced over at Mac and Jeff, trying to instruct them with my eyes to get out of here like we’d planned.

      “Oh, b-but—” Red Shirt stammered, stepping closer to us, “I’m sure the lovely lady would like to pick some drinks out as well.”

      “Actually, I think I left my purse in the car, too,” Mac spoke up, reaching out to hook her arm through Aurora’s. “Why don’t we both go?”

      Blue Shirt took a step toward us, then, and in a flash, Elsie, Markus, and I moved to block their path toward Aurora and the kids.

      “What are you doing?” I asked coldly, eyeing Blue Shirt.

      He and Red Shirt exchanged a nervous look, and I knew the game was over. Somehow, they knew who Aurora was, and they knew that we knew.

      Without warning, Blue Shirt flipped the entire table at us. Aurora screamed with fright as cups went flying, sending liquid splashing all over the ground.

      “Stop!” Markus yelled as Blue Shirt took off. He turned on his heel and gave chase. And then, to my horror, Jeff rushed to follow.

      “Jeff!” I shouted, my heart thrumming in my chest as I watched him sprint, just steps behind Markus. Part of me wanted to go after them, but I couldn’t leave Aurora and Mac. When I turned back to Red Shirt, he was reaching into his pocket.

      “Stop!” Elsie screamed as she reached toward her hip, jumping in front of Aurora in the process.

      I gritted my teeth and lunged toward Red Shirt. The last thing I wanted right now was for a gunfight to break out in the middle of the street. There were way too many civilians around, and even with Elsie protecting them, a stray bullet could easily strike Aurora or Mac.

      Red Shirt had barely managed to pull his gun loose from his pocket when I tackled him to the ground. I reached for his hand, slamming it down onto the dusty asphalt as he fired. The bullet didn’t hit anyone, but the bang was enough to send people into a panic.

      Civvies shouted as they looked around in fear at the sound or scrambled out of harm’s way. All the while, I wrestled with the goon. I heard footsteps, and out of the corner of my eye, I saw Elsie approaching me to assist.

      “No!” I shouted as I turned to look at her. “Stay with Aurora and Mac. I can handle him!”

      She looked conflicted, but she nodded and did as I instructed, turning to usher the other two women back toward the car. They blended into the rest of the fleeing crowd, and I returned my attention to Red Shirt. I hadn’t been lying. Retired or not, I could handle a simple thug like him.

      I gripped his arm hard, lifting it slightly before slamming it back down, grinding it into the rough ground. He howled with pain, but I didn’t let up until he finally released the gun. Once he did, I grabbed it and tossed it into the bushes by the store. Then I punched him as hard as I could, square in the face. He stopped yelling then, only letting out a choked gurgle as the back of his head hit the asphalt behind him.

      He swung his fist loosely at me, and I pushed it away. Then it was like he was suddenly possessed because his eyes shot wide open, and he bared his teeth at me before shoving me back and swinging his other fist toward me. This time, his blow connected, and I winced as he punched me in the jaw. He pushed me away, scrambling on hands and knees toward where I’d tossed the gun.

      I jumped to my feet and rushed at him again, shoving him back down before he could reach the bushes. I dragged him back by the collar of his shirt before tossing him back down onto the ground. Once he was flat on his back, I reached down to punch him again. His nose crunched painfully beneath my fist, but I didn’t let up, and hit him again, twice more, until he threw his hands up and begged for mercy.

      “Ethan!” Elsie called out to me. I shoved Red Shirt back onto his stomach so I could pull his wrists behind his back as she ran over.

      “I told you to stay with Aurora,” I grumbled as I pulled the man’s hands behind his back. I didn’t have cuffs, but I could at least hold him still until the cops arrived.

      “She’s okay,” Elsie replied. “She and Mac are in the car. I told them to drive away if we weren’t back in a few minutes. You need help.”

      “Ugh, yeah,” I grunted, moving aside to let her take over. I got to my feet and rolled my shoulders as Elsie whipped a pair of cuffs from her pocket. I raised an eyebrow but didn’t say anything. She wasn’t supposed to use those, but I supposed it was better than just letting him run loose.

      I’d brought the man down, but now I felt exhausted. Not for the first time, I was reminded that it had been far too long since I’d done something like this. Every part of my body ached.

      “I’ll call the police,” I muttered as I reached for my phone in my pocket. “I think someone else probably already did, considering the crowd, but we should still explain what’s going on.” I held the phone up to my ear as it rang.

      “911,” a woman’s voice answered just a second later. “What is your emergency?”

      “Hi, yeah, I’m at ‘Chance Beers and Spirits,’” I huffed, unsure what street we were currently on. “There’s been a fight. We were attacked.”

      “I bet Captain Dummy sure wishes he’d sent a cop with us now,” Elsie muttered above me as the 911 operator asked me for more information.

      Before I could answer, another ear-splitting bang tore through the air. Elsie and I both turned in the direction of the sound as a ripple of fear spread throughout the crowd again.

      “Hello?” the operator called out. “Sir? Can you hear me? Was that a gunshot just now?”

      “Yes,” I whispered breathlessly into the phone as I stared, unblinking at the body on the ground several yards away from us. “My friend’s just been shot.”
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      Markus clenched his jaw in anger as he realized Jeff was following after him. What in the hell? Hadn’t Ethan and Markus both told him that if crap hit the fan, he and Mac were to grab Aurora and run? Why on earth was he joining him in chasing down the suspect?

      He knew that the kid was probably trying to be helpful. Jeff had mentioned before that he was a SEAL, and that probably made him feel a lot braver and bolder than it should have. It wasn’t that he doubted his abilities, but the fact remained that he was still a liability. It was different if Elsie or Markus got hurt or even Ethan. They’d signed up for this. Chasing down kidnappers was part and parcel to being an agent, as were all the associated risks. He knew if anything happened to Jeff, it would kill Ethan, and that meant that he couldn’t fully focus on the suspect. A part of his brain had to focus on keeping the kid safe.

      “Stay behind me,” he growled over his shoulder, only because he knew telling Jeff to go back probably wouldn't do any good. Markus had a feeling he knew why these kids had stars in their eyes for Ethan. They were both stubborn and reckless, just like he’d always been.

      He turned his attention back to the suspect and pushed himself harder, the soles of his shoes pounding against the road as he chased him down. The man suddenly darted into the path of a moving car. It swerved to avoid hitting him, and then he did the same thing again, forcing Markus to do the same. All the while, he kept having to look back at Jeff to make sure he didn’t get hit by one of the cars himself. To Markus’s surprise, Jeff was holding his own just fine. He was a lot faster and more agile than his bulky frame had led Markus to believe.

      Suddenly, it almost felt like he and Jeff were racing to get to the suspect. Jeff was keeping pace, but Markus couldn’t let him get there first. Not out of some silly sense of pride but because he had no idea if the suspect had a gun or a knife or whatever else, and he was not about to watch this kid get murdered.

