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PROLOGUE


Istood at the back of the Rolling Thunder by the usually underutilized jukebox, surveying the impressive scene before me. I didn’t know why, but for some reason, it seemed like half of Miami had gravitated toward my bar tonight. I’d needed to call in every reinforcement I had to cover the crowd in here. Rhoda hadn’t been able to come out from behind the bar in a couple of hours now, and she wasn’t the only employee of mine with beads of sweat accumulating along their hairline. It was uncomfortably warm, thanks to the crush of bodies, and I wondered if we’d max out our occupancy limit before the night was over.

The jukebox had been taken over by several customers, creating an eclectic mix of old-school rock and roll and some tinny Top 40 songs. The floor was sticky in multiple spots with spilled drinks, but there was no room to roll out the mop to tend to it, so it’d have to wait until after closing. A few people milled about and studied the decor on my walls, and thankfully, they mostly seemed respectful about it all. For the most part, people were mingling in clusters throughout the space or crowding around the bar three rows deep.

Done with my brief breather by the jukebox, I maneuvered my way through the crowd and back to the bar, coming up beside Rhoda.

“You doing all right?” I asked with concern.

To my surprise, Rhoda turned around and shot me a huge grin.

“I’m doing great!” she exclaimed. “I can’t believe it worked!”

She then rushed off to deliver the most recent round of drinks she’d made, leaving me to grab another customer.

Rhoda and I worked in tandem for the next couple of hours. We barely had any time to look at each other, let alone communicate, and it wasn’t until close to closing that we were able to slow down and take a breath. I let Rhoda continue slinging drinks while I started tidying up the mess we’d both left in our wakes. The bar mats were full to the brim with a veritable cocktail of liquors, and I cleaned them all out and collected the myriad of bar rags that had ended up scattered about. I wiped down all the surfaces, then tidied up the receipts and cards we had put aside for the multiple open bar tabs. When it felt like a workable space again, I poured a couple of glasses of water and took a seat at the far end of the bar. Rhoda came by with a puzzled look on her face, and I slid one of the glasses across the bar to her.

“Here,” I insisted. “Drink this. I think we’re both a little dehydrated.”

Rhoda dutifully sipped her water. Then, like she hadn’t realized how thirsty she was until just that moment, she began to chug the water until the glass was empty.

“Thirsty?” I asked with a chuckle. I took another sip out of my own glass, and it took a lot of restraint not to do the same thing she’d just done.

“Yeah, thanks,” Rhoda replied. “I didn’t realize how much I needed that.”

“Glad to help.” I looked around the bar. “How are you doing now?”

“Good,” she promised. “It’s much slower. I think in the next hour or two, we can start closing.”

“I’m glad,” I admitted. “I might be getting a little old for this.” I went to bring my glass to my lips, but I paused as I remembered something she’d said earlier. “Hey, what did you mean before about how you couldn’t believe it worked?”

“Oh, yeah!” Rhoda replied with a huge grin just as Nadia came over. “Honestly, it started out as Nadia’s idea, but she asked for my help since I’m more familiar with SEO strategies.”

“S-E-what now?” I asked. The two women snickered at my response, which I’d honestly been expecting.

“SEO,” Rhoda replied. “In super simple terms, basically, you use certain keywords, phrases, formatting, and other boring stuff. If you do all that right, then you can move your listing further up in the search results.”

“So, we took your bar page, did some SEO stuff, and BAM, the Rolling Thunder is the top listing when you search ‘bars near me.’” Nadia rolled her shoulders back and looked proud of herself.

“Or ‘Miami nightlife,’ or any number of other things,” Rhoda clarified.

“Okay…” I replied as the two women stared at me.

“Have you ever done an internet search?” Rhoda asked, looking a little exasperated at my lack of excitement.

“Sure I have,” I answered.

“When you do, do you scroll all the way through, or do you just grab the first listing that pops up?”

“Well,” I replied, pausing to give it some thought. “I usually grab one of the top choices. If it’s near the top, it has to be reputable, right?”

“Exactly,” Nadia said, looking relieved. “That’s what we did for you. We moved your bar up the list, and now people are seeing your listing first and deciding it must be good if it’s at the top of the list.”

“Couple that with the peak of vacation season, and you’ve got yourself one majorly packed bar.” Rhoda glanced behind her at the overflowing tip jar. “And have you seen our jar? I’ve never seen it so full. We made some good money tonight!”

“Wow,” I said as I sat back and absorbed everything I’d just learned. “What made you do all this?”

Nadia shrugged. “This isn’t the first job I’ve worked. But it’s the first job I’ve been truly happy with. We all enjoy working here, and we wanted to do something good to give back.”

“Yeah, it’s all really thanks to you,” Rhoda agreed.

I opened my mouth and was about to respond when the front doors opened. I groaned internally at the thought of more customers coming in after the night we’d had, but when I recognized the first face through the door, I immediately allowed myself to relax. Mac led Ty and Charlie in, and together, they gathered around the bar at their favorite stools.

“What’s going on tonight, guys?” Mac asked as she leaned forward and took in the sight of us and the bar. “You have a lot of people working tonight! Was it busy?” She gasped. “Oh, Rhoda, did that SEO stuff work?”

“It did!” Rhoda responded excitedly, and together with Nadia, they spent the next several minutes discussing it, using all sorts of jargon that I didn’t get. I had no choice but to tune them out.

I made sure all three of the kids got their drinks, and when the chatter died down among the women, Charlie broke the building silence.

“So, Ethan,” he spoke up, “we’ve actually been talking about the last story ever since we heard it. It left us with a lot of questions, so I looked up the Senator.”

“You did?!” Mac exclaimed. “That’ll spoil the story!”

“Yeah, why’d you do that?” Ty asked.

“I couldn’t help myself, I guess,” Charlie admitted. “I think I would have been less tempted if you hadn’t left us hanging!”

“Oh, no,” Mac added, looking concerned. “Ethan, you know I’m not usually the one begging for a story, but tonight, I’m going to have to shift gears. If you don’t tell the story tonight, then Charlie is going to spoil things for the rest of us. He can’t keep a secret, and I’d rather hear the story for myself first.”

I couldn’t help but laugh at that.

“Well, I can’t argue with that logic,” I replied. “All right, I’ll tell the rest of the story. But only because Mac is the one who asked.”

“Hey!” Ty argued.

Charlie shrugged. “As long as the story gets told, I won’t be picky about why.”

The three kids laughed as I turned around to pour myself a drink.

“Where was I?” I pondered as I turned back around with a full glass in my hand. “Oh, right. So, Rivers had been hard at work trying to track down Paxten’s financials. But I never quite expected it to turn out the way that it did…”
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The intense Miami sun streamed through the hotel room window as Olivia stepped over to the side of the impeccably made bed, determination etched across her face. This vacation was supposed to be a romantic getaway, but her cheating ex-boyfriend had seen to its demise. Now, it was her chance for redemption, a solo adventure to reset her life.

“Screw him,” Olivia muttered, yanking her dark hair into a high ponytail. “I deserve better than that lying sack of—”

She cut herself off, taking a deep breath of air. This trip was about her, not him. With a decisive nod, she slipped on her oversized sunglasses and adjusted her bathing suit beneath her breezy cover-up.

Olivia grabbed her tote bag, which was packed with a fluffy towel and beach essentials. Her hand hovered over her phone, lying silent on the nightstand. After a moment’s hesitation, she left it behind.

“No interruptions today,” she declared. “Just me, the sun, and the ocean.”

With one final glance in the floor-length mirror hanging beside the door, Olivia swept out into the hall and down toward the elevators. She was only three stories up, but she preferred the direct path of the elevators. When she stepped out into the lobby, she noted that it was not yet packed with guests. The space was expansive and contained multiple nods to the Art Déco history South Beach was known for, but that hadn’t been why she’d picked this hotel. No, she’d picked it because the rooms were luxurious, the café right out front had rave reviews for both their coffee and their breakfast options, and the beach was just two blocks over.

She’d already had her fill of caffeine this morning, though. Right now, Olivia had one mission and one mission only: to get to the beach and soak up the sun.

Exiting the hotel, Olivia found the main path to the beach clogged with tourists. Her eyes landed on a narrow alley between two buildings, offering a shortcut to her destination. Without hesitation, she ducked into the shadowy passage.

The sounds of the busy street faded as Olivia’s sandals echoed against the pavement. She had only thought of speeding up her walk, but now that she was committed to this path, she suddenly had her doubts that this had been a smart idea. Halfway down the alley, a chill ran up her spine despite the oppressive heat. She glanced over her shoulder, but the passage behind her was empty. She shook her head, dismissing the creeping feeling of unease building in the pit of her stomach. This alley was only one block long, and it was late morning—with the sun as bright as it was, who would be lingering down the alley? She was just being silly.

Suddenly, a dark figure materialized from the shadows ahead. Before Olivia could react, a calloused hand clamped over her mouth, stifling her scream. Strong arms wrapped around her waist, lifting her off her feet.

Panic surged through Olivia’s veins as she was dragged backward. Her beach bag fell, its contents scattering across the dirty pavement. She kicked and thrashed, her nails clawing at her attacker’s arms, but his grip was unyielding.

A car engine roared to life at the end of the alley. Olivia’s eyes widened as she saw the open door of a black SUV, its tinted windows concealing any hope of rescue. She redoubled her efforts to break free, but her muffled screams were lost in the rumble of the engine.

As her captor shoved her toward the vehicle, Olivia caught a glimpse of a second figure in the driver’s seat. The acrid taste of fear flooded her mouth as she realized the magnitude of her situation. With one final, desperate attempt at freedom, Olivia threw her head back, connecting with her attacker’s face. She heard a satisfying crunch and felt his grip loosen momentarily.

“You little–” he growled, but Olivia was already moving.

She lunged for the alley’s entrance, her heart pounding in her ears. Freedom was just steps away when a hand grabbed her ankle, sending her crashing to the ground. The rough pavement scraped her palms and knees as she scrambled to regain her footing.

Before she could stand, her attacker was on her. He grabbed a fistful of her hair, yanking her head back painfully. “Nice try, sweetheart,” he hissed in her ear, his breath hot against her skin.

Olivia was lifted and thrown unceremoniously into the back of the SUV. She hit the seat hard, and the air was knocked from her lungs. As she gasped for breath, the door slammed shut, plunging her into darkness.

She lunged for the handle, her fingers scrabbling desperately against the smooth surface. But it was too late. The car lurched into motion, tires squealing as it peeled away from the curb.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” a cold voice warned from the front seat.

Ignoring the threat, Olivia continued to fight, kicking at the windows and clawing at the door. A sharp pain exploded at the base of her skull, and her world began to spin as she felt something warm and wet creep down the back of her neck.

Blood, she thought vaguely. I’m bleeding from my head.

As consciousness slipped away, Olivia’s last coherent thought was of the phone she’d left behind in her hotel room. No one would know she was missing. No one would come looking for her.

The world faded to black, leaving only the sound of the engine and the terrifying uncertainty of what lay ahead.
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ETHAN


Ileaned back in my chair, stretching my arms above my head as I let out a satisfied groan. The bullpen hummed with the energy of a Monday evening winding down, the air thick with the scent of coffee and the soft murmur of conversation. I glanced at my partner, Robbie Holm, who was engrossed in a heated debate with Sylvia Muñoz about the merits of deep-sea fishing versus fly-fishing.

“I’m telling you, Sylvia,” Robbie insisted, gesticulating wildly with his coffee mug, “there’s nothing like the rush of reeling in a marlin that’s bigger than you are.”

Sylvia rolled her eyes, her lips quirking into a smirk. “Please, Holm. The finesse required for fly-fishing makes your deep-sea adventures look like a game of ‘Go Fish.’“

Lamarr Birn, Sylvia’s partner, chuckled from his perch on the edge of my desk. “You’re both wrong. The real thrill is in ice fishing. Nothing beats the anticipation of waiting for a bite in sub-zero temperatures.”

I couldn’t help but laugh at the horrified expressions on both Robbie’s and Sylvia’s faces. “Birn, I think you just united these two in their mutual disgust for your idea of fun.”

As the banter continued, my gaze drifted across the bullpen, landing on the solitary figure of Markus Baker. The young agent sat at his desk, separated from the rest of the team, his shoulders hunched as he pored over a stack of files. A pang of sympathy shot through my chest.

Robbie, following my line of sight, frowned. “Hey, Baker!” he called out, his voice cutting through the chatter. “Get over here, kid. You’re too far away to appreciate my fishing expertise.”

Baker’s head snapped up, his eyes wide with surprise. He hesitated for a moment before rising from his chair and making his way over to our group. As he approached, Robbie pointed to the empty desk beside him.

“You know what?” Robbie said with a grin. “This desk has your name written all over it. What do you say we move your stuff over here where you belong?”

Baker’s face lit up as gratitude and disbelief washed over his features. “Really? You guys want me to...?”

“Of course we do,” I chimed in, offering him a reassuring smile. “You’re part of this team, Baker. It’s about time you joined the huddle.”

Muñoz nodded enthusiastically. “Absolutely. I’ll even help you move your things over. Consider it my cardio for the day.”

As Baker’s grin widened, a sense of pride washed over me. The kid had been through hell with his previous partners, but he’d stuck it out and proven himself time and time again. He deserved to feel like he belonged.

Just as Baker was about to respond, a thunderous slam echoed through the bullpen. We all whipped our heads around to see Aaron Rivers bolting across the room, his face a mask of intense concentration. Without a word, he burst into Diane’s office, the door slamming shut behind him.

“Rivers!” Robbie called out, but the Cyber Crimes agent ignored us completely.

A tense silence fell over the bullpen as we all stared at Diane’s closed door, waiting for some indication of what was going on. Seconds stretched into minutes, and still, there was no sign of Rivers emerging.

“What do you think that was all about?” Muñoz wondered.

I exchanged a knowing glance with Robbie. “Ten bucks says it’s about Paxten,” I muttered.

Robbie nodded grimly. “No bet. Rivers has been digging into that senator’s financials for weeks now. Must have found something big to make him charge in there like that.”

As the minutes ticked by, the energy in the bullpen shifted. The previously lighthearted atmosphere had evaporated and was now replaced by tension. One by one, our colleagues began packing up for the day, shooting curious glances at Diane’s office as they left.

Soon, only Robbie and I remained, our eyes fixed on the door.

“So,” my partner said into the pregnant silence, “how’s that whole AI video of you beating the crap out of someone treating you these days?”

I rolled my eyes. “You haven’t gone a day without asking me that.”

Robbie shrugged. “I’m just making sure you’re still doing okay.”

I sighed. Truth be told, the past couple of weeks had been rough. Once the dust had settled from the case, my phone had continued to ring off the hook with old friends and colleagues concerned about me. Luckily, no one I knew personally believed the video for a second. Even those who didn’t understand what AI was had insisted there had to be a legitimate explanation for the video. Was the other person in the video a horrible suspect? Did I have a doppelgänger out there somewhere? Even if they were reaching for straws, they knew what they’d seen wasn’t right and didn’t fit with what they knew about me.

While I appreciated the faith that those around me had in my inability to do something so horrific, I hated that the video was out there to be seen by anyone and everyone, and there wasn’t much I could do about it. Diane had been hard at work scrubbing it from the internet, but something so volatile had ways of worming its way into some deep crevices of the World Wide Web.

Eventually, with Price’s help, they had managed to make it mostly go away. Our phone systems at work were designed in such a way that any angry phone calls never made it to my desk, and everyone who knew me dismissed it and moved on, but every so often, a piece of hate mail or nasty email would float across my desk. Robbie was usually quick to shred any mean letters and remind me not to waste my time thinking about it, and I forwarded any emails to Price, who promised to follow up on it for me.

Overall, it was behind us, but it still weighed heavily on me at times, and I tried not to think about it.

I looked over at Robbie, who’d been staring at me, but when he saw the look in my eyes, he held his palms up to me.

“Sorry,” he murmured. “I know you don’t want to talk about it or keep bringing it up, but I just want to check on you, is all.”

“I appreciate that,” I said. “Truly. You’ve been a huge help with handling all of this. I just wish it would all go away.”

I looked down at my watch and was about to suggest we call it a night when my phone buzzed with an incoming message. Glancing down, I saw it was from Lisa Peterson.

“Hey, sailor. Things have finally settled down here. Thinking about driving down to Miami for a visit. What do you say?”

I felt a flutter in my stomach at the thought of seeing Lisa again, but the timing couldn’t have been worse. With a sigh, I typed out a response:

“Raincheck, Lisa. Big break in a case. I’ll let you know when the dust settles.”

Her reply came almost instantly: “Understood. Go get ‘em, Marston. Good luck!”

I couldn’t help but smile at her enthusiasm. Robbie, ever the nosy partner, leaned over to peek at my phone.

“Ah, the lovely Ms. Peterson,” he said with a grin. “Tell me, Ethan, how does it feel to have yet another woman falling for your irresistible charms?”

I rolled my eyes, shoving him playfully. “Knock it off, Robbie. It’s not like that.”

“Oh, it’s exactly like that,” Robbie retorted, his eyes twinkling with mischief. “Face it, partner. You’re a regular Casanova in a kevlar vest.”

Before I could come up with a suitably witty retort, the sound of a door opening caught our attention. We both froze, our heads swiveling toward Diane’s office. Our boss stood in the doorway, her brow furrowed as she took in the nearly empty bullpen. Her eyes landed on us, and a look of confusion crossed her face.

“Marston, Holm,” she called out, glancing at her watch. “What are you two still doing here?”

I exchanged a quick look with Robbie before responding. “We were just... catching up on some paperwork.”

Diane’s eyebrow arched skeptically. “At this hour? And what was that commotion earlier? It sounded like you were moving furniture.”

Robbie cleared his throat. “Ah, that. We were actually moving Baker’s desk closer to the team. Kid’s been through enough, and we thought it was time he felt more included.”

A soft smile played at the corners of Diane’s mouth. “I see. Well, that’s certainly a commendable idea. Speaking of Baker, I’d like to discuss something with you both. Join me in my office, please.”

As we followed Diane into her office, I noticed Rivers seated in one of the chairs, his leg bouncing nervously. Whatever he’d found, it was big enough to keep him here well past quitting time.

Once we were all seated, Diane leaned forward, her hands clasped on her desk. “First, let me say that I appreciate your consideration for Baker. After everything he’s been through, he deserves to feel like a true part of this team.”

I nodded in agreement. “He’s proven himself time and again, Diane. We just want to make sure he knows we see that.”

“Agreed,” Diane said. “Which brings me to my next point. I assume you’re wondering about Baker’s next partner?”

Robbie and I exchanged glances before I spoke up. “The thought had crossed our minds. Any leads on potential candidates?”

“Please let it be better than the last two,” Robbie muttered under his breath beside me.

Diane shot Robbie a disdainful look that we all knew was in jest, then she leaned back in her chair, a hint of frustration crossing her features. “I wanted to explain something to you both. Baker’s previous partners, as well as his entire initial group at MBLIS, were selected by the brass. It was completely out of my hands.”

I felt my eyebrows shoot up in surprise. “Even Dechart?”

Diane nodded grimly. “Even Dechart. There are a lot of other boring details involved, but that’s the meat and potatoes. But after the Chapman and Dechart fiasco, things have changed. MBLIS underwent a management restructure, and I made sure my voice was heard. I guess they felt foolish enough that they finally slowed down enough to listen to me. Thankfully, now I have direct control over our hiring process.”

A wave of relief washed over me. “That’s fantastic news, Director.”

“It is,” Diane agreed. “And I want you both to know that I will be personally selecting Baker’s next partner. After everything he’s endured, he deserves the best we can find.”

Robbie grinned. “Couldn’t agree more. Kid’s earned it.”

Diane’s expression softened for a moment before she shifted gears, her gaze moving to Rivers. “Now, the reason I called you in here. Rivers has uncovered something in Senator Paxten’s financials that we need to discuss.”

Rivers leaned forward, his eyes alight with the thrill of discovery. “I found a recurring payment from one of Paxten’s offshore accounts. At first glance, it doesn’t look like anything suspicious. The amounts vary slightly each time, and the payees are different. But when I dug deeper, I found that these payments, through various convoluted paths, all end up in the same place.”

My pulse quickened. We’d been trying to nail Paxten for months, but the senator had always managed to stay one step ahead. “And where’s that?”

Rivers pulled out a file and spread several documents across Diane’s desk. “It’s a series of subsidiaries spread throughout Florida. But here’s where it gets interesting—one of them is a church right here in Miami. The same church Paxten openly donates to and attends every week.”

Robbie frowned. “So he’s funneling money to his own church? Why bother with the secrecy if he’s already a known donor?”

“That’s what I wondered,” Rivers replied. “So I dug deeper into the church’s finances, looking at other donors and where they were sending their money. That’s when I stumbled onto something big.”

I leaned forward, my curiosity piqued. “Don’t keep us in suspense, Rivers.”

Rivers took a deep breath. “The money trail led me to another subsidiary. One that, very long story short, seems to be a front for human trafficking.”

The air in the room seemed to grow heavy as the implications of Rivers’ words sank in.

“There’s been a series of mysterious disappearances in Miami lately,” Diane said after a beat, her expression hardening as she spoke. “We’ve had suspicions that they were linked to a human trafficking ring, but we’ve never been able to prove it. Until now.”

“Right,” Rivers added. “She asked me to look into it, and sure enough, it’s connected to everything I’ve pulled up.” He waved his tablet in the air as if that explained everything.

“That’s why you’ve been in here for so long,” Robbie realized. “You were looking for that last connection.”

“Correct,” Diane said with a decisive nod. “And now that we’ve found it, we have a way to move forward with the senator.”

Anger coursed through me. Human trafficking was one of the most despicable crimes we dealt with, and the thought that a United States Senator might be involved made my blood boil.

“So, what’s our next move?” I asked, my voice tight with barely contained rage.

“We handle it.” Diane’s eyes narrowed. “I’ve already fought to keep this case in our jurisdiction. Other agencies wanted a piece of it, but I convinced them that MBLIS was best equipped to handle it. Now that we’ve connected this to Paxten, I’m even more glad I did all that. I’ve set up a meeting for you both at the Miami DA’s office first thing tomorrow morning. We’ll want to make sure all our ducks are in a row for this one. There’s too much at stake.”

Robbie nodded, his usual jovial demeanor replaced by grim resolve. “We’ll be there.”

“Good,” Diane said. “For now, go home and get some rest. You’re going to need it.”

“Rest,” I muttered to myself. I looked over at Robbie, and his face reflected my exact thoughts.

“I don’t know how much rest we’ll get after this bombshell, but we’ll try,” he assured our boss as we stood to leave.

Once outside Diane’s office, Robbie turned to me, his expression serious. “So, partner, what’s our first move?”

I ran a hand through my hair, my mind already racing with possibilities. “We need to...” I started, then paused, remembering my plans for the evening. “Actually, before we dive too deep into this, I have a date tonight.”

Robbie’s serious expression cracked, a hint of his usual mischievous grin returning. “Ah, the trials and tribulations of Ethan Marston’s love life. Which lucky lady is it tonight? Tessa? Peterson? Or perhaps the lovely Alejandra has flown in from the Dominican Republic?”

I shot him a withering look. “None of your business, Robbie. Let’s just meet at the DA’s office in the morning, alright?”

Robbie held up his hands in mock surrender. “Whatever you say, Romeo. Just don’t let your nighttime activities interfere with our early morning rendezvous.”

As I watched Robbie saunter away, I couldn’t help but feel a mix of anticipation and unease. We were about to embark on a case that could change everything, yet here I was, planning to spend the evening on a date. The conflict between my personal life and my duty as an agent had never felt more pronounced.

With a sigh, I gathered my things and headed for the elevator. As the doors closed, I tried to push the case from my mind. Tomorrow would come soon enough, bringing with it the challenges of unraveling a complex web of corruption and crime. But for tonight, I would allow myself this one evening of normalcy before diving headfirst into what promised to be one of the most intense investigations of my career.

The elevator doors opened, and I stepped out into the Miami evening, the humid air enveloping me like a warm blanket. As I walked to my car and confirmed plans with Tessa, I couldn’t shake the feeling that everything was about to change. Little did I know just how right I was.
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ETHAN


Istepped onto my houseboat, the familiar gentle rocking beneath my feet a welcome respite from the day’s intensity. The sun was already dipping low on the horizon, casting long shadows across the marina. I had just enough time to get ready for my date with Tessa.

As I showered, my mind raced with thoughts of the upcoming case. Human trafficking, corrupt politicians, offshore accounts—it was a powder keg waiting to explode. But tonight wasn’t about work. Tonight was about Tessa.

I pulled on a crisp blue button-down and dark jeans, opting for a look that straddled the line between casual and dressy. Running a hand through my damp hair, I caught my reflection in the mirror. The man staring back at me looked wearier than I cared to admit.

“Pull it together, Marston,” I muttered to myself. “Tonight’s about having a good time.”

I grabbed my keys and headed out. The warm Miami evening quickly made my shirt stick to my skin as I made my way to my car. The restaurant I’d chosen was a new spot on the Intracoastal Waterway, known for its fresh seafood and stunning views. As I drove, I found myself looking forward to seeing Tessa more than I’d expected.

Pulling into the parking lot, I spotted her immediately near the entrance. Her dark hair cascaded over her shoulders, and she was wearing a flowing sundress that caught the breeze. As I approached, her face lit up with a smile that made my heart skip a beat.

“Ethan Marston,” she said, her eyes twinkling. “Still showing up just in the nick of time, I see.”

I grinned and leaned in to place a soft kiss on her cheek. “You know me, Tess. I like to make an entrance.”

She laughed, linking her arm through mine as we entered the restaurant. “Well, consider me impressed already. This place looks amazing.”

The restaurant did, in fact, look amazing. It was designed to give off an upscale feel, all dark stone and chrome, with just enough nautical details to remind you why you were there.

The hostess led us to a table on the outdoor patio, where the gentle lapping of water against the docks provided a soothing backdrop. String lights were hung overhead to create an amber glow as the sky slowly darkened, and a couple of boats had pulled up beside the dock, their owners having entered the restaurant straight from the water. As we settled in, Tessa’s eyes widened, taking in the boats gliding by and the Miami skyline in the distance.

“Ethan, this is... wow,” she breathed. “How did you find this place?”

I shrugged, trying to play it cool. “Oh, you know, just stumbled upon it during a high-speed boat chase last week.”

Tessa raised an eyebrow. “Really?”

“No,” I admitted with a chuckle. “Robbie recommended it. Said it was perfect for, and I quote, ‘impressing lady friends with your sophisticated taste in overpriced seafood.’“

She laughed, shaking her head. “Ah, the ever-helpful Robbie Holm. How is your partner in crime-fighting these days?”