      Markus pushed himself even harder, and a few seconds later, he caught up to the man in the blue shirt. Markus grabbed said shirt by the back, causing the collar to dig into the suspect’s neck, choking him. He hacked as it cut off his airway, and he yanked him even more forcefully backward before using that same momentum to swing him around and shove him down onto the ground.

      “Stay down!” Markus yelled as he moved to pull his hands behind his back. He looked up at Jeff as he did. “Call 911 right now. And go find Elsie.”

      The suspect suddenly yanked his arm free and tried to push himself back up.

      “No, you don’t,” Markus gritted out as he reached out to grab the perp again. He glanced back at Jeff as he did and found him still standing there.

      “What are you—”

      “Look out!” Jeff interrupted him with a shout.

      Markus looked back at the suspect just in time to take a handful of dirt to the face. It didn’t hurt except for where specks of dirt hit him in the eyes. Markus hissed and jerked back on instinct, and the suspect seized on the opportunity to shove him away. He fell backward, hitting the ground with a thump as the suspect got shakily up onto his feet.

      “Run!” he wheezed at Jeff as he spit out a clump of dirt that had landed in his mouth.

      Luckily, the suspect was still focused on Markus. Unluckily, he was reaching inside the waistband of his pants, something shiny glinting beneath his hand.

      Rather than running like Markus had instructed, though, Jeff suddenly pounced on the man.

      “No!” Markus screamed in both anger and fear, concern for the kid’s life coursing through him.

      To his surprise, though, the kid definitely knew what he was doing. He used one hand to pin the suspect’s arm down so he couldn’t shoot and used the other to put him in a tight headlock. The suspect tried to struggle away, but Jeff was frighteningly strong. Markus could see the muscles in his forearms straining, but he was like solid iron. Markus rushed over and snatched the gun away, tucking it into his own pocket for the moment for safekeeping.

      After just a few seconds, the suspect’s eyes began to flutter, and a moment later, he went limp.

      “Hey, let go,” he cautioned Jeff as he gently moved forward to pry him off. Markus didn’t want the kid to kill the guy accidentally.

      Jeff released his hold with a long exhale, his cheeks red and his shoulders rising and falling as he breathed.

      “Are you okay?” Jeff asked, his eyes wide.

      “I’m fine, thanks to you,” Markus replied as he got up to his feet. “Though I might not have been as distracted if you’d done what I said and run when I told you to.” He reached a hand out to help Jeff up.

      “I couldn’t just leave you,” Jeff replied simply as he took hold of his hand. “That would be so messed up. Ethan would be mad if he knew I abandoned you.”

      “Ethan will be mad when he hears you didn’t listen,” Markus grumbled back. “We went over this.”

      “Yeah, but still,” Jeff muttered with a pout. The expression looked comical on someone his size. “Nobody else ran after him but you. I didn’t really think, you know? It just felt wrong to let you go off by yourself. What if he had a gun or something?”

      Markus raised an eyebrow at him. Drilling it into their heads that they were to run if anything went wrong had obviously been a fruitless endeavor, considering he’d done the exact opposite the second it happened. On the other hand, Markus couldn’t say he hadn’t done similar things in the past. Even when he was still a rookie and was told by Ethan and Robbie to stay back and let them handle things, Markus hadn’t been able to just sit idly by when they were in trouble.

      “Yeah, well, what’s done is done, I guess,” he replied as he looked down at the suspect, still out cold. Markus reached into his pocket for his phone and turned to look back toward the liquor store. He couldn’t quite make out what was going on back there. “I’ll call the police, I guess. I don’t have any cuffs to put on him, so we’ll just have to keep an eye on him until—”

      “Gun!” Jeff suddenly yelled.

      Markus spun around, and time seemed to slow as he took in the scene in front of him. The suspect was sitting up again. Whether he’d been faking being unconscious or had just woken back up, Markus wasn’t sure. Frankly, that wasn’t what he was worried about. What had his attention at that moment was the fact that he was in the process of pulling something from beneath the hem of his pant leg.

      A second pistol.

      Markus was moving before he’d even thought to do so, practically flying through the air as he threw himself at Jeff. He extended his arms out as far as he could, shoving him away from the path of the bullet with the full force of his body weight. Jeff was a big guy, and it felt like hitting a boulder as he smashed into him, but the force of his leap was, fortunately, enough to knock him off balance. He went stumbling to the side just as a jolt of white-hot pain tore through Markus’s side.

      Markus grunted with pain as he hit the ground hard.

      “No!” Jeff yelled.

      Markus wanted to yell for him to run again, but his teeth were clenched too hard against the pain tearing up and down the length of his ribcage. He wondered, vaguely, if the perp shot him in the lung or something for it to hurt this badly. Did lungs have nerve endings? That didn’t sound right.

      When he turned toward the suspect, worried the man was about to finish him off, he was instead greeted by the sight of Jeff pounding the ever-loving life out of him. That chokehold wasn’t the only thing the kid knew how to do. In the span of just seconds, he’d gotten the suspect flat on the ground, disarmed, and sporting a freshly broken nose, from the looks of it. Markus watched as Jeff lifted the suspect up like a ragdoll, locking him in another chokehold as a pair of footsteps came thundering toward them.

      “Markus!” Elsie’s voice called out for him.

      Markus turned to look at her, barely moving his head as he did so as not to jostle his gunshot wound.

      “Oh, no,” she muttered. “No, no, no, what did you do?!”

      “I didn’t do it,” he grumbled as he nodded toward the suspect that Ethan had rushed over to help Jeff with. “He did.”

      “Moron,” Elsie griped at him as she pushed his arm roughly to the side to inspect his injury.

      “Ow!” he complained with a groan. “That hurt.”

      “Don’t be such a baby,” she muttered, but he could tell by the way her voice trembled that she was worried. Catty remarks, he’d learned long ago, were how Elsie dealt with stressful situations.

      “Hang in there, Markus,” Ethan called out. “We’ve already called for help. It’ll be here any minute.”

      “Great,” Markus grunted as he turned to look at the sky. It was pretty. He could see palm trees swaying at the edge of his vision. “Hey, just like old times, huh?” He turned his head back toward Ethan, who was casting him a perplexed look. “You know. Me jumping in front of a bullet. It’s been a long time since I’ve done that, you know. Feels like it only ever happens whenever you’re around.”

      “Are you saying this is my fault?” Ethan asked, the corners of his lips quirking up into a crooked smile.

      “I’m not not saying that.” He coughed, and specks of red entered his vision for a moment as he did. “Oh, that’s probably not good.”

      “Don’t be so dramatic,” Elsie retorted as she reached over to brush some hair out of his face. “It’s not the first time you’ve been shot.”

      “You’re right,” he deadpanned. “How silly of me.”