I laughed as I picked up the menu in front of me. “Oh, you know Robbie. Always up to something. Actually, you won’t believe what he’s gotten into lately.” I leaned in conspiratorially. “Robbie’s latest obsession is sailing.”

Tessa nearly choked on her water. “Robbie is sailing? When does he have the time?!”

“Great question!” I laughed. “But he’s dead serious about it. Keeps talking about getting a boat and sailing across the ocean. I suspect Aurora is behind it.”

“No doubt,” Tessa agreed with a knowing nod. “That woman would support any idea Robbie had, whether it was wise or not.”

Our server came by, and after we placed our orders—grilled mahi-mahi for her, blackened grouper for me—Tessa leaned forward, her expression turning more serious.

“So, Ethan, what’s this big case that’s keeping you from running away with me to some tropical island?” Tessa asked with a smirk.

I’d texted her while waiting on Diane in the bullpen earlier, but I hadn’t elaborated. At the time, I hadn’t had all the information available to me.

I sighed, swirling the wine in my glass. “It’s... complicated. And potentially huge. We’re talking corrupt politicians, human trafficking, the works.”

“Human trafficking?” Tessa’s eyes widened. “Ethan, that’s terrible. Are you going to be okay?”

I reached across the table, giving her hand a reassuring squeeze. “I’ll be fine, Tess. It’s what we train for. But enough about my work. What about you? How was California?”

Her face lit up as she launched into a description of her latest photography project. “The client wanted me to capture the aftermath of the wildfires. It was... intense. The devastation was unlike anything I’ve ever seen before.”

As she spoke, I found myself captivated by the passion in her voice. Tessa always had a way of bringing her subjects to life through her words and her photos.

“The shots I got were incredible,” she continued. “There was this one house completely burned to the ground except for this single brick chimney standing in the middle of the ashes. It was like a monument to what had been lost.”

I nodded, imagining the scene. “That sounds powerful. Your client must have been thrilled.”

Tessa’s smile faltered slightly. “They were. But honestly, Ethan, it wasn’t my favorite job. Seeing all those lost homes, the destroyed habitats... it was hard to handle sometimes.”

“I can imagine,” I said softly. “It’s not easy being a witness to that kind of destruction.”

She nodded, taking a sip of her wine. “Exactly. But my next project should be much more lighthearted. I’ll be photographing a series of classic cars for a vintage auto magazine.”

“Now that sounds like fun.” I grinned. “Any chance you’ll be shooting a ‘67 Shelby GT500?”

Tessa laughed. “Still dreaming of your dream car, I see. I’ll keep an eye out for one.”

A moment later, our server approached with our meals. The rich aromas of perfectly grilled seafood wafted toward us, making my mouth water instantly.

“Here we are,” the server announced, setting down our plates with a flourish. “Grilled mahi-mahi for the lady and blackened grouper for the gentleman. Enjoy!”

Tessa’s eyes widened at the sight of her dish. The mahi-mahi was beautifully presented, its flesh a perfect golden-brown, nestled on a bed of vibrant green asparagus and surrounded by a drizzle of what looked like a mango salsa.

“Oh my god, Ethan,” she breathed, inhaling deeply. “This smells incredible.”

I grinned, looking down at my own plate. The blackened grouper was a work of art in its own right, its surface a deep, enticing black crust that promised an explosion of spices. It sat atop a mound of creamy risotto, with grilled vegetables artfully arranged around the edge of the plate.

“I think we made some good choices here,” I said, picking up my fork. “Shall we?”

We both dug in, and for a moment, there was silence as we savored our first bites. The grouper was everything I’d hoped for—perfectly flaky on the inside with a spicy, crisp exterior. The risotto provided a creamy counterpoint to the heat of the blackening spices.

Tessa let out a small moan of appreciation that sent a shiver down my spine. “Ethan, you have to try this,” she said, cutting off a piece of her mahi-mahi. “The fish is so tender, and this mango salsa... it’s like summer on a plate.”

I leaned forward, accepting the offered bite. “That is amazing,” I agreed. “Here, try some of mine.”

I offered her a forkful of my grouper and risotto. Tessa’s eyes closed as she tasted it, a look of bliss crossing her face. We fell into a comfortable rhythm, eating, sharing bites, and appreciating every aspect of our meal. The conversation flowed easily, punctuated by appreciative murmurs and the occasional laugh.

“You know,” Tessa said, pausing to sip her wine, “I don’t think I’ve enjoyed a meal this much in ages. It’s not just the food—though that’s spectacular—it’s the company.”

I felt a warmth in my chest that had nothing to do with the spices in my dish. “I couldn’t agree more, Tess. This is... nice.”

As we finished our meals, scraping up the last bits of sauce and salsa, I felt a contentment that had been missing from my life lately. Good food, good company, and, for a moment, no pressing worries about cases or complications.

“Dessert?” I asked, eyeing the menu our server had discreetly left on the table.

Tessa’s eyes lit up. “I shouldn’t... but that key lime pie sounds too good to pass up.”

I grinned. “Key lime pie it is. We’ll split it?”

She nodded, a mischievous glint in her eye. “Deal. But I get the first bite.”

When the pie arrived, we both paused to admire it. The pale green filling was perfectly set, topped with a dollop of fresh whipped cream and a twist of lime zest. Tessa took the first bite as promised, closing her eyes in bliss.

“Oh, Ethan,” she sighed, “this is heavenly. The perfect balance of tart and sweet.”

I took my own bite, savoring the creamy texture and bright citrus flavor. As we finished the last crumbs of the graham cracker crust, a thought occurred to me. I’d been so focused on work lately that I’d almost forgotten to share my latest discovery with the one person who’d always supported my passion project.

“Hey, Tess,” I said, setting down my fork. “Remember how I’ve been researching my ancestor’s connection to that lost pirate ship?”

Tessa’s eyes lit up. “Of course! Have you found something new?”

I nodded, excitement creeping into my voice. “I stumbled across a reference to ‘Blackbeard Bernard’ in some old records. It seems he might have had a connection to my ancestor and the Dragon’s Rogue.”

“Ethan, that’s incredible!” Tessa exclaimed. “Have you been able to trace the connection further?”

I shook my head ruefully. “Not yet. But it’s a lead, and that’s more than I’ve had in a while.”

Tessa reached across the table, squeezing my hand. “You’ll figure it out, Ethan. If anyone can unravel this mystery, it’s you.”

As the evening wore on, we moved from our table to the restaurant’s outdoor bar, sipping cocktails and watching the boats drift by in the fading light. The atmosphere between us grew more intimate, charged with an energy that was both exciting and slightly unsettling.

“You know,” Tessa said, her voice soft, “I purposely booked a layover in Miami just to see you tonight.”

A warmth spread through my chest at her words. “I’m glad you did. It’s been too long.”

She nodded, a hint of sadness creeping into her expression. “It has, but my flight leaves early tomorrow morning. I wish I could stay longer, but...”

“But duty calls,” I finished for her. “I understand. I’m just happy we got this time together.”

Tessa turned to face me fully, her eyes searching mine. “Ethan, can I be honest with you about something?”

I nodded, suddenly feeling a knot form in my stomach. “Of course. You can tell me anything.”

She took a deep breath. “This thing between us... my feelings for you... they’re growing stronger. And it scares me a little.”

My heart rate quickened. “Tess, I–”

She held up a hand, stopping me. “Let me finish. This is how it’s always been with us, right? Stolen moments between cases and assignments. And as much as I care about you, I don’t see either of us changing pace anytime soon. Does that make sense?”

I nodded slowly, processing her words. “It does. And if I’m being honest, my feelings for you have been growing too.”

Joy and apprehension flashed across Tessa’s face. “So what do we do, Ethan? Where do we go from here?”

I sighed, running a hand through my hair. “I don’t know, Tess. Our lives are so... complicated. But I do know that I don’t want to lose what we have.”

She smiled softly, leaning in to press a gentle kiss to my lips. “Neither do I. Maybe for now, that’s enough.”

As we left the restaurant, hand in hand, I couldn’t shake the feeling of unease that had settled over me. Tessa’s words echoed in my mind, raising questions I wasn’t sure I was ready to answer. The drive back to my houseboat was quiet, both of us lost in our own thoughts. As we pulled up to the marina, Tessa broke the silence.

“You know, Ethan, despite all the uncertainty, I’m glad we had this conversation. It feels good to be honest about where we stand.”

I nodded, giving her hand a squeeze. “Me too. And no matter what happens, you’ll always be important to me.”

As we stepped onto my houseboat, the gentle rocking beneath our feet seemed to mirror the uncertainty in my heart. Tessa turned to me, her eyes reflecting the moonlight off the water.

“So, Agent Marston,” she said, a playful smile tugging at her lips, “care to give me a tour of your floating bachelor pad?”

I chuckled, pulling her close. “I thought you’d never ask, Ms. Bleu.”

As we moved inside, I pushed my worries about the future to the back of my mind. Tonight wasn’t about figuring everything out. Tonight was about enjoying a night with Tessa, creating another memory to hold on to during the long stretches when our paths diverged.

The door closed behind us, shutting out the world and its complications, if only for a little while.
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When I pulled up to the Miami DA’s office in the morning, the sun was already beating down on the pavement. Robbie was waiting for me, leaning against his car with a steaming cup of coffee in hand. As I approached, he held out a second cup.

“Thought you might need this,” he said with a grin. “Late night?”

I accepted the coffee gratefully, taking a long sip before responding. “Thanks, partner. And you know I don’t kiss and tell.”

Robbie laughed and fell into step beside me as we headed toward the building. “Right, because you’re such a paragon of discretion, Marston.”

As we entered the cool interior of the DA’s office, I couldn’t help but wonder who we’d be meeting. Diane hadn’t given us many details, which was unusual.

The receptionist greeted us with a polite smile. “Agents Marston and Holm? I’ll let them know you’re here.”

She picked up the phone, speaking quietly for a moment before turning back to us. “Someone will be down shortly to meet you.”

Robbie and I exchanged glances. “Them?” I mouthed, raising an eyebrow.

Before Robbie could respond, the elevator doors opened, and a familiar figure stepped out. My heart did a little flip in my chest as I recognized her.

“Catalina,” I breathed, a smile spreading across my face.

Catalina Hernandez strode toward us, her dark hair pulled back in a sleek ponytail. Her eyes sparkled with warmth.

“Ethan, Robbie,” she greeted us, her voice carrying a hint of amusement. “Fancy meeting you boys here.”

I stepped forward, enveloping her in a brief hug. “It’s good to see you, Cat. What brings you to this case?”

She pulled back, her expression turning more serious. “I’ve been working on some SVU cases tied to the human trafficking ring you’re investigating. When Diane called to confirm the meeting this morning, I told her I’d handle it personally.”

Robbie whistled low. “SVU cases? This thing’s bigger than we thought, isn’t it?”

Catalina nodded grimly. “I’m afraid so. But listen, why don’t we grab some breakfast and discuss this somewhere less... institutional? There’s a great little café just down the street. I don’t know about you, but I’m starving.”

“I could eat,” Robbie agreed.

“Lead the way,” I said, gesturing toward the door.

As we walked, I couldn’t help but steal glances at Catalina. Our past romantic involvement had been brief but intense, and seeing her again stirred up feelings I thought I’d put to rest. I wondered if Diane had known that Catalina would be here. What were the odds that we’d end up working together again?

Catalina hadn’t exaggerated. The café really was right down the street. It was a charming little place, with wrought-iron tables set up on the sidewalk under striped awnings. We placed our orders—a spinach and feta omelet for Catalina, steak and eggs for Robbie, and huevos rancheros for me, along with three coffees—and then grabbed some creamer cups and sugar packets from the self-serve station before settling in at one of the outdoor tables.

“So,” I began, stirring cream into my coffee, “what can you tell us about these SVU cases?”

Catalina leaned forward conspiratorially. “We’ve been tracking a series of disappearances over the past six months. They are young women, mostly tourists or new arrivals to Miami. At first, we thought they might be isolated incidents, but then we started noticing patterns.”

“What kind of patterns?” Robbie asked, his usual joviality replaced by keen interest.

“Similar victim profiles, for one,” Catalina replied. “All between eighteen and twenty-five, physically fit, no local connections. We’ve found evidence that some of the victims are being drugged and used in high-end escort services. Others are being shipped out of the country.”

Robbie shook his head in disgust. “And how does Senator Paxten fit into all this?”

Catalina’s eyes widened slightly. “Senator Paxten? You’re telling me he’s involved?”

I quickly filled her in on what Rivers had discovered about the financial connections between Paxten, the church, and the suspected trafficking operation. Robbie interjected at one point to regale her with the saga of the MBLIS infiltration, which was how we’d made the Paxten connection to begin with. As we spoke, I could see the wheels turning in Catalina’s mind.

“That actually makes a lot of sense,” she mused. “We’ve been hitting walls trying to figure out how this operation has managed to stay under the radar for so long. Political protection would explain a lot.”

Our food arrived, and we ate in contemplative silence for a few moments. Finally, Robbie spoke up.

“So, Catalina, how did the DA’s office end up involved in this?” he asked. “I thought MBLIS had jurisdiction.”

Catalina smiled wryly. “We did, initially. But your Director Ramsay can be quite... persuasive when she wants something. She fought hard for MBLIS to take the lead on this case. Now that I know the back story, I think once the higher-ups realized the potential scope of this thing, they were happy to offer cooperation.”