      “Don’t make me hit you,” Elsie warned, and Markus chuckled up at her before stifling another cough.

      “Hey, Ethan?” Markus muttered.

      “What is it?” Ethan asked as Markus looked over at him. He looked worried, too, though he was doing a better job of hiding it than Elsie was, or maybe it had just been too long since Markus had been around him, and he’d lost the ability to read the retired agent anymore.

      “You guys have to keep going,” Markus huffed. “Go and find Robbie. Don’t follow me to the hospital or whatever. We’re too close now. If he’s not in the liquor store, get this guy to tell you where they put him.”

      “Don’t flatter yourself.” Elsie snickered shakily. “We were never planning on stopping the search for you.”

      “A guy couldn’t ask for a more caring partner,” Markus shot back as she reached out to take his hand. As she did, he glanced back at the man in the red shirt, still unconscious. “You’re going to tell us where Robbie is.”
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      The next few moments were a mess.

      We were racing against the clock since we only had a short time before the police arrived and dragged the perps away. We wouldn’t be able to interrogate them at the station like we normally would, which meant we only had now. First, however, I made my way inside the liquor store. After bursting through the door and storming my way inside, I looked frantically around for any sign of Robbie. As I rushed around, though, my hopes began to dim. It was just an ordinary liquor store, with absolutely no sign of my missing friend.

      Eventually, I did find a door leading down into a small back room. Aside from a few crates of alcohol and some shelves filled with random crap, I found what I believed to be their “winery.” As Aurora had predicted, it was just a homegrown setup made up of a few tubs and jars of liquid that I assumed was the still-fermenting wine. Scattered around the floor were wine bottles that looked suspiciously like the ones that Aurora’s company used. Most damningly, however, was the stack of phony labels set neatly on a table near the setup. Those looked identical to the labels used by Fiume Infinito, and if someone didn’t look closely at the shape and color of the bottle, I could easily believe that they would be tricked into thinking it was the real stuff.

      Up until they tasted it, of course, as I assumed whatever this crap was they were making in their dingy back room probably wasn’t anywhere near as good as Aurora’s stuff.

      I was forced to emerge from the store empty-handed, not wanting to leave Elsie alone with the suspects for too long. By that point, Aurora and Mac had come out of the car and rushed back to see what was going on. It was a little disheartening to see that not a single one of them had followed the instructions to get away if things were to go sideways, but I supposed I couldn’t be too surprised about that.

      That left us with just a small amount of time to interrogate the two men. Honesty, I was surprised that Red Shirt hadn’t made a run for it when Elsie and I had been busy tending to Markus and Jeff. Elsie had threatened to end his life if he moved, but I hadn’t really expected him to actually obey her, even though he was still cuffed. He’d stood by the edge of the road the entire time we were dealing with the other perp, and though he’d looked like he wanted to bolt several times, he’d wound up staying put until we were finished.

      “Where is Robbie Holm?” I asked as I looked down at the two men. The two of them sat on the curb outside the store, and neither one of them made a move to look up at me as I spoke to them.

      “We’re not in the mood for guessing games,” Elsie growled. “Don’t bother playing dumb. We know about the knockoff wine, we know you’re working with those scumbags from Fiume Infinito, and we know that you’re holding a man hostage somewhere here in Bermuda. Just stop with the games. Make this easier on all of us, and just tell us where he is.”

      For just a second, Red Shirt lifted his head. He almost looked like he was about to tell us, but then he bit his lip and ducked his head again, shifting uncomfortably as he looked away from Elsie. I gnashed my teeth together, trying to keep calm. We were so close, just inches away from finally finding Robbie, and now we were down a man, and these two morons were refusing to cooperate, and the cops weren’t going to wait around forever. If these two didn’t start talking, we’d be forced to move this conversation over to the police station, which would just mean more time wasted that we could spend getting to Robbie. Before I could think of another way to try to get under their skin, though, Aurora suddenly pushed past me.

      “I’ll pay you,” she stated flatly, the tone of her voice dead and even. That caught their attention, and finally, both men lifted their heads to look at her.

      “Aurora…” I muttered, casting her a concerned glance. Sure, she’d used her money to bribe us out of sticky situations a few times before this, but this felt different somehow.

      “Quiet, Ethan,” she snapped, catching me off guard. She sounded so… emotionless. She reached into her purse and retrieved her thin, powder-pink wallet. Then she unzipped it and pulled out a fat wad of hundred-dollar bills. “See this?” She waved the cash in the men’s faces. “Whatever you’re being paid to hide Robbie, I’ll double—no, triple it if you tell us where he is right now.”

      “He—” Red Shirt blurted out right away, only stopping when Blue Shirt elbowed him hard in the side.

      Red Shirt turned to cast him an incredulous look, whispering something as he nodded up at the money Aurora still had clutched in her hand.

      “Let’s just take it!” Red Shirt hissed loudly enough for us to hear.

      “Fine,” Blue Shirt grumbled. “He’s at fifty-two Victoria Street. There’s an apartment complex there. Building ten, room sixteen, up on the third floor. He—”

      “Let’s go,” Aurora whispered breathlessly, her eyes wide and her hands shaking as she shoved the money haphazardly back into her purse. “Ethan, let’s go.”

      “Wait!” Red Shirt blustered as Aurora turned on her heel, presumably to run back to the car. “What about the money?”

      “The money?” Aurora asked, her voice dangerously low. She cocked her head at the two of them before suddenly bursting into a fit of stilted, broken laughter. I flashed a look at Elsie, worried at Aurora’s sudden swing in mood. “That’s cute. Really, that’s funny.” She shook her head, the crazed smile on her face morphing into a look of pure, unbridled hatred. “You really believed I would pay you. That’s what’s so pathetic about cretins like you. You’ll do any nasty, underhanded thing for a bit of money, won’t you? Well, I’m not going to give it to you.”

      “You lying—” Blue Shirt snarled, moving as if to rise to his feet.

      I stepped between them, and one of the officers watching over them quickly shoved him back down.

      “Why should I?” Aurora taunted as she leaned past my shoulder to continue jeering at them. “I’m not a cop or a lawyer. I’m allowed to lie. I don’t have to give you money just because I said I would. Oh, but here.” She reached into her purse again, and for a moment, their eyes went wide with anticipation. Then Aurora pulled a handful of change out of her bag and threw it at them. One coin struck Blue Shirt right in the face, and though the two cops watched the entire thing, neither of them seemed particularly concerned that they were being abused.

      “Why don’t you use that to buy some decent wine?” Aurora sneered. “It’ll be better than that swill you were cooking up back there and trying to pass as my brand.” That was all she managed before the sound of sirens reached our ears.

      “Oh, good,” Markus huffed, speaking for the first time since we’d started questioning the men. “I might not die after all.”

      “Who else is at the apartment?” I asked them, worried we might be walking into another trap.

      “Screw you!” Red Shirt hissed, unsurprisingly. Watching Aurora burst their bubble like that had been satisfying, but now there was no way we were going to get anything else out of them.

      “Alright, well, we have what we needed,” I murmured as I turned away from them to look down the street. A pair of police cruisers were coming toward us, followed closely by an ambulance.

      A few minutes later, Markus was being loaded into the back of an ambulance, griping about missing the fun. He looked sickly pale and like he was having trouble keeping his eyes open, but he was still cracking jokes. I could tell that Elsie wanted to go with him, but she stayed with us after assuring him that she would come and find him once this was all over. After that, it was just a matter of smoothing things over with the police. I was concerned that Aurora might have to bribe them again, but luckily, they let us go pretty easily after taking down a couple of statements from us.

      Once we were finished with that, the rest of us headed back to the car.

      “Come on!” Aurora urged as we climbed inside. “We have to go! Robbie’s waiting for us! Who are you calling?”

      “The police, again,” I replied. “To give them the address. This time, I want to make sure backup gets there right when we do.”

      I pressed my phone to my ear and made the call as Elsie peeled out of the parking space and down the street. She was probably going a little too fast, but none of us were complaining. We had a real address now. We knew exactly where Robbie was, and any moment now, we’d finally find him. A part of me wished we’d stayed a little longer to try to get some more details about what we were walking into, but Aurora had jumped the gun in her desperation to find Robbie, and the two were unlikely to say anything more after she’d pelted them with coins. Whatever was waiting there in the apartment, we’d just have to deal with it as it came.

      “Cops are on their way now,” I announced once I’d finished the call.

      “We’re only three minutes away,” Elsie responded. “Two now. This place isn’t far from the liquor store, so we’ll probably be there a little before the cops.”

      “Well, I’m not waiting,” Aurora warned. “Even if I have to claw my way into that apartment with my bare hands, I’m not going to wait a second longer for the police to get here.”

      “Let’s not get hasty,” I warned her, but Aurora just scowled at me.

      “It’s right up here,” Elsie declared as she pointed down a side street. “That apartment complex, I think. Hold on.” She swerved sharply to the right, sending us all tilting toward the other side of the car. A few moments later, we were through the gates of the apartment complex.

      “Which building did he say?” Jeff asked.

      “Ten,” Aurora replied without hesitation. “Building ten, room sixteen, up on the third floor.” She recited it perfectly like she’d memorized it by heart.

      “Building ten is this way,” Elsie muttered as she took another sharp turn, jumping a curb in the process.

      “Ten!” Jeff exclaimed as the car landed flat on the road again. “Ten! Right there! Wait, who is that?”

      “Oh my word,” Aurora gasped, her voice cracking. “It’s Robbie!”

      I pressed myself up close to the window to see what they were seeing. Sure enough, a figure was stumbling away from the building, partially obscured by shadow. Before I could confirm whether it was really Robbie, Aurora suddenly pushed open the passenger side door and jumped out of the car, all while it was still in motion.

      “Aurora!” Elsie, Jeff, and Mac all called out in unison as Aurora went tumbling out of the car. I winced as I watched her fall to her knees, scraping up her skin in the process. She didn’t let that stop her, though, and was up again in an instant, sprinting toward the figure.

      “Dammit, is she insane?!” Elsie hissed as she slammed on the brakes and brought the car to a stop in the middle of the street. The four of us all hopped out after her and frantically rushed to catch up to her. As I ran closer, I was better able to make out the details of the figure’s face and confirmed, to my immeasurable relief, that it was Robbie.

      He froze as she spotted Aurora running at him, a stunned expression on his face.

      “Robbie!” I called out as she wrapped her arms around him.

      His expression only grew more perplexed and flustered as he looked up and spotted me.

      “What…” he muttered, blinking hard as though he worried we were a mirage. “What’s happening? What are you doing here?”

      “We came to rescue you,” Jeff explained with a grin.

      Robbie just blinked at him.

      “Who are you?” Robbie asked, narrowing his eyes at Jeff before turning to me. “And you couldn’t have come yesterday? Or even just an hour ago, before I got myself stabbed and shot escaping on my own?”

      “Good to see you too,” I replied with a laugh.

      “And Aurora,” Robbie murmured as he looked down at his wife, who was still clutching him like she was afraid he might float away. “Why are you here? You should—It’s dangerous.”

      She looked up at him, but before she could answer, a muted clatter of noise caught our attention. Robbie’s face went pale as he turned back toward the building where the low thumps had come from.

      “We have to go,” Robbie warned. He grabbed Aurora and pulled her away from the building. “They have guns.”

      “Yeah?” Elsie scoffed as she reached for her hip. “So do we. You two take them to the car.”

      “Freeze!” I shouted in a goodwill attempt at allowing them to surrender. I doubted they would, and Robbie had already told us they were armed, so this was purely out of a desire to avoid any more bloodshed.

      Of course, none of the three men listened. As they moved to lift the pistols they were holding, Elsie and I opened fire. Two of them went down right away, but the third was quick and managed to take cover behind a row of bushes. Likewise, Elsie and I rushed to hide behind a nearby car.

      The remaining gunman fired at us from his hiding spot, though all of his bullets just ended up embedded in the side of the shiny red truck we’d ducked behind.

      “Retired and still wrecking vehicles,” I muttered sardonically to myself.

      As soon as the firing stopped, Elsie and I jumped out, ready to fire. The perp had changed his target, however, and was no longer focused on us. Instead, he was making a mad dash for the car where Aurora and Robbie were hiding with the kids.

      “Hey!” I screamed as I ran after him, gun still in hand.

      There was no way I was about to let him get to them, not after we’d come all this way and not after Robbie had already done the work of escaping on his own. I lifted my gun to aim it, struggling to hold it steady as I ran. He was nearly there, just a few steps away, when I fired.

      My bullet struck home, striking the man in the side and dropping him to the ground like a sack of potatoes. He didn’t move again after that, even when I ran up to him to kick away the gun he’d dropped.

      “Is everyone okay?” Elsie called out toward the car as the two of us ran over. The four of them stepped out from behind it at the sound of her voice.

      “We’re fine,” Mac replied, her face ashen. “We couldn’t see what was happening.”

      “They’re all down,” I assured her before glancing over at Robbie. “Unless there were more than three in there?”

      “No, just them,” Robbie replied, breathing heavily. Aurora was still holding on to him, and now it even looked like she was helping to hold him upright. “Well, there were two more inside, but they’re already dead. Ugh, this hurts.” He hissed as he looked down at his own ribs. His shirt was coated with blood, as was his hand where he’d had it pressed to the wound. “It’s been a while since I was shot. I did not miss the feeling.”

      “Here, why don’t you take a rest?” Elsie suggested as she pulled open the rear door of the car. “You must be exhausted.”