I couldn’t help but feel proud of Diane’s famed tenacity. “That sounds like Diane, alright. She’s like a dog with a bone when she knows something’s not right.”

“Speaking of which,” Catalina said, glancing at her watch, “I should probably check in with my boss and let him know we’ve connected. Do you mind if I step away for a moment?”

As Catalina walked a short distance away to make her call, Robbie turned to me with a mischievous glint in his eye.

“So, Ethan,” he drawled, “reunited with the lovely Catalina. Feeling any sparks?”

I rolled my eyes, but I could feel a slight warmth creeping up my neck. “Come on, Robbie. We’re here on business.”

“Uh-huh,” Robbie grinned. “And I’m sure that’s all you’re thinking about. I saw the way you looked at her when she walked in.”

I was about to retort when Robbie’s expression softened slightly. “Just be careful, partner. You’re fresh off a date with Tessa, remember? And don’t play coy. I know it had to be her.”

The reminder of my conversation with Tessa the night before hit me like a bucket of cold water. The uncertainty, the complex emotions—it all came flooding back.

“Right,” I muttered, suddenly finding my coffee intensely interesting. “Thanks for the reminder.”

Robbie must have sensed my mood shift because he changed the subject, launching into a story about his latest fishing misadventure. I was grateful for the distraction, but I couldn’t shake the uneasy feeling in the pit of my stomach. Together, we finished up the last bits of our breakfast, although my appetite had waned by then.

Catalina returned a few minutes later, her expression a mix of excitement and apprehension. “Well, boys, it looks like our day just got a lot more interesting. My boss just got off the phone with Director Ramsay. We’re all headed to FBI headquarters for a meeting.”

My eyebrows shot up in surprise. “FBI? What do they have to do with this?”

“Apparently, they’ve been running a parallel investigation,” Catalina explained. “Our contact there is someone named Nina Gosse. She’s heading up their investigation.”

I felt like I’d been punched in the gut. Nina? As in Nina Gosse, the FBI agent I’d worked with—and briefly dated—during the zombie drug case? I must have visibly reacted because Robbie stomped on my foot under the table, shooting me a warning look.

“Nina?” I managed to croak out, trying to keep my voice neutral. “Yeah, we’ve worked with her before. Good agent.”

Catalina looked between Robbie and me, clearly sensing there was more to the story, but she didn’t press. “Well, we’re supposed to meet her at headquarters in an hour. Shall we head over?”

“Yeah, let’s go,” Robbie replied, much more casually than I could have mustered on my own.

We all cleared the table and dropped off the plates in the designated bin before heading back out into the late morning sun.

As we headed to Catalina’s car, my phone buzzed in my pocket. Pulling it out, I saw a message from Diane:

“Ethan, I’ve arranged for Nina Gosse to be our FBI liaison on this case. Given your previous working relationship, I thought it would be helpful to have familiar faces involved. Good luck with the meeting.”

Robbie read over my shoulder and let out a low whistle. “Wow, Ethan. Diane’s really thrown you into the deep end here. Think she did it on purpose?”

I shook my head, pocketing my phone. “Nah, Diane wouldn’t play games like that. She’s just thinking about the case.”

“If you say so,” Robbie replied, his tone skeptical. “But if I were you, I’d be preparing for one hell of an awkward meeting.”

As we climbed into Catalina’s car, Robbie immediately buried his face in his phone, leaving me to stare out the window and contemplate the surreal turn my day had taken. Less than twenty-four hours ago, I’d been on a date with Tessa, grappling with the status of our relationship. Now, I was headed to a meeting with not one, but two women I had a history with, all while trying to unravel a human trafficking ring that reached the highest levels of government.

I watched the Miami streets blur by, my mind racing. How was I going to navigate this situation without compromising the case or hurting anyone’s feelings? More importantly, how were we going to bring down this trafficking ring and expose Paxten’s involvement?

As we pulled up to the FBI headquarters, I took a deep breath, steeling myself for what lay ahead. Whatever personal complications I was facing, I couldn’t let them distract me from the task at hand. There were lives at stake. There were victims who needed justice. I had to focus on that.

Robbie must have sensed my internal struggle because he clapped a hand on my shoulder as we exited the car.

“You’ve got this, partner,” he said quietly. “Just remember—we’re here to catch bad guys, not sort out your love life.”

“Thanks, Robbie.” I nodded, grateful for his support. “Let’s do this.”

As we walked toward the imposing FBI building, Catalina fell into step beside me.

“Everything okay, Ethan?” she asked, clearly concerned. “You seem a bit... tense.”

I managed a small smile. “Just focused on the case,” I replied, hoping she couldn’t see through me. “It’s a big one.”

Catalina nodded, her expression turning serious. “That it is. But if anyone can crack it, it’s us. We make a good team, remember?”

Her words, meant to be reassuring, only added to the tumult in my mind. Yes, we had made a good team—in more ways than one. But that was in the past. Wasn’t it?

As we walked, I pushed all personal thoughts aside. I was Agent Ethan Marston of MBLIS, here to take down a human trafficking ring and expose a corrupt senator. Everything else could wait.
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Ientered the imposing FBI headquarters, my footsteps echoing off the polished marble steps. Robbie and Catalina flanked me, their presence both reassuring and anxiety-inducing, given the complicated situation we were about to walk into. No sooner had the door closed behind us than my phone buzzed in my pocket. I paused, fishing it out, and I felt my stomach drop as I read the message from Tessa.

“Flight canceled. Looks like I’m stuck in Miami for another day. Dinner later?”

I stared at the screen, my mind reeling. Tessa was still in town. Nina was waiting for us inside. Catalina was standing right next to me. All three women were in the same city on the same day. I felt like I was starring in some sort of bizarre romantic comedy, except there was nothing funny about the situation.

Robbie, noticing my hesitation, sidled up next to me. “What’s going on, partner? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

I showed him the message. His eyes widened in realization before he burst into laughter.

“Oh, this is too good,” he chortled, wiping tears from his eyes. “The universe really has it out for you, doesn’t it?”

I shot him a withering glare and strode ahead through the building’s cool interior. I could hear Robbie’s continued chuckling behind me, punctuated by the rhythmic tapping of his fingers on his phone. No doubt he was updating the rest of the team on my predicament.

Catalina, who had been quietly observing our exchange, finally spoke up. “Care to share what’s so amusing, gentlemen? I could use a good laugh.”

Before I could formulate a response that wouldn’t incriminate me further, Robbie jumped in, his eyes twinkling with mischief.

“Oh, it’s nothing, really,” he said, barely containing his grin. “Ethan here just remembered he left his... uh... lucky socks at home. You know how superstitious he gets before big operations.”

I stared at Robbie, torn between gratitude for the save and exasperation at the ridiculous excuse. Catalina raised an eyebrow, clearly not buying it, but thankfully chose not to press further.

“Lucky socks, huh?” she said, her tone dry. “Well, I suppose we all have our quirks. Come on, ‘Lucky Feet,’ we’ve got a briefing to attend.”

I could feel Robbie shaking with silent laughter beside me. I elbowed him sharply, muttering under my breath, “Lucky socks? Really? That’s the best you could come up with?”

Robbie just grinned, unrepentant. “Hey, I saved your bacon. You’re welcome, by the way. Now, let’s go see how many more landmines you can dodge today, shall we?”

I sighed, resigning myself to what was sure to be a very long, very complicated day. Lucky socks indeed—I was going to need all the luck I could get.

After clearing security, we found Nina waiting for us in the lobby. My breath caught in my throat as I saw her—she looked as striking as ever in her crisp FBI blazer, her blond hair pulled back in a neat ponytail. She greeted us warmly, her eyes lingering on mine for just a moment longer than necessary.

“Agents Marston, Holm,” she said with a smile. “And you must be ADA Hernandez. It’s great to meet you in person.”

As we exchanged pleasantries, I couldn’t help but notice the way Catalina was eyeing Nina. Was that a flicker of jealousy I saw, or just professional curiosity? I pushed the thought aside, reminding myself to focus on the case at hand.

Nina led us to the elevator, falling into step beside me as we walked. “It’s good to see you again, Ethan,” she said, her voice low enough that only I could hear. “I was hoping we’d get a chance to work together.”

I nodded, trying to keep my expression neutral. “Likewise, Nina. Though I wish it were under better circumstances.”

As we entered the elevator, I caught Robbie’s eye. He was grinning like the cat that ate the canary, clearly enjoying my discomfort. I shot him a dirty look, but it only made his smile bigger.

When the elevator doors opened, Nina led us through the bullpen toward an empty conference room against the back wall. The conference room was spacious and well-lit, with a large screen dominating one wall. As we entered and took our seats, Nina began the briefing.

“First off, I want to thank you all for being here,” she began. “As you know, we’ve been running a parallel investigation into this trafficking ring. Director Ramsay fought hard for MBLIS to take the lead on this case, and we’re more than happy to cooperate.”

Nina waited a moment before continuing, “The trafficking group we’re dealing with is sophisticated and well-organized. They’re primarily targeting young women from South Beach and other tourist hotspots. All victims are between eighteen and twenty-five, physically fit, and most are on vacation or new to the area.”

“May I?” Catalina asked. She stood up and pulled her phone out of her pocket.

When Nina nodded, Catalina buried her face in her phone for a moment. After a brief pause, the large screen on the wall flickered to life, then displayed a duplicate image of Catalina’s phone screen. Behind all the apps was a photo of Catalina in front of a waterfall surrounded by lush greenery. She was wearing a swimsuit that showcased her curves flawlessly, and I felt an elbow in my ribs coming from Robbie’s direction. I snapped my jaw shut, which I hadn’t realized I dropped.

Catalina tinkered some more before pulling up a series of photos on the screen. “These are some of the women who’ve gone missing in the past six months. As you can see, there’s a clear pattern to their appearance.”

I studied the pretty faces on the screen and sighed. The women fit the profile exactly. These women had come to Miami for fun and relaxation, only to fall prey to monsters. We had to stop this.

“Nina, are you aware of Senator Paxten’s possible connection to all this?” I asked.

“Your director made me aware of it,” Nina replied. “But I’d really like for you to tell me everything. I want to hear all the details.”

I exchanged a glance with Robbie, and then we gave Nina a rundown of everything we knew so far. Catalina chimed in when appropriate, and when we were done, Nina sat back with an overwhelmed sigh.

“Wow,” she muttered. “That’s a lot. Okay, so what’s the game plan? Obviously, if we focus on the women, we should be able to trace it back somehow, but where do we begin?”

The question wasn’t borne of hopelessness but rather collaboration. I suspected that Nina had her own ideas about what to do next, but with so many organizations involved, she wanted to ensure we were all heard.

“Have you checked the area cameras?” I asked, leaning forward in my seat. “There must be some footage of these women before they disappeared.”

Nina and Catalina exchanged glances. “We’ve considered it,” Nina replied, “but the sheer volume of footage to go through would take weeks, maybe months. We’re not sure we have that kind of time.”

I nodded, an idea forming. “What if we had some help? I know someone who might be able to speed up the process.”

Without waiting for a response, I pulled out my phone and dialed Price’s number. She answered on the second ring.

“Hey, what’s up?” she said casually.

“Price, it’s Marston. I need a favor.”

I quickly explained the situation, and Price’s response was immediate. “I can definitely help with that,” she assured me. “It’ll take some time to compile and analyze all the footage, but I’ve got some programs that can speed up the process. Give me a day or two, and I should have something for you.”

“Thanks, Price. You’re a lifesaver. I’ll send you the information we already have.” I hung up and turned back to the group. “If we send Price our intel, we might have a lead on the camera footage soon. In the meantime, what’s our next move?”

“Give me her contact information,” Nina replied. “I’ll get all of this sent out to her.”

I nodded in response and then pulled out my phone to forward Price’s contact information to Nina.

Catalina leaned forward. “I think we should go back to the spot where the most recent woman went missing. There might be something we overlooked.”

Robbie nodded in agreement. “Good idea. Sometimes, a fresh set of eyes can spot something new.”

Nina set down her phone for a moment. “I’m not sure that’s the best use of our time,” Nina said carefully. “The scene’s been picked over by local PD and FBI techs already.”

“I have to agree with that,” I replied. “We’d be looking for scraps at this point. I wouldn’t write it off entirely, but before that, I’d rather look over what intel the FBI and DA’s office already have. I want to know what Paxten is doing involving himself in a trafficking ring. Maybe working from Paxten down is the better move.”

“Well,” Robbie said with a smirk, “we could all stay here together and compare intel, or we could split up…” He gestured at Catalina. “Besides, the scene hasn’t gone under the good ol’ fashioned Robbie Holm investigative eye.”

“You know…” I hedged. “That’s a good point.” I nodded. “Okay, here’s what we’ll do. Catalina, you and Robbie head to the scene. See if you can find anything new. Nina and I will stay here and compare notes. We’ll reconvene in a few hours and see what we’ve got.”

“Sounds like a plan.” Catalina stood up, grabbing her jacket. “Ready, Holm?”

Robbie grinned, following her lead. “Born ready. Let’s go play detective.”

As Robbie and Catalina gathered their things to leave, I couldn’t help but feel a twinge of unease. The thought of being alone with Nina, given our history and the current complicated situation with Tessa and Catalina, made me nervous.

Robbie must have sensed my discomfort because he clapped me on the shoulder as he passed. “Try not to have too much fun without me, partner,” he said with a wink.

I rolled my eyes. “Just focus on the case, Robbie. And keep me updated.”

As the door closed behind them, Nina turned to me with a smile that made my heart skip a beat. “Well, Agent Marston, it looks like it’s just you and me. Shall we get to work?”

“Let’s do it,” I said with a grin.

For the next few hours, Nina and I pored over all the intel we had so far, including what Rivers had uncovered. We traced the convoluted path of money from Paxten’s accounts to various shell companies and eventually to the suspected trafficking operation. It was tedious work but necessary if we wanted to build a solid case against the senator.

As the afternoon wore on, however, we found ourselves hitting dead end after dead end. The money trail was expertly obscured, and without more concrete evidence, we couldn’t definitively link Paxten to the trafficking ring.

Frustrated, I leaned back in my chair, rubbing my eyes. “This is getting us nowhere. These guys are good at covering their tracks.”

Nina nodded, stretching her arms above her head. “They’ve had a lot of practice, unfortunately. But we’ll get them, Ethan. We just need to be patient.” Nina leaned against the edge of the table, her eyes meeting mine. “So, how have you been, Ethan? It’s been a while since... well, since we last worked together.”

I swallowed hard, memories of our brief but intense relationship flooding back. “I’ve been good. Busy with cases, you know how it is.”

She nodded, a small smile playing on her lips. “I do. But surely it hasn’t been all work and no play? I seem to remember you being quite good at finding time for... other activities.”

I felt a flush creeping up my neck. “Nina, I–”

She held up a hand, her expression softening. “I’m sorry, that was unprofessional of me. I just... I’ve missed you, Ethan. Working with you, talking with you… I know we left things casual between us, but I’ve often wondered if maybe...”

Her words trailed off, leaving the possibility hanging in the air between us. I found myself at a loss for words, torn between the lingering attraction I felt for Nina and the complicated feelings I had for Tessa and Catalina. Plus, Peterson still lingered in the background, like a ghost in my phone.

“Nina, I–” I began, but was cut off by the buzzing of my phone. Grateful for the interruption, I quickly checked the message. It was from Robbie.

“Found something interesting at the scene. Heading back now. You two behaving yourselves?”

I shook my head, typing out a quick response before turning back to Nina. “Robbie and Catalina are on their way back. They might have a lead.”

Nina nodded, straightening up and smoothing down her blazer. “Right. We should probably get back to work then.”

As we returned our attention to the case files, I couldn’t help but feel a mix of relief and regret. Part of me wanted to explore the unresolved feelings between Nina and me, but another part knew that now wasn’t the time. We had a job to do, lives to save.

Still, as we worked side by side, I found myself hyper-aware of Nina’s presence. The subtle scent of her perfume, the way she tucked a strand of hair behind her ear when she was concentrating, the brush of her arm against mine as we leaned over the same document. It was a potent reminder of the chemistry we’d once shared.

As the minutes ticked by, I found myself hoping that Robbie and Catalina would return soon or that we’d hear from Price with some news about the camera footage. Until then, we were stuck in this limbo of professional focus and personal tension, with no clear path forward on either front.

Another text came through from Robbie, and I checked it, once again grateful for the distraction.

“Made a pit stop on the way. Be there when we can.”

I read the text out loud to Nina, who looked up at me with a raised eyebrow.

I glanced at my watch, surprised to see how much time had passed, and while we’d compiled our intel and delved into all of it, we were no closer to nailing Paxten or finding the missing women.

“We should probably take another break,” I suggested, pushing back from the table. “Clear our heads a bit.”

Nina nodded, stretching her arms above her head. “Good idea. Want to grab some coffee? There’s a decent place in the lobby.”

I hesitated for a moment, weighing the potential awkwardness against the need for caffeine. “Sure, why not? Maybe a change of scenery will help us spot something we’ve missed.”

As we made our way to the elevator, I couldn’t help but think about the surreal situation I found myself in. Here I was, working a high-stakes case with an old girlfriend, while another waited at the crime scene and a current... whatever Tessa was... waited for a dinner invitation.

The elevator doors closed, and I let out a small sigh. One way or another, this case was going to change everything. I just hoped I was ready for whatever came next.
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BONNIE


The fluorescent lights of the MBLIS Cyber Crimes office buzzed overhead as Bonnie leaned against Rivers’ desk, a playful smile dancing on her lips. The air in the room crackled with the energy of a breakthrough, and Bonnie couldn’t help but feel a surge of pride for her boyfriend’s recent discoveries.

“So, Mr. Cyber Detective,” Bonnie teased, her voice low enough that only Rivers could hear, “tell me again how you managed to unravel Senator Paxten’s financial web. I find your genius utterly irresistible.”

Rivers grinned up at her, his eyes twinkling. “Well, you see, it all started with a suspicious recurring payment...”

As Rivers launched into his explanation, Bonnie’s gaze drifted across the room to where Clyde sat, his attention divided between their conversation and Price’s furious typing at her workstation. Price had been glued to her computer ever since receiving a call from Agent Marston earlier.

Bonnie watched as Clyde’s eyes darted between them and Price. She knew he was itching to ask Price what she was working on, but he was hesitant to interrupt her intense focus.

Turning her attention back to Rivers, Bonnie nodded appreciatively as he finished his explanation. “That’s impressive work, Aaron. I always knew you were more than just a pretty face.”

Rivers chuckled, reaching out to give her hand a quick squeeze. “Flattery will get you everywhere, Rosa.”

“Rosa?” Clyde muttered with amusement from his perch. “We’ve definitely worked here too long if hearing your real name is shocking to me.”

Bonnie giggled in response to that, but their moment was suddenly interrupted by a shout from Price’s workstation.

“Holy crap!”

The room fell silent, all eyes turning to Price. Bonnie straightened up, her heart racing with anticipation. “What is it, Bailey? Did you find something?”

Price spun in her chair, her eyes wide with excitement. “You bet I did. I’ve been combing through security camera footage from the areas where the women went missing, and I just hit pay dirt.”

Clyde rolled his chair closer, leaning in with interest. “Don’t keep us in suspense, Price. What did you see?”

“A car,” Price said, turning back to her screen and pulling up a grainy image. “This same vehicle shows up at multiple abduction sites. It’s not much to go on, but it’s a start.”

Rivers stood up, moving to peer over Price’s shoulder. “Can you run the plates?”

Price shook her head. “Already tried. They’re either fake or registered to a shell company. But here’s where it gets interesting.” She pulled up another window, displaying a map with multiple pins. “I’ve been tracking this car’s movements. It makes frequent visits to a nightclub downtown.”

Bonnie frowned, crossing her arms. “That doesn’t seem too suspicious. It is Miami, after all.”

“True,” Price agreed, “but the visits are... odd. Too short for someone to be enjoying a night out, but too frequent and inconsistent to be an employee. It’s like they’re making pickups or drop-offs.”

A tense silence fell over the room as the implications of Price’s discovery sank in. Bonnie felt a chill run down her spine, imagining what—or who—might be getting picked up or dropped off at this club.

Rivers was the first to break the silence. “Do we know who owns this nightclub?”

Price’s fingers flew across the keyboard once more. “Give me a sec... Got it. The owner is a local businessman named Hector Varela.”

The name didn’t ring any bells for Bonnie, but she saw Rivers’ eyes widen in recognition. “Hold on,” he said, rushing back to his own computer. “That name... I’ve seen it before.”

Bonnie followed him, watching as he pulled up a series of financial documents. After a moment of scrolling, Rivers let out a low whistle. “Well, would you look at that? Hector Varela is another major donor to Senator Paxten’s church.”

“Are you kidding me?” Bonnie exclaimed, leaning in for a closer look. “That can’t be a coincidence.”

Clyde joined them, his brow furrowed in thought. “It’s still a pretty loose connection, but it’s definitely something worth looking into.”

“Agreed.” Rivers nodded. “I’m going to dig deeper into Varela’s financials and see if I can find any more links to Paxten or the trafficking operation.”

“Good idea,” Price said, reaching for her phone. “I’m going to call Ethan and let him know what we’ve found. He’ll want to check out that nightclub ASAP.”

As Price dialed Ethan’s number, Bonnie grinned. They were on the verge of a major breakthrough, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that they were also about to step into something far more dangerous than they’d anticipated.

Price’s voice cut through Bonnie’s thoughts. “Ethan? It’s Price. We’ve got something... Yeah, a lead on a nightclub. Looks like it might be connected to the trafficking operation and possibly to Paxten... Uh-huh... Okay, I’ll send you the details. Be careful, okay?”

As Price hung up, Bonnie raised an eyebrow. “Well? What did he say?”

Price grinned, a hint of worry in her eyes. “He’s thrilled. Says he’s planning to check out the nightclub tonight.”

“Tonight?” Clyde echoed, sounding concerned. “Isn’t that a bit rushed? We barely have any concrete evidence.”

Rivers shook his head. “In cases like this, time is of the essence. If this nightclub is indeed linked to the trafficking ring, we can’t risk losing any more victims while we gather more evidence.”

Bonnie nodded in agreement, but she couldn’t help feeling a twinge of worry for Ethan and the others. “I just hope they’re careful. If Varela is as connected as we think he is, this could be dangerous.”

“Ethan’s a pro,” Price assured her. “He knows what he’s doing. Plus, he’ll have backup.”

As the team returned to their tasks—Rivers diving into Varela’s financials, Price compiling all the information on the nightclub for Ethan, and Clyde cross-referencing the car’s movements with reported disappearances, as per Price’s guidance—Bonnie found herself staring at the grainy image of the suspicious vehicle on Price’s screen.

She thought about the missing women, about the lives torn apart by this trafficking ring. And she thought about Ethan and the others, preparing to dive headfirst into what could be a hornet’s nest of criminal activity.

“Hey,” Rivers said softly, noticing her distracted gaze. “You okay?”

Bonnie forced a smile, pushing down her worries. “Yeah, I’m fine. Just... thinking about what’s at stake here.”

Rivers nodded, understanding in his eyes. “I know. But this is what we do, right? We find the bad guys, we gather the evidence, and we bring them down.”

“Right,” Bonnie agreed, straightening her shoulders. “So, what can I do to help?”

Rivers’s eyes widened in surprise. “You may regret asking me that,” he warned.

“Nah,” she said as she rolled her chair closer to his. “I need to keep my mind busy. There’s no forensics to worry about at the moment, and I don’t like waiting around. I’d rather keep my mind busy and help further the cause.”

Rivers shrugged. “All right, but don’t say I didn’t warn you,” he said with a smirk. “Here, I’ll show you what needs to be done. If anything pops up with these code words, let me know immediately.”

“Okay,” she replied enthusiastically.

Before long, Rivers had some complicated page pulled up on his computer with some unintelligible financial jargon on it, and he was giving her explicit instructions. By the time he was done, she knew exactly what to do, so she promptly shooed him away so he could return to his own task.

As she immersed herself in helping Rivers sift through the mountain of financial data, Bonnie pushed her concerns to the back of her mind. They had a job to do, and right now, that job could mean the difference between life and death for who knew how many victims.

The MBLIS lab hummed with focused energy as the team worked tirelessly, each of them knowing that, somewhere out in the Miami night, Ethan and the others were preparing to take the next crucial step in their investigation. Whatever happened next, Bonnie knew one thing for certain—the game was about to change, and they needed to be ready for whatever came their way.
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ETHAN


The energy in the FBI conference room was electric as we prepared for our undercover operation at Varela’s nightclub. The coffee break with Nina had been nice but short-lived. Once I’d gotten that phone call from Price, the entire dynamic of our investigation shifted. I’d called Robbie immediately, and he and Catalina both rushed to return to headquarters to reconvene and plan for that night’s upcoming raid.

“All right, team,” I said, my voice cutting through the tension. “Let’s run through this one more time.”

Robbie, lounging in his chair with deceptive casualness, nodded. “Right. Ethan and I go in as high-rolling businessmen looking for a good time. Nina, you’re our... entertainment for the evening.”

Nina raised an eyebrow, a smirk playing at the corners of her mouth. “Careful, Holm. I might just steal your wallet for real.”

“Focus, you two,” I said, biting back a chuckle. “We’re not there to have fun. We need to gather as much intel as possible without raising suspicion. Nina, you’ll be our eyes and ears near the VIP section. Robbie and I will work the main floor and the bar.”

Catalina, who had been quietly observing from the corner, spoke up. “And I’ll be coordinating from here, monitoring communications, and ready to call in backup if needed.”

I nodded, meeting her eyes. “Exactly. You’re our lifeline, Cat. If anything goes sideways, we’re counting on you to get us out.”

A flash of something—concern? Disappointment?—crossed Catalina’s face, but it was gone so quickly I might have imagined it. “You can count on me,” she said firmly.

As we continued to hash out the details of our plan, I couldn’t help but feel a twinge of unease. We were walking into this nightclub with limited intel and even less time to prepare. But the thought of those missing women, of the lives being destroyed by this trafficking ring, steeled my resolve.

Finally, after what felt like hours of planning, we had a solid strategy in place. Nina stretched, her joints popping audibly in the quiet room.

“Well, I don’t know about you boys, but I’ve got some paperwork to tidy up before tonight,” she said, gathering her things. “Can’t have any loose ends distracting me when we’re in the field.”

Robbie nodded, standing as well. “Good call. I’m going to check in with Price to see if she’s dug up anything else we can use.”