      “Yeah, thanks,” Robbie replied. Before he could climb up inside, though, a sleek black car came rolling into the parking lot. We all turned to look at it as it approached, hackles raised.

      “Barbieri?” Aurora muttered as she squinted at the person in the driver’s seat.

      “That’s him?!” I asked, taking a step closer. I could just make out the driver’s face, his eyes wide and his mouth open in an expression of pure shock. He likely hadn’t expected to drive up to this, Robbie free and bodies of his men splayed across the ground. After a beat of silence, the tires of the black car suddenly screeched as the car was thrown in reverse.

      “I think that was him,” Aurora murmured. “I didn’t get a good look.”

      “Yeah, well, I think the fact that he suddenly booked it like that confirms he’s our guy,” Elsie grumbled before turning to me. “So what do we do? Go after him?”

      I turned to Robbie. Part of me wanted to say no. After all, we’d gotten Robbie back. He and Aurora were both alive and safe. On the other hand, how long would that last? These guys were still after Aurora’s company, which meant they might still try to kill them.

      “I say we go after him,” Robbie grunted, limping toward the car even as he continued to bleed. “I risked everything to stop him and his friends. I’m not about to leave here empty-handed.”

      “He’s right,” Aurora agreed, to my surprise. “We should follow him at least until the cops catch him. But after that, we can let them handle it.”

      “Well, what are we waiting for then?” Elsie asked as she rushed for the driver’s seat. “If we’re going to leave, we’d better do it now before the cops get here, and we have to stay and explain this.” She gestured toward the bodies strewn all over the ground.

      “I’ll call them,” Mac offered, already pulling her phone out of her pocket. “We can tell them what happened on the way.”
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      Elsie drove even more erratically as she chased Barbieri through the streets of Hamilton. If there was any doubt in our minds as to the identity of the other driver, they all vanished with the way he attempted to evade us.

      “What’s Barbieri doing here?” Aurora muttered as Elsie refused to let him get away. All the while, Mac was on the phone with 911, giving the operator live updates as to where we were as we chased Barbieri.

      “He might have come here to kill me,” Robbie replied from the backseat of the car, grimacing with pain.

      “What?” Aurora gasped as she turned to look at him. “Why do you say that?”

      “I overheard them talking,” Robbie revealed. “All this time, they’ve been trying to convince me to work with them. I pretended to agree with them, but I could tell they didn’t fully trust me.”

      “Wow, it’s just what you guessed, Ethan,” Mac remarked, and Robbie raised a questioning eyebrow at me.

      “We guessed what they were up to,” I explained, turning to look at him from the front passenger seat. “And that you might have been playing along to buy yourself some time.”

      “As expected of you,” Robbie replied, shooting me a crooked smile before his gaze drifted around toward everyone else in the car. “And, uh, who are you all? I half expected Ethan to come looking for me eventually, but I didn’t expect him to bring so many other people. Or Aurora.” He pursed his lips together and shot me a scowl as though he was annoyed that she was even there.

      “Aurora was the one who came to find me,” I replied.

      “I figured that,” Robbie replied, running a hand through her hair as she leaned against him. “I’m just surprised you brought her with you.”

      “I brought him, technically,” Aurora spoke up. “I’m the one who’s been bankrolling this entire adventure. Not that I minded, of course. No, wait a minute, I do mind, actually!” She sat up suddenly and whacked Robbie on the arm.

      “Ow,” Robbie scoffed, though I doubted the light tap had actually hurt. “What was that for?”

      “For being an idiot!” Aurora hissed. “And running off on your own without telling me what was happening and getting yourself into this situation. It’s your fault we all had to come down here and save you!”

      “I’m sorry,” Robbie replied without hesitation, offering Aurora a sheepish smile before turning back to the rest of the group. “Still don’t know who ‘we all’ is.” He grunted as Elsie suddenly took a harsh turn onto a dirt road, sending us all jerking to the side.

      “Oh, I’m Jeff,” Jeff introduced himself, turning around in his seat in the middle row to try to shake Robbie’s hand. “Nice to meet you finally.”

      “Put your seatbelt on!” Mac scolded from where she was sitting beside him. “Elsie’s driving like a lunatic. You’re going to go through a window.” She turned to Robbie as Jeff did as she bade and went to buckle his seatbelt. “I’m Mackenzie, by the way, but you can call me Mac. Everyone does.”

      “They’re Ethan’s fans,” Elsie called from the front seat.

      “Oh, that explains it,” Robbie replied sarcastically. “And who are you?”

      “Elsie Montenegro, MBLIS agent,” she replied.

      “And former guerrilla soldier,” I added as an afterthought. “Don’t forget that part.”

      “MBLIS?” Robbie repeated, blinking in surprise. “Wait, is this a case? Am I a case?”

      “Kind of,” I called back, the car bouncing as we continued down the rocky dirt road. In the distance behind us, I finally spotted the glow of flashing police lights. “Muñoz lent us a couple of agents to help find you. Markus is here, too.”

      “Markus?” Robbie asked. “You mean Agent Baker?”

      “The very one,” Elsie replied in confirmation. “He got shot, though.”

      “Is he okay?!” Robbie exclaimed, his eyes shooting wide open.

      “He’d better be,” Elsie called back. “I’ll kill him if he goes and keels over in the hospital before I get there.”

      The cops were right behind us now, two of them, from what I could see. They couldn’t pass us, though, since the small dirt road we were on was bordered by trees on either side and only narrow enough for one car.

      “How did you escape?” Mac asked as she turned in her seat to look at Robbie. “We were all ready to rush in there and rescue you, but you came walking out on your own.”

      “Oh, well, like Ethan said,” Robbie replied, “they tried to convince me to turn on Aurora. They threatened to kill me, but they said if I betrayed Aurora and helped them, they would not only let me live, but I’d get a nice cut of the profits.” He snorted, shaking his head with disgust. “Idiots. There were about a thousand holes in their plan, the biggest of which was that there’s not a chance in hell I would ever do anything to hurt Aurora.”

      She laid her head on his shoulder at that, only to be jostled off on another bump in the road.

      “Anyway, I pretended like I was coming around to the idea,” Robbie replied. “That’s probably the only reason they kept me alive. I could tell some of them were suspicious, but in the end, they were too blinded by the thought of easy money. Having me on their side would make taking over the company a lot easier. They kept me tied up pretty much the whole time, even after I agreed to work with them, but I worked at the rope they used until I managed to break through it. Then I just waited until I was alone in the room with one of them, knocked him out, took his gun, and fought my way out of there. Of course, I didn’t get away unscathed.” He looked down at his shirt, which was still wet with blood.

      “And that’s when we showed up,” I concluded. “Right in the nick of time, by the sound of it.”

      “You could have come sooner,” Robbie grumbled as he shot me a grin.