As they prepared to leave, I found myself looking at Catalina. An idea formed in my mind, born perhaps of guilt for leaving her out of the field operation, or maybe just a desire to spend some time with her away from the intensity of the case.

“Hey, Cat,” I said, trying to keep my tone casual. “We’ve got some time to kill before the operation. Want to grab a bite to eat?”

Her eyes widened slightly in surprise, but a smile quickly spread across her face. “I’d like that, Ethan.”

As we all filed out of the conference room, I couldn’t help but notice the knowing look Robbie shot me or the slight tightening around Nina’s eyes. But I pushed those observations aside. We were all professionals here, and we had a job to do.

Catalina and I ended up at a small Cuban restaurant a few blocks from the FBI building. She’d wanted Cuban food, and I knew of just the right place. I had gone on a recommendation years back, and ever since my first visit, I’d found myself returning again and again. The food was to die for, and over the years, the quality had never waned.

When we entered, we were immediately greeted by all kinds of Cuban-themed decor. It had an old Havana feel, with tall arched doorways and pastel paint colors throughout. The walls were littered with paintings depicting palm trees and beaches, and there were Cuban flags and Spanish-language signs hanging up throughout the space. The hostess led us to a table in the back, and the smell of garlic and spices filled the air as we settled into the cozy booth in the corner. She handed us our menus and then sauntered off to greet her next guests, leaving Catalina and me in blissful solitude.

“So,” Catalina said, her dark eyes studying me over the menu, “how are you really feeling about tonight’s operation?”

I put my menu down and sighed, running a hand through my hair. “Honestly? A little on edge. We’re going in with minimal intel, and if Varela is as connected as we think he is, this could get messy fast.”

She nodded. “I get it. But if anyone can pull this off, it’s you. Just... be careful, okay?”

The concern in her voice warmed me, even as it sent a pang of guilt through my chest. “Always am, Cat.”

She smiled, which sent a spark through my body, and we both returned our focus to the menus before us.

Our waitress came by to take our order, and we both ordered the same thing—ropa vieja and plantains—-with some seltzer water to go with it. We couldn’t peruse the drink menu—not today, anyway—so the seltzer would have to suffice.

“I’m glad we’re doing this,” Catalina admitted after the waitress had taken off. “It’s been a while since we’ve seen each other, and I was surprised when I saw Diane’s number come through at our office, but I’m glad the stars aligned. You look well. How are things otherwise? How’s that hunt for the pirate ship going… the one about dragons?”

“The Dragon’s Rogue?” I asked.

“That’s the one!” she replied before letting out another laugh. “I knew there were dragons involved.”

“Maybe that’s what I’ve been missing,” I joked. “I haven’t pursued the dragon angle.”

“There’s your problem right there,” she replied. She shot me a warm smile. “How could you overlook the dragons?”

“How silly of me,” I retorted. I looked up at her with a more sincere look. “In all seriousness, though, the search has slowed down lately, but more recently, I stumbled across a link to an ancestor of mine who had gotten into some trouble with the law. I found a wanted poster and everything. I’m just not sure what that has to do with the ship. Honestly, it might have nothing to do with the ship at all, but I don’t believe that. My gut says there is a connection. I just haven’t found it yet.”

“Whoa,” Catalina breathed. “Your family history is wild, Ethan. I don’t know of anyone else with such crazy ancestors as yours.”

“Thanks?” I asked, which caused her to start laughing all over again.

A few minutes later, our matching meals came out, and they smelled divine. The shredded meat was flavored perfectly, and the pops of additional flavor from the peppers and olives really rounded out the profile. The white rice was a great way to offer variety and a break from the main dish’s intensity, and the plantains on the side added the touch of sweetness needed to round out the meal. My mouth watered immediately upon seeing it, and the plate had barely touched the table when I began to dive into it.

“All right, Cat,” I said after the waitress had left and I’d taken a couple of bites. “Enough about dragons. Tell me what’s been going on with you. How’s the DA’s office treating you?”

As we ate, Catalina filled me in on her life. She’d been making waves in the DA’s office, pushing for harsher sentences for sex offenders and advocating for better support systems for victims of abuse.

“It’s challenging work,” she admitted, pushing a stray lock of hair behind her ear. “Some days, it feels like I’m barely making a dent. But then I’ll get a call from a survivor, telling me how much our work has helped them... and it makes it all worth it.”

I found myself captivated by her passion and the fire in her eyes as she spoke about her work. It reminded me of why I’d been drawn to her in the first place, all those months ago.

“You’re doing important work, Cat,” I said softly. “Never doubt that.”

She smiled, a hint of vulnerability in her expression. “Thanks, Ethan. That means a lot coming from you.”

As our meal wound down, I found myself reluctant to leave. Being with Catalina felt... easy. Comfortable. But as I glanced at my watch, reality came crashing back.

“We should head back,” I said, signaling for the check. “It’s almost time to gear up for tonight.”

Catalina nodded, her expression turning serious once more. “Right. Duty calls.”

When the check arrived, I paid for our meal, and sooner than I would have liked, Catalina and I stepped out of the building and back out into the Miami heat.

As we walked back to the FBI building, our hands brushed occasionally, sending little sparks of electricity up my arm. I found myself wondering, not for the first time, about the path not taken with Catalina. What if we had given our relationship a real shot instead of letting work and circumstances pull us apart? But those were dangerous thoughts, especially with a high-stakes operation looming. I needed to focus, to compartmentalize. Lives were on the line tonight.

It didn’t take us long to return to FBI headquarters, and after we went through security and made our way upstairs via the elevator, we made a beeline to the conference room. When we got there, Nina and Robbie were both already in the room, and the atmosphere had predictably shifted. Gone was the lighthearted banter from earlier, replaced by a tense focus as we prepared for the night ahead.

The atmosphere wasn’t the only thing that had shifted, though. Nina had changed out of her no-nonsense outfit from earlier and was now rocking a slinky black dress that nearly took all the air out of my lungs. I swallowed dryly as I fought back a reaction, but Nina had already noticed, and she smiled warmly at me in response.

“Hey, brother,” Robbie called out when he spotted me. “Gear up first, then we’re all going to go over the details.”

“Sure thing,” I replied as I snapped out of my stupor. I walked over to the conference room table, where an assortment of gear was laid out. In addition to that, I spotted an outfit that looked suspiciously like my size, but definitely not my taste, hung neatly on a hanger over the door.

“What’s that?” I asked as I turned to look at my partner. I took in his outfit, from his obviously designer jacket with gold embossed details to his polished black shoes. “Whoa. Who dressed you?”

Robbie’s face grew a bit red as he developed a sheepish smile. “I told Aurora what we were up to. She told me to use her card for the both of us to help us blend in.”

“Oh, yeah?” I couldn’t help the teasing grin that spread across my face. “I don’t know that you’ll blend in, but you look the part.”

“Hardy har har,” he replied. “Just wait until you see your outfit.”

I groaned internally, but I strode over to the clothing hung up by the door and opened the jacket. The jacket itself was black with black silk lapels: definitely designer but not gaudy by any means. I could actually see myself wearing it if I ever had occasion to. The button-down shirt beneath it, however, had all the detail that the jacket lacked. It was… purple, with additional decorative black stitching along the collar and button panels. It didn’t seem like it would go with the jacket, but it actually worked surprisingly well.

“Purple?” I muttered.

“Hey, Aurora insisted I get this flashy thing,” Robbie replied as he held his jacket by the lapels. “So I had to pick something equally outlandish for you.”

“Fair enough,” I relented. “Thanks for taking care of this. I’ll be sure to bury this purple shirt all the way in the back of my closet.”

Robbie snickered. “I didn’t want to waste too much money on a joke, so I settled for a nice suit jacket.” He shrugged. “Figured you’d wear it once or twice more in your life. It’s not fitted to you, obviously, but I did my best.”

“No, this is great,” I admitted. “Tell Aurora I said thank you.”

“Sure.” He nodded and gestured for me to put it on. “Go ahead and see how it fits.”

I went to work getting dressed, opting to leave my dark jeans on with the shirt and jacket to dress the outfit down a bit. It felt a bit awkward changing in front of the two women, but I did my best to pretend I didn’t notice them looking in my direction. When I was done, I heard an appreciative wolf whistle and was unsurprised to look up and find that the source was Robbie.

“I guess I nailed the fit,” he said with a smug look of accomplishment.

“Guess you did,” I admitted.

I looked over at the two women. Both of them smiled appreciatively at me, but neither said anything.

Now that I was dressed, I went over to the gear on the table and got the rest of my equipment in order, including an earpiece and a set of handcuffs. We were supposed to be going undercover, so it needed to be discreet, but I didn’t want to go in unprepared.

Nina approached me as I was checking my concealed holster. “Ethan, can I talk to you for a second?”

I nodded and then followed her to a quiet corner of the room. “What’s up?”

She hesitated for a moment, then met my eyes. “I just... I wanted to say be careful out there tonight. I know we’ve got our... history, but you’re still one of the best agents I’ve ever worked with. I don’t want to see you get hurt.”

The sincerity in her voice caught me off guard. “I appreciate that, Nina. And the same goes for you. We’re all coming out of this in one piece, understood?”

She nodded, a small smile playing on her lips. “Understood, Agent Marston.”

As she walked away, I caught Catalina watching us, an unreadable expression on her face. Before I could dwell on it, Robbie was at my side, clapping me on the shoulder.

“Ready to become high-rolling businessmen, partner?” he asked, his usual grin in place despite the tension in his eyes.

I forced a smile, pushing all thoughts of personal complications aside. “Born ready. Let’s go catch some bad guys.”

Once we were suited up and ready to go, Nina led the way out of the conference room and down through the lobby. As we headed out into the Miami night, the neon lights of the city reflecting off the sleek FBI-issued car that awaited us, I silently vowed to myself: We would bring down this trafficking ring, we would expose Varela and Paxten, and we would bring those missing women home.

The game was on, and failure was not an option.
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ETHAN


Icrouched in the shadows across the street from Varela’s nightclub, the pulsing bass from inside vibrating through the soles of my shoes. The neon sign above the entrance said “Noche Eterna” and cast an eerie blue glow over the sidewalk. Robbie was to my left, his usual jovial demeanor replaced by intense focus. Nina, looking stunning in the slinky black dress that somehow concealed a wealth of tactical gear, stood a few feet away, pretending to check her phone.

“Comms check,” I murmured, tapping my earpiece. “Everyone copy?”

“Loud and clear, partner,” Robbie’s voice crackled in my ear.

“Reading you five by five,” Nina confirmed.

I took a deep breath, feeling another familiar rush of adrenaline. “All right, team. Let’s go over the plan one last time. Robbie and I go in first, playing the part of high-rolling businessmen looking for a good time. Nina, you follow five minutes later. We mingle, we observe, and we gather intel. If we spot anything concrete, we signal Catalina to bring in the cavalry. Got it?”

“Roger that.” Robbie nodded. “And if things go sideways?”

I patted the concealed weapon at my hip. “We’ve got the warrants for a full search and seizure if necessary. But let’s hope it doesn’t come to that. We want to catch these bastards red-handed if we can.”

Nina’s voice was tense. “And what about Varela? Think he’ll show his face tonight?”

I shrugged, my eyes never leaving the club’s entrance. “Hard to say. But even if he doesn’t, we might find evidence linking him to the trafficking ring. Keep your eyes peeled for anything suspicious.”

As we waited for the right moment to move in, my mind drifted to the victims we were trying to save. Young women had been lured to Miami with promises of fun and excitement, only to be trapped in a nightmare. The thought made my blood boil, and I had to force myself to relax my clenched fists.

“You okay there, Marston?” Robbie’s voice broke through my dark thoughts. “You’re looking a bit murderous.”

I forced a grim smile. “Just thinking about why we’re here. These traffickers... they’re the worst kind of predators… using people like they’re disposable commodities.”

Nina’s voice softened in my ear. “We’ll get them, Ethan. That’s why we’re here.”

I nodded, refocusing on the task at hand. “Right. Okay, it’s showtime. Robbie, you ready to be disgustingly rich and morally bankrupt?”

Robbie grinned, straightening his designer jacket. “Born ready, partner. Let’s go make some bad decisions.”

We strode across the street, adopting the confident swagger of men with too much money and too little conscience. The bouncer at the door gave us a once-over before nodding us through. As we entered the club, the bass-heavy music hit us like a physical force.

The interior of Noche Eterna was a study in calculated excess. Crystal chandeliers hung from the high ceilings, casting fractured light across the dance floor. Plush velvet booths lined the walls, many occupied by men in expensive suits and women who looked like they’d stepped out of a fashion magazine.

“Nice place,” Robbie shouted over the music as we made our way to the bar. “If you’re into the whole ‘tacky nouveau riche’ aesthetic.”

“I guess we fit in with these get-ups.” I chuckled, scanning the room as we walked. “Keep your eyes open. Look for anything out of place or anyone who seems to be in charge.”

We settled at the bar, ordering overpriced drinks and playing our parts. I pretended to ogle a group of dancers on a raised platform, all the while cataloging exits, security camera positions, and the movements of the staff.

Five minutes later, right on schedule, Nina sauntered into the club. She played her part perfectly, drawing admiring glances from men and envious looks from women as she made her way to the VIP section.

For the next hour, we maintained our cover, moving through the club, observing and gathering intel. I was just beginning to think we might need to take more direct action when I noticed a flurry of activity near a door marked “Employees Only.”

“Heads up,” I murmured into my comm. “Something’s happening by the east wall.”

As I watched, a group of men in dark suits emerged from the door, surrounding a younger man who looked nervous and out of place. They were moving with purpose toward the back of the club.

“I’m going to check it out,” I said, setting down my drink. “Robbie, cover me. Nina, keep an eye on the main floor.”

I made my way through the crowd, trying to look casual as I followed the group. They disappeared through another door, this one unmarked. I waited a beat, then slipped through after them.

The hallway beyond was dimly lit and eerily quiet compared to the club’s pulsing energy. I moved silently, my hand hovering near my concealed weapon. Up ahead, the hallway split in two directions. Although I didn’t see or hear anyone, I knew there was a good chance that I’d run into someone sooner or later, especially as I hadn’t been that far behind the suits. When I reached the end, I knew I wouldn’t be able to check both directions at once, so I picked one at random.

I chose wrong. I cleared one direction, but as I rounded to clear the other, I came face to face with two of the men in suits.

For a moment, we all froze. Then, one of them reached for his waistband, and all hell broke loose.

I reacted on instinct, driving my shoulder into the first man’s chest while simultaneously grabbing the second man’s wrist, preventing him from drawing his weapon. The hallway erupted into a flurry of fists and grunts as we grappled.

“Ethan, what’s your status?” Robbie’s voice crackled urgently in my ear.

“Bit busy,” I grunted, ducking a wild swing and retaliating with a sharp jab to my opponent’s kidney. “Found the suits.”

I ducked a wild swing, countering with a punch to my opponent’s solar plexus. He doubled over, but his partner caught me with a glancing blow to the jaw.

Suddenly, I heard footsteps thundering down the corridor. Robbie burst onto the scene, and without missing a beat, he tackled one of the men, driving him into the wall with a resounding thud.

“Thought you could use a hand,” Robbie grunted, struggling to pin the man’s arms. “You know, since you’re getting old and slow.”

I rolled my eyes, even as I wrestled my own opponent to the ground. “Less talking, more subduing, Robbie!”

We worked in tandem, and our years of partnership were evident in our coordinated movements. Robbie managed to flip his man onto his stomach, quickly securing his wrists with a zip tie.

“One down,” he called out, already moving to assist me.

My assailant, seeing his partner subdued, fought with renewed desperation. He landed a solid kick to my shin, causing me to stumble. But before he could capitalize on the advantage, Robbie was there, grabbing the man’s arm and twisting it behind his back.

“Now, now,” Robbie chided, his voice deceptively light, “that’s no way to treat a federal agent. Didn’t your mother teach you any manners?”

Together, we forced the second man to the ground. I quickly secured his wrists, making sure the zip tie was tight but not cutting off circulation.

As we stood up, both breathing heavily, Robbie clapped me on the shoulder. “Just like old times, eh? Though I have to say, you’re slipping. There was a time when you wouldn’t have needed my help with two measly goons.”

I shot him a wry grin, wiping a trickle of blood from my split lip. “Keep dreaming, Robbie. I had it all under control. You just wanted to join the party.”

Robbie laughed, already moving to secure the area. “Whatever helps you sleep at night, old man. Also, I’d say that counts as probable cause. Want to call in the cavalry?”

I nodded, tapping my comm. “Catalina, we’ve got a situation. Bring in the team, full raid protocol.”

As Catalina acknowledged and began mobilizing our backup, I noticed something out of the corner of my eye. A section of the wall panel looked... off somehow. On a hunch, I ran my hands along the edge, feeling for any irregularities.

There—a slight catch under my fingertips. I pressed, and a hidden door swung open with a soft click.

“Robbie,” I called softly, “I’ve found something.”

My partner joined me at the concealed entrance, his eyebrows raised. “Secret passages? Really? These guys are just begging to be busted.”

“Watch our suspects,” I instructed. “I’m going to check this out.”

Drawing my weapon, I descended a narrow staircase into what appeared to be a basement level. The air down there was cold and damp, with an underlying odor that made my skin crawl. As my eyes adjusted to the dim light, I swept my gaze across the room.

At first glance, it appeared to be nothing more than a storage area. Boxes were stacked against the walls, and old furniture gathered dust in the corners. But something about the space set my nerves on edge. There was a lingering aura of fear and pain in the atmosphere that I couldn’t quite explain.

As I moved deeper into the room, my flashlight beam caught something metallic glinting on a rickety desk. I approached cautiously, my senses on high alert. It was a key attached to a small fob. I leaned in closer, squinting at the faded writing on the fob. It was an address.

My heart rate quickened. This could be the lead we’d been looking for. I quickly pulled an evidence bag from my pocket, carefully depositing the key inside.

Just then, I heard a commotion from upstairs. The raid team must have arrived. I took one last look around the basement, committing every detail to memory, before heading back up to join the others.

The scene that greeted me was controlled chaos. FBI agents and local police swarmed the club, securing our suspects and gathering evidence. Nina was coordinating the efforts, looking completely in her element despite her cocktail dress.

“Ethan!” she called out when she saw me. “Are you okay? Robbie said you went down some secret passage.”

I nodded, holding up the evidence bag with the key. “Found this in a hidden basement. It’s an address. Could be where they’re holding the victims.”

Nina’s eyes widened. “Good work. We’ll get a team on that right away.”

As the raid continued, I filled Nina and Robbie in on what I’d found—or rather, what I hadn’t found—in the basement. “There wasn’t much physical evidence,” I explained, “but the place gave me the creeps. I’d bet good money that bad things have happened down there.”

Robbie shuddered. “Man, I hate cases like these. Makes you wonder how people can do such horrible things to each other.”

I clasped his shoulder, understanding all too well.

As the night wore on and the club was thoroughly searched, we began to wind down operations. The suspects, including the club’s manager and several employees, were taken into custody for questioning. Evidence bags filled with documents, computer hard drives, and other potential leads were carefully logged and transported.

Finally, as the first light of dawn began to streak the Miami sky, we gathered outside the club. The adrenaline of the raid was wearing off, leaving us all exhausted but grimly satisfied.

“Good work tonight, team,” I said, looking at Robbie and Nina. “We’ve made a significant dent in their operation. But this is just the beginning.”

Nina nodded, stifling a yawn. “We’ve got a mountain of evidence to go through, not to mention following up on that address you found.”

“And don’t forget, we still need to nail Varela and Paxten,” Robbie added. “They’re the big fish in all this.”

I ran a hand through my hair, feeling the weight of the task ahead. “You’re both right. But for now, I think we all need some rest. Fresh minds will serve us better than pushing through on fumes.”

We all agreed, making plans to reconvene later in the day. As we parted ways, I couldn’t shake the image of that basement from my mind. We’d struck a blow against the trafficking ring tonight, but I knew in my gut that we’d only scratched the surface of this case.

Driving home in the early morning light, I felt a mix of emotions—satisfaction at our progress, determination to see this through to the end, and a gnawing worry about what we might uncover next. One thing was certain—this case was far from over, and the worst was likely yet to come.

I pulled up to my houseboat, and my body went on autopilot as I went through the motions of securing my weapon and shrugging off my clothes.

Collapsing onto my bed, I allowed myself a moment to process everything that had happened. The raid, the hidden basement, the mysterious key—it all swirled in my mind, pieces of a puzzle that didn’t quite fit together yet.

As exhaustion finally overtook me, my last conscious thought was of the victims we were trying to save. Somewhere out there, women were suffering, trapped in a nightmare. It was up to us to find them and bring them home.

With that weight on my shoulders, I drifted into an uneasy sleep, knowing that when I woke, the real work would begin.
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Ijolted awake, the gentle rocking of my houseboat a welcome change from the adrenaline-fueled chaos of the previous night. Sunlight streamed through the porthole, brightening up my cramped quarters. For a moment, I lay there, letting the events of the raid flood back into my consciousness. The pulsing music of the club, the tense confrontation in the hallway, the eerie silence of that hidden basement—it all felt like a surreal dream now.

But as I sat up, wincing at the protest of sore muscles, I knew it had been all too real. We’d made progress, but the case was far from over. With a sigh and a stretch, I swung my legs over the side of the bed and reached for my phone.

The screen lit up, revealing a series of missed calls and texts from Tessa. Guilt washed over me as I realized I’d completely forgotten to update her after her last text message. I hit the call button, steeling myself for what I knew would be a difficult conversation.

Tessa answered on the third ring, her voice filled with relief and concern. “Ethan? Are you okay? I was worried when I didn’t hear from you last night.”

“I’m fine, Tess,” I assured her, running a hand through my disheveled hair. “I’m sorry I didn’t call. The case... it kind of exploded on us. We ended up conducting a raid on a nightclub.”

“A raid?” I could hear the curiosity in her voice, tempered with a hint of disappointment. “Sounds intense. Did you find what you were looking for?”

I sighed, moving to the small kitchenette to start a pot of coffee. “Yes and no. We made some progress, but this thing is bigger than we thought. I’m afraid I might not be able to see you for a while. We’re diving deep into this one.”

There was a pause on the other end of the line, and I could almost see Tessa nodding, picturing that understanding but slightly sad smile on her face. “I get it, Ethan. The job comes first. It always does.”

Her words, though not accusatory, hit me like a punch to the gut. “Tess, I–”

“It’s okay,” she cut me off gently. “Really. I knew what I was getting into with you. Just... be careful, okay? And call me when you can.”

We exchanged a few more pleasantries before ending the call, but as I set the phone down, I couldn’t shake the feeling of frustration that had settled over me. Tessa was amazing—understanding, supportive, and everything I could want in a partner. And yet, here I was, once again choosing the job over a chance at a real relationship.

As I went through the motions of my morning routine—showering, shaving, downing a quick breakfast of toast and coffee—I grappled with the familiar dilemma. How could I balance the demands of this job with the desire for a normal life? Was it even possible?

The questions ate at me as I dressed, holstering my weapon and checking my badge. By the time I stepped off the houseboat, I still didn’t have any answers, but I had managed to push the personal concerns to the back of my mind. Right now, I had a job to do.

The drive to FBI headquarters was a blur of morning traffic and mental preparation. As I pulled into the parking lot, I spotted Robbie leaning against his car, once again with two cups of coffee in hand. My partner was always thinking ahead.

“Morning, sunshine,” Robbie greeted me with his trademark grin, though I could see the fatigue around his eyes. “Thought you might need a little pick-me-up. You look like you went ten rounds with a cement mixer.”

I accepted the coffee gratefully, taking a long sip before responding. “Thanks, partner. And you’re one to talk. That shiner really brings out your eyes.”

Robbie chuckled, gingerly touching the bruise blooming around his left eye. “What can I say? The ladies love a man with a bit of mystery.”

As we made our way into the building, our banter faded, replaced by a focused silence. The elevator ride to our floor seemed to take an eternity. Finally, the doors slid open, revealing a hive of activity. Agents bustled about, carrying stacks of files and evidence boxes. The chaos led us all the way to the conference room, where Nina and Catalina stood in the center of it, deep in conversation over a spread of documents on the conference room table.

Nina looked up as we approached, her professional demeanor softening slightly. “Ethan, Robbie. Glad you’re here. We’ve got a lot to cover.”

Catalina nodded in agreement, her dark eyes meeting mine with an intensity that made my stomach do a little flip. “We’ve been going through the evidence from the raid all morning. You’re not going to believe what we’ve found.”

For the next hour, we immersed ourselves in the details of last night’s operation. Crime scene photos covered every available surface, depicting the club’s layout, the hidden basement, and key pieces of evidence. Financial records, both from the club and from shell companies linked to it, were being meticulously combed through by a team of forensic accountants.

“So,” I said, leaning over a particularly complex flow chart of money transfers, “what’s the bottom line here? How close are we to linking this directly to Varela and Paxten?”

Nina grimaced. “Nothing we don’t already know.” She looked up at me. “We found some bank statements that seem to line up with the financial records your guy at MBLIS has already uncovered, so it’s great that we’re on the right track, but we haven’t found anything new yet.”

“What about the victims?” I asked, my mind flashing back to the chilling atmosphere of that hidden basement. “Any leads on where they might be holding the women?”

At this, Nina’s expression brightened slightly. “Actually, yes. That’s where you come in, Ethan. That key you found in the basement? We’ve identified the address.”

She fiddled with her phone for a moment and then pulled up a satellite image on the large screen in the room, zooming in on what looked like an abandoned warehouse on the outskirts of Miami. “This is the place. It’s officially owned by a company that, on paper, has no connection to Varela or Paxten. But we’ve been monitoring it, and there’s definitely activity there that doesn’t match up with any legitimate business.”

I studied the image intently, and my mind was already formulating potential entry points and tactical approaches. “Do we know what kind of activity? What they’re bringing in and out?”

“Not yet,” Nina admitted with a grimace.

“Which is why,” Catalina interjected, “we’re planning another raid. Tonight.”

I raised an eyebrow, surprised at the quick turnaround. “Tonight? Are we sure we’re ready for that? We’re still processing evidence from the club raid.”

Nina nodded, understanding my concern. “I know it’s fast, but we don’t have a choice. Now that we’ve hit the club, Varela and his people will be on high alert. If there are victims in that warehouse, they might try to move them. We can’t risk losing them.”

As much as I wanted more time to prepare, I knew she was right. “Alright, let’s do this. What’s the plan?”

For the next several hours, we pored over blueprints, satellite imagery, and every scrap of intelligence we could gather about the warehouse and its surroundings. Teams were assembled, roles were assigned, and contingencies were planned for every scenario we could think of.