      “I’ll keep that in mind for next time,” I joked. I gasped with shock as the car suddenly came to an abrupt stop, and we were all thrown forcefully forward.

      “What the heck?” Mac griped as she turned to look at Elsie behind the wheel.

      “Sorry,” Elsie murmured sheepishly. “Who the heck built this road like this? One wrong move, and we’re all going over the side.”

      I started to ask what she meant until I looked out the window on my side. We were going uphill now, and the road we were on had been carved out of the side of a steep hill. The right side of the road ended in a nearly straight drop down.

      “End of the line,” Elsie announced, and as I turned away from the window to peer through the front windshield, I realized that she was right. We were literally at the end of the road. Ahead of us was nothing but a cliff that, like the rest of the short road up, had no barrier that would prevent someone from falling down. Overall, the hill itself wasn’t absurdly tall, but the angle that went up was severe enough that it was nearly a 90-degree angle on one side.

      “Everyone just stay put,” I cautioned as the two cop cars swerved around us to approach the sleek, black car, which had come to a stop closer to the edge of the cliff. We were still on the incline and not quite up to the top of the hill. I didn’t like that we were still so close to the edge, especially after moving aside to let the cops pass, but we couldn’t turn around without getting in their way.

      “Seems a little anticlimactic,” Jeff grumbled with dismay. “I mean, not that I’m complaining, really.”

      “Out of the car!” I heard one of the cops scream as they hopped out of their cars, whipping out their guns and taking cover behind their cruisers as they took aim at the black car.

      “He’s not coming out,” Aurora noted, her eyes fixed on the black car just a few feet in front of us.

      “Maybe we should leave,” I muttered as an uneasy feeling overtook me. There was no sign of movement from the black car, but maybe that was why alarm bells were ringing in my mind. Something was telling me that we needed to get out of there ASAP.

      “Yeah,” Robbie agreed, tightening his grip around Aurora’s shoulders. “Elsie, was it? I think we should get back down the hill. Right now.”

      “On it,” Elsie replied as she flipped the car into reverse. Trying to make our way down the steep hill backward didn’t seem ideal, but it was our only option since we couldn’t pull forward enough to turn around.

      The second she did, though, the black car suddenly went into reverse as well.

      “Crap,” Elsie hissed as she slammed on the accelerator.

      The other car was faster, though. And a split second later, it was careening straight for us. It clipped the side of the cop car in front of us but didn’t stop, the engine roaring as it got closer and closer.

      “Hang on!” I shouted as it slammed directly into the front of our car, shoving us backward down the road and causing the front of the hood to crumple. Both of the front airbags burst open, coating the inside of the car with a thin mist of floaty, white fibers.

      “Ack!” Jeff hacked. He coughed as he waved his hand in front of his face to try to clear the air.

      I did the same, my eyes screwed shut as I shoved the material of the airbag away. When I opened my eyes again, I realized that the black car had pulled away, but it was about to come at us again, this time at an angle.

      “No!” I shouted as I realized a split second too late what was about to happen.

      The black car slammed into us, and rather than pushing us backward and down the length of the road, this time, it shoved our car right off of the edge.

      I braced myself for the fall, already mentally calculating who I should prioritize. Jeff was a SEAL and would probably be doing some rescuing himself. Mac was Navy as well, and I knew for a fact that she could swim. I had no idea about Elsie. She was clearly a strong and capable woman, but that didn’t mean she even knew how to swim. Robbie was injured, and Aurora was probably the physically weakest out of all of us, but then I supposed it would also depend on who got the most injured by the fall itself.

      The fall in question never came, though. The car suddenly came to a stop partway off the side of the cliff. For a second, it felt like we were floating, and then I realized we must have gotten caught on something.

      Aurora had screamed for just a second as we started to fall but had stopped as abruptly as the car had. What followed was a tense, hushed silence.

      “We have to get out of here,” I whispered, as though just speaking loudly might tip the car over. “Nobody make any sudden movements.”

      “Yeah,” Robbie agreed. “Slowly.” He turned toward Jeff. “You’re closest to the door that’s nearest to the top of the cliff. Think you can open it?”

      “I got it,” Jeff replied.

      To my surprise, he didn’t sound scared at all. Maybe it was his training coming through for him at exactly the right moment he needed it. Slowly and carefully, he reached for the door. I waffled back and forth between wanting to tell him to hurry up and being glad he was being so slow and cautious. So gently that it barely even made noise, he carefully pushed the door open.

      “Good job, Jeff,” I commended him. “Now I’m going to need you to climb out slowly and then help Mac out.”

      “On it,” he replied firmly.

      Then, more deftly than I would have expected for a kid his size and girth, he flitted out of the car. One moment, he was inside, and the next, he was out, gliding out onto the cliff as smooth as butter. I could hear yelling outside, probably the cops fighting with Barbieri, and I tensed as Jeff shot a nervous look over his shoulder.

      “One second,” he whispered before silently creeping up the steep incline to the road. I watched as he peeked his head up over the side before running back. “I don’t think they even know we’re still here. The cops are fighting with Barbieri. They’re shooting at each other.”

      “Should we wait until the police can come help us?” Mac asked just before the car gave a harsh lurch.

      “Nope,” I replied simply. “We need to get out, now, before Barbieri realizes we didn’t fall and comes over here to finish the job. Mac, can you reach Jeff?”

      “Yeah,” she replied confidently.

      Jeff reached back in to help Mac out. She made it out as smoothly as he had, but it seemed her leaving the car had thrown it off balance because it suddenly shifted, rocking harshly as it slid slightly further down the cliff. Aurora and Robbie both shouted in shock this time.

      “Out!” I yelled back at them. “You two need to get out now!”

      A part of me knew that moving too quickly was liable to rock the car even more, but this thing was about to slide straight into the water. Robbie seemed to agree because, despite the injury on his ribs, he pulled Aurora along with him as he rushed for the door, half carrying her as he leapt out. Mac and Jeff were there to catch the two of them as they jumped out, which caused the car to rock again.

      “You have to get out, Ethan,” Elsie grunted.

      I gripped the dash of the car until the rocking subsided.

      “Not a chance,” I replied. “You’re lighter than I am and closer to the door. If I move, it’ll rock the car more. Come on, you go first, and then—”

      “No, Ethan,” she interjected sharply, hissing with pain. “You need to go.” She looked down at her lap, and it was only then that I noticed that she was pinned down. When the front of the car had crumpled earlier, part of it had bent inward, crunching down on top of her leg.

      For just a second, a heavy silence fell between us

      “You’re okay,” I assured her. “We’re going to get you out of here.”

      “No, you need to get out before the car falls,” Elsie replied, her voice shaking. Whether it was from pain or from fear, I wasn’t sure, but either way, I wasn’t about to leave her.

      “We’re either both getting out of this car,” I replied, “or we’re both hitting that water.”

      “Guys, get out!” Mac screamed from outside.

      “Elsie’s stuck,” I called back honestly.

      “What?” Jeff yelled back, bending down to peer into the car. “Hang on, I’m coming back inside.”

      “No!” Elsie and I both screamed in unison.

      “You get Aurora and Robbie and make sure they’re safe,” I demanded. “Do you hear me? They’re still the targets. Elsie and I can’t protect them right now, so I need you and Mac to do it. Can I trust you with that?”

      Jeff pursed his lips in a scowl as he looked back at me.

      “Fine,” he grunted reluctantly before disappearing out of view again.

      “All right.” I turned back to Elsie. “Now, let’s get you out of here.”

      “I can’t move,” she replied, biting her lip. “It hurts so badly every time I even try. Just get out.”

      “I hear you,” I assured her as the car swayed slightly. “And I’m not going to lie, it’s going to hurt a lot worse in a second. I’m going to pull you out, okay? And, like I said, it’s going to hurt a lot. But once I pull you out, we’ll both be able to jump out of here.”

      “Can’t you just leave?” she pleaded. “We don’t both have to die here, Ethan.”

      “Neither one of us is going to die,” I replied firmly.

      I tried not to lean back against the window. The car was nearly at a ninety-degree angle now, and if I leaned back, my weight might very well have tipped it over. I took a deep breath to brace myself. We were in too precarious a position for me to move slowly or give Elsie any time to prepare. I’d only have one shot of doing this before the car went down.

      “Look, Ethan,” Elsie gulped. “Just go—”

      I lunged forward, locking my hands around either side of her stuck leg. This was sure to hurt; it might even break, but a broken bone would be preferable to drowning to death while trapped inside a car. I gave her leg a sharp, forceful yank. Elsie screamed with pain and surprise as it popped free and got scraped up against the rough, jagged edges of the crumpled car in the process. The car itself swayed frighteningly, but now that she was free, we had a chance. I locked my arms around her in a sort of bear hug and half yanked, half lifted her out of the car.

      I had to fight gravity as the car started to slide down the face of the cliff again, pumping my legs as I went to leap out of the open door of the car.

      Elsie and I hit the grassy lip of the cliff just as the car rolled over with a loud groan. It flipped over twice, smashing along the cliff face as it went before finally splashing down into the water below.

      “Ethan! Elsie!” the others called as they rushed over to us.

      “Careful,” I huffed as I got to my knees. “The cliff is still steep. Don’t trip.”

      “Help them up!” Robbie called out, and suddenly, hands were on me, helping to drag me up the cliff face until we were solidly back at the top, on flat, even ground. Elsie was just hissing and spitting with pain, and every part of my body screamed in protest at the rough treatment it had been put through, but we were alive.

      “Elsie, I was so worried,” Aurora sighed, her shoulders sagging as she wrapped an arm around the agent.

      “Ethan killed me,” she whined. “He broke my leg. Ugh, it hurts so bad.”

      “I don’t think it’s broken,” Mac assured her. “It is bleeding a lot, though.”

      “We’ll get you taken care of, Elsie,” Aurora assured her kindly. “Don’t worry.”

      “What about Barbieri?” I asked as I clambered up to my feet.

      I pointedly ignored the intense pain radiating through basically my entire body as I searched for the man in question. I finally spotted him, sitting on the ground several yards away. His clothes were roughed up, as was his hair, as though he’d just been in a fight. No less than three officers stood watch over him and two other guys while a few more came rushing in our direction.

      “Is everyone all right?” an officer asked breathlessly as she stopped beside us. “We saw the car go over. We thought it was gone. We wanted to catch him. I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s fine,” I replied, lifting a hand to stop her before pointing over at the ruffled-looking man on the ground. “Is that Barbieri?”

      “That’s him, all right,” Aurora confirmed. “And Billoti. And is that Valente, too?” She squinted toward the other two men sitting beside Barbieri.

      “But Barbieri is the one who masterminded all of this, right?” I muttered.

      I walked off without waiting for an answer. Red fury filled my vision as I marched over to him. He didn’t notice me coming until I was already on top of him, my shadow falling over him and blocking out the warm rays of the sun. He turned to look up at me, and I reached down to punch him in the face.

      Federal agents really weren’t supposed to just go ham on suspects like this, but I had long since retired, and this wasn’t an official case, anyway. I punched him again for what he did to Robbie, then once more for the grief he put Aurora through, and then one last time for good measure, and for all the innocent people he’d screwed over in his quest to get rich off of Aurora’s money. By that point, one of the officers had stepped in to pull me off of Barbieri, and I stepped back willingly. His face was bloody and battered, and I was satisfied enough with that.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?!” the cop who’d grabbed me yelled as he dragged me away.

      I didn’t resist as he yanked me over to one of the police cruisers, probably about to cuff me. I didn’t regret beating Barbieri. Getting arrested was worth getting a few hits in after what he’d done to Robbie and Aurora.

      “Wait, no!” Aurora called out as she broke away from Robbie and came rushing over to us.

      “Ma’am, you need to stay back,” the officer warned.

      “Please, just listen,” Aurora requested, clearing her throat. “He’s not in his right mind. That man tried to kill us. Agent Marston is just in shock from nearly dying just now.”

      “Agent?” the officer repeated, raising an eyebrow at me.

      “Yes, that’s right,” Aurora replied, smiling serenely. “It’s a long story, actually. How about you let Agent Marston go, and I can tell you all about it?” She cast him a coy, almost teasing look. The officer fidgeted for a second before letting me go.

      “Sure,” he agreed a little sheepishly as Aurora led him a few steps away.

      I rolled my shoulders as I walked over to Robbie, who was watching the pair of them talk. I frowned as I wondered how he might feel, seeing his wife blatantly flirt with that cop like that.

      “Aurora get you out of trouble?” he asked with a smile, sounding completely unaffected. “She’s good at that. Getting her way, I mean. It’s like witchcraft.”

      “Yeah, she’s been bribing people this entire trip,” I admitted, prompting a snort out of Robbie.

      “I bet,” he replied. “That’s what she usually does when batting her eyelashes doesn’t work. Anyway—” He grinned. “You were really holding that one back, huh?”

      “For days now,” I replied, cracking my knuckles and shaking out my wrist.

      “Well, thanks for coming to find me,” Robbie replied, reaching out as if to clap my shoulder before wincing with pain. “Ugh, you really couldn’t have come one day earlier, though? Before I got myself shot?”

      “Don’t get kidnapped next time,” I quipped just as Aurora came bounding back over to us.

      “That’s all settled,” Aurora informed us, looking satisfied. “No jail for you, Ethan.”

      “You won him over, huh?” Robbie asked, smiling fondly at her, and even bloody and bruised and half stooped, he still looked undeniably smitten with her.

      “I just can’t believe that Barbieri and all of my men betrayed me,” Aurora groaned. “I thought I could trust them… What am I supposed to do now? My company has no upper management left.”

      “Why don’t we head to Italy for a while?” Robbie suggested, and Aurora actually jumped slightly as she turned to look at him in surprise.

      “Seriously?” She raised her eyebrows at him. “I’m amazed you want to go anywhere near there after what just happened.”

      “Well, like you said, the company’s going to need some overhauling,” Robbie pointed out. “We can take some time to fix things up. Maybe you can change things so you’re a little more hands-on this time.”

      “I think I will,” Aurora replied, leaning back against his shoulder. “That’s a good idea.”
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      Just over a month later, Robbie returned to Miami. Just as he and Aurora had said, the two of them spent some time in Italy after that last confrontation against Barbieri. Fiume Infinito practically needed CPR after all of its upper management were fired. The first order of business, according to Aurora, was to rehire everyone she could get a hold of. She also gave Elena a raise, as promised, but the company was still a mess after that. How could it not be when there was nobody leading it?

      Things quickly got better, though, or so I was told by Robbie when he stopped by that evening.

      “Honestly, I don’t know much about all that business stuff.” He shrugged before taking a sip of the drink I’d poured him. Free of charge, of course. Not only had he been shot, but he’d earned himself free drinks for life years ago when we’d saved Mike’s life. Even though Mike no longer owned the Rolling Thunder, it seemed wrong not to honor the arrangement.

      “So, everything is going well?” I asked as I poured myself a beer to join him in drinking.

      “Yeah,” Robbie replied with a small smile. “I think she’s having a lot of fun. She’s still in Italy right now, taking on a more hands-on approach, just like we talked about. You know, after her dad died, it was like she just shut that whole part of her life away.”

      “That’s probably what made it so easy for her employees to mutiny against her,” I suggested, and Robbie nodded.

      “Yeah, I think so too,” he agreed. “She’s actually so smart when it comes to the business stuff. She has an MBA, did you know that? She has all these great ideas, but for a while there, it was like she didn’t even want to think about it. Probably reminded her of her dad, like you said. But now she’s back running things, and it seems like she likes it.”

      “Good,” I replied before taking a sip of my beer. “I’m glad. And I can believe that she has some sharp business acumen. There were a few times back during our search for you when she manipulated people into doing what she wanted. She’s slick.”

      “Isn’t she?” Robbie hummed dreamily. “I still can’t believe I scored someone as amazing as her.” He swiveled in his stool and looked around at the bar as he did. “I like what you’ve done with the place. Especially the fact that you got rid of all those ugly tiki decorations.”

      “They were the first to go,” I assured him with a laugh.

      “I bet Mike wasn’t happy with that.” Robbie snickered before taking another sip of his drink. The ice cubes clinked in the glass as he looked around some more. “Man, feels so weird to be back here. It’s like I never left, but at the same time, it all looks so different. By the way…” He glanced down at his stool. “Is this still the same stool? The one that got shot at twice and that I used as both a shield and a blunt force bludgeoning weapon that one time?”

      “The very same,” I confirmed. “I kept it just as it was, in your honor.”

      “Wow, an old stool that a ton of people have put their butts on,” he replied dramatically. “And in my honor? Ethan, you’ll make me blush. Anyway, where are those kids of yours? Aurora told me that, apparently, they’re always in here, bugging you?”

      As if on cue, the bell above the door chimed, and a familiar group of voices came floating into the bar.

      “You summoned them,” I grunted accusingly.

      “What, is it like Bloody Mary?” Holm scoffed. “Say their name three times, and they’ll appear?”

      “Nah, in my experience, saying it once is usually enough,” I replied with a chuckle as the kids came bounding over.

      “Robbie!” Mac exclaimed excitedly as she spotted Robbie. “You’re here. And you’re not covered in blood.”

      “You’re on a first-name basis with him?” Charlie pouted. He folded his arms as he plopped onto the stool next to Robbie. “Man, no fair.”

      “Who’s this?” Robbie asked me.

      “His name’s Charlie,” Mac answered for me. “And he’s mad that Jeff and I got to help Ethan look for you while they had to stay here.”

      “Well, yeah,” Ty added as he sat next to Charlie. “That sounds a lot more fun than what we did.”

      “Which was nothing,” Charlie added quickly, shooting Ty a look. “Absolutely nothing.”

      “Right,” Ty muttered awkwardly. “Just sat around doing nothing. Super boring.”

      “Not us,” Jeff bragged as he folded his arms over his chest. “We had an awesome time. Oh, Ethan, for your story tonight, you should tell Ty and Charlie what happened. It’ll sound cooler if you tell it.”

      “What? No!” Charlie protested. “I don’t want to hear about you guys having some cool adventure in Italy while we were… not doing anything.” He shot me a pleading look. “Tell us a different one from back in the day.”

      “Well—” I hummed as my eyes drifted around the bar. The walls were covered in stories, each little piece of decoration the souvenir of some case or adventure. It wasn’t until I glanced down at a small shelf behind the bar, where I stored things far out of reach of customers, that I spotted an object I hadn’t thought about in a long time. It was a tiny, misshapen pearl. Probably not worth much of anything as far as jewelry went, but it was beyond precious to me. The person I’d gotten it from had gifted it to me in gratitude for saving her life. Ironic since, really, she’d been the one to save mine.

      “I could tell you one,” Robbie offered before I could respond, and the kids all turned to look at him, the expressions on their faces a mixture of surprise and curiosity. “I bet I’d tell them even better than Ethan does. And besides, I have my own stories I could tell, too. Without Ethan even in them.”

      “Like what?” I asked, genuinely curious. “We were partners. You never went on a mission alone.”

      “Oh, I wasn’t talking about MBLIS.” Robbie winked at the kids, whose attention he’d already captured. “I’ve been on a few adventures of my own since retiring, you know. What do you think I’ve been doing while sailing around? And how do you think I found out about the plot those guys had against Aurora?”

      “Oh, I’ve been curious about that lately,” Mac admitted as she hopped up onto an empty stool at the bar. “I get that you were captured while trying to stop Barbieri and his guys, but how did you get wrapped up in that in the first place?”

      “Wait, speaking of Barbieri,” Jeff spoke up, “what happened to him? Did he confess? Is he in jail?”

      “Yes and no,” I replied. “He didn’t confess. From what I heard, he maintained his innocence to the end. We didn’t need a confession, though. There was enough undeniable evidence against him.”

      “Yeah,” Robbie grumbled bitterly. “I’m glad he’s behind bars. He was a thorn in my and Aurora’s side. More than a thorn, actually, if I’m being honest.” He shook his head before flashing the kids a grin. “As for how I found out what he and the others were up to… Well, maybe I’ll come back sometime to tell you that story.”
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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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