Finally, as the sun began to dip toward the horizon, we gathered for one last briefing.

“All right, people,” I said, looking around at the assembled agents we’d pulled from various departments. “We all know what’s at stake here. If our intel is correct, we’re not just taking down a criminal operation tonight. We’re saving lives. These women have been through hell, and it’s up to us to bring them home.”

I paused, making eye contact with each member of my core team. “Nina, you’ll be coordinating from the mobile command center. Robbie and I will lead the entry teams. Catalina, I want you on standby with the paramedics and victim services. If we find survivors, they’re going to need immediate care and legal protection.”

Everyone nodded, the weight of their responsibilities clear in their expressions.

“One last thing,” I added. “We’re dealing with desperate people here. They know we’re closing in, and they might do anything to avoid capture. Stay alert, watch each other’s backs, and remember your training. I want everyone coming home safe tonight, understood?”

A chorus of affirmatives rang out, and with that, we began to move out. As I checked my weapon one last time and donned my tactical vest, I felt that familiar mix of anticipation and dread that always preceded a major operation.

As we headed out into the Miami twilight and pulled away from the FBI building, I sent up a silent prayer—not just for our safety, but for the strength to face whatever horrors awaited us in that warehouse. The night stretched out before us, full of promise and peril, and I knew that somewhere in the darkness, answers awaited.

It was time to bring the light.
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The warehouse loomed before us against the star-studded sky. My heart pounded in my chest as I double-checked my tactical gear in the humid Miami night.

“Everyone in position?” Nina’s voice crackled through my earpiece.

I did a final check of my weapon before responding. “Alpha team ready.”

“Bravo team set,” Robbie’s voice followed.

“On my mark,” Nina said. “Three... two... one... Execute!”

“Go,” I said as I led my team toward the side entrance, our footsteps muffled by the gravelly ground. As we approached the door, I signaled to the FBI tech specialist on my team, who quickly disabled the electronic lock.

The door swung open silently, revealing a dimly lit corridor. The air inside was stale, tinged with something unpleasant that made the hair on the back of my neck stand up. We moved forward, our weapons at the ready, every sense on high alert.

“First floor clear,” Robbie’s voice came through the comm. “Moving to the second level.”

We continued our sweep, room by room, finding nothing but empty spaces and abandoned equipment. We had the same results on the second floor, and just as I was beginning to think we’d hit another dead end, we came to a locked door at the end of a hallway.

As Robbie’s team joined us, I nodded to our breacher, who set to work on the lock. Within seconds, we were through.

The room beyond was like stepping into a nightmare. The walls were covered in photos—dozens, maybe hundreds of young women. Some were smiling carefree vacation shots. Others were clearly taken against the subjects’ will, their eyes wide with fear or glazed with drugs.

“My God,” one of my team members whispered.

I swallowed hard. “Nina, we’ve found something. Sending you a live feed now.”

As our tech specialist set up the camera, I moved deeper into the room. A large desk dominated the center, covered in papers and files. I started riffling through them, my hands shaking slightly as I uncovered more and more evidence of the trafficking operation.

“Ethan,” Robbie’s voice came through, strained. “You need to see this.”

I looked up to see him standing by a filing cabinet, holding a thick binder. He flipped it open, revealing page after page of photos and information on women—the same women whose faces covered the walls.

“It’s a catalog,” I said as I walked up beside him, the words tasting bitter in my mouth. “They’re selling these women like merchandise.”

As we flipped through the binder, a pattern emerged. Each woman had a small tattoo on her left shoulder—an intricate design that looked like a stylized orchid.

“Nina, are you seeing this?” I asked, holding up the binder to our camera.

“Clear as day,” she responded angrily. “That tattoo could be our key to identifying more victims and potentially tracing the supply chain.”

“Catalina’s cases all had tattoos, too, remember?” Robbie muttered with a look of disgust on his face.

I nodded, even though Nina couldn’t see me. “We’re bagging all of this as evidence. Tell the techs to start processing as soon as we’re clear.”

We worked quickly, documenting everything before carefully packing it away. Just as we were finishing up, a shout came from outside.

“Contact! Southeast corner!”

The world exploded into chaos. The staccato burst of gunfire shattered the night, and I instinctively dove for cover behind the desk.

“Status report!” I barked into my comm.

“Three, maybe four hostiles,” came the response. “They’re trying to flank us!”

I exchanged a quick glance with Robbie. “We need to get this evidence out now. Cover me!”

With a nod, Robbie moved to the doorway, ready to lay down suppressing fire as I grabbed the binder and several evidence bags. We made our way down the hallway, the sound of gunfire growing louder as we approached the exit.

“Nina, we need an extraction point!” I shouted over the din.

“Northwest corner,” she responded immediately. “We’ve got a team moving to intercept the hostiles.”

We burst out of the building, immediately ducking behind a concrete barrier. The air was thick with gun smoke and shouted orders. I could see our team engaging with the attackers as muzzle flashes illuminated the night in strobing bursts.

“Move!” I yelled, and we made a break for the extraction point.

We were almost there when a figure loomed out of the darkness. I reacted on instinct, dropping the evidence and tackling the attacker. We hit the ground hard, grappling for control. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Robbie dealing with another hostile.

My opponent was strong, but desperation lent me strength. I parried each of his blows, and after a few retorts, I figured out exactly where his weak point was. I feinted with an uppercut, and when he went to block it, I sent a knee up into his stomach. He doubled over to catch his breath, so I sent another knee into the bridge of his nose. Once he was completely off balance, I managed to drop him onto his stomach, quickly zip-tying his hands behind his back.

“Suspect secured,” I panted into my comm.

As quickly as it had begun, the firefight was over. As our reinforcements arrived, the remaining attackers melted away into the night, leaving us with one prisoner and a wealth of evidence.

“All clear,” Nina’s voice came through, relief evident in her tone. “Good work, team. Let’s wrap this up and get out of here.”

As the adrenaline began to fade, I took stock of our situation. We had the evidence, a prisoner to interrogate, and thankfully, no serious injuries on our side. It was a win, but the weight of what we’d discovered in that room hung heavy on my shoulders. I hated that so many of the men had escaped, which meant they’d be free to wreak more havoc and report back to their boss about the raid.

I pulled out my phone and dialed Catalina’s number. She answered on the first ring.

“Ethan? Are you okay? How did it go?”

“We’re fine,” I assured her. “We found evidence, Cat. Lots of it. Including something you need to see.”

I quickly snapped a photo of the tattoo from the binder and sent it to her. There was a moment of silence as she received and viewed the image.

“Oh my God,” she breathed. “Ethan, this is the same tattoo I’ve seen before. You need to get to my office right now.”

Her urgency startled me. “What? Cat, we’ve got processing to do here and a suspect to transport–”

“Trust me,” she cut me off. “This is important. I’ll explain everything when you get here.”

I hesitated for a moment, then nodded. “All right. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

Hanging up, I made my way over to Robbie, who was overseeing the bagging of the last pieces of evidence.

“Hey,” I said, getting his attention. “Catalina needs me at the DA’s office. Something about that tattoo we found.”

Robbie raised an eyebrow. “Now? We’ve got a lot to process here, Ethan.”

I nodded, feeling torn. “I know. But she seemed pretty insistent.”

Robbie considered this for a moment, then shrugged. “All right, go. Nina and I can handle things here. Just don’t forget about your lonely partner slaving away in the field while you’re off playing detective with the lovely ADA.”

I rolled my eyes at his teasing but felt a surge of gratitude for his understanding. “Thanks, Robbie. I owe you one.”

“Add it to my tab.” He grinned. “Now get out of here before I change my mind and make you help with the paperwork.”

I didn’t need to be told twice. After a quick debrief with Nina, I shed my tactical gear and headed for my car. As I drove through the quiet Miami streets towards the DA’s office, my mind raced with possibilities. What did Catalina know? How did this tattoo connect to her previous cases?

The city passed by in a blur of neon and shadows, but I barely noticed. All I could think about were the faces of those women in the photos, their eyes haunting me with silent pleas for help. Whatever Catalina had discovered, I hoped it would bring us one step closer to bringing them home and bringing their captors to justice.
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As I pulled up to the DA’s office, Catalina was waiting for me on the steps, a thick file clutched to her chest. I climbed out of the car, my body protesting after the intense raid and subsequent adrenaline crash. But as I approached Catalina, I felt a second wind coming on. There was work to be done, and I was ready to dive in.

“All right, Cat,” I said as I reached her. “What’s so urgent that it couldn’t wait until morning?”

She glanced around as if checking for eavesdroppers before speaking in a low, intense voice. “Not here. Let’s go to my office. You’re not going to believe this.”

As we made our way through the quiet building, I couldn’t help but notice the tension radiating off Catalina. Whatever she knew had her on edge, and that made me nervous. Cat was usually unflappable, so seeing her this worked up was unsettling.

We entered her office, and she immediately went to a large corkboard on one wall, covered in photos and documents connected by red string. It looked like something out of a conspiracy theorist’s basement, but I knew Catalina well enough to trust that every connection on that board was backed by solid evidence.

“Okay,” I said, leaning against her desk. “I’m here. What’s this all about?”

Catalina took a deep breath and then launched into her explanation. “That tattoo you found? I’ve seen it before. Multiple times, in fact. It’s been showing up in sex trafficking cases across the state for the past two years.”

She pointed to several photos on the board, each showing the same orchid tattoo on different women. “At first, we thought it was just a coincidence. Maybe a popular design among a certain demographic. But then we started noticing variations.”

I leaned in, studying the images more closely. “They’re identical,” I muttered.

“Not identical,” Catalina said, pulling out more files. “Look at these.”

She laid out a series of photos, each showing a slight variation on the tattoo design. As I examined them, a pattern began to emerge.

“The women have one version,” I said slowly, “and the children have another.” I felt my stomach lurch as I processed the fact that there were even children in the photos before me. “So, they’re branding them? Like cattle?” I swallowed hard. “And there are kids?”

Catalina nodded grimly. “Exactly. Ethan, this isn’t just about adult trafficking. They’re involved with minors, too.”

The realization hit me like a punch to the gut. “Jesus, Cat. Paxten’s involved with kids? How young are we talking?”

Her expression darkened. “Too young. The youngest victim we’ve identified so far was only thirteen.”

A wave of fury washed over me, and my hands clenched into fists at my sides.

“Dammit,” I growled. “These bastards are going down, Cat. I don’t care what it takes.”

She placed a hand on my arm, and I felt a jolt of electricity at her touch. “I know, Ethan. That’s why I called you. We need to pool our resources on this. It’s bigger than anything we’ve dealt with before.”

“What else do we know?” I asked, trying to stay focused and avoid thinking too much about the unsettled contents of my stomach.

“I’ve seen patterns,” Catalina continued. “The women with these tattoos... they all had similar stories. They were lured to Florida with promises of modeling jobs or lucrative service industry positions. Once here, they were drugged, tattooed, and forced into prostitution.”

I felt a cold knot forming in my already queasy stomach. “How many?”

Catalina’s voice was grim. “That we know of? At least thirty. But I suspect the real number is much higher.”

“Jesus,” I muttered, running a hand through my hair. “And you think this is all connected to our case? To Varela and Paxten?”

She nodded emphatically. “I’m almost certain of it. The timing lines up with when Paxten started making those large donations to the church. And look at this.”

She pulled out a map of Florida, covered in red dots. “Each dot represents a case involving a woman with this tattoo. Notice anything?”

I studied the map, and at first, I didn’t understand what she was getting at. Then, suddenly, the pattern jumped out at me. “They’re all centered around major transportation hubs. Airports, seaports...”

“Exactly,” Catalina said, snapping her fingers. “It’s not just a local operation. This is a full-scale trafficking ring, moving women in and out of the state using legitimate transportation channels.”

The implications were staggering. If Paxten was involved in something this big, it went beyond simple corruption. This was organized crime on a massive scale.

“Cat, this is... I don’t even know what to say. This could bring down Paxten and his entire operation.”

She nodded, her expression a mix of determination and something else... was that fear? “It could. But Ethan, you have to understand... if what I suspect is true, this goes beyond just Paxten. We could be looking at involvement from multiple state officials, maybe even federal.”

The weight of her words hit me like a physical blow. We were standing on the edge of something huge, something that could shake the foundations of Florida’s political establishment. And suddenly, I understood Catalina’s tension, her insistence on meeting immediately. This wasn’t just a case anymore. This was a powder keg, and we were holding the match.

“What’s our next move?” I asked.

Catalina sank into her chair, suddenly looking exhausted. “We need to be careful. Very careful. If even a whisper of this gets out before we have ironclad evidence, they’ll bury it. And us along with it.”

“Agreed,” I said with a nod. “We keep this tight. Just the core team for now. No one else knows until we have something concrete.”

She looked up at me, her dark eyes intense. “Ethan, I need to know... are you prepared for what this might mean? The danger, the pressure... once we start down this road, there’s no turning back.”

I met her gaze steadily. “Cat, you’ve known me long enough to know the answer to that. If there are people out there suffering, being exploited by the very people sworn to protect them, then there’s no question. We see this through, whatever it takes.”

“I was hoping you’d say that.” A small smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. “Now, let’s get to work.”

We spent the next few hours poring over Catalina’s files, connecting dots, and building a timeline of the trafficking operation. As the morning wore on, I found myself hitting a wall. The connections were there; I could feel it, but they were just out of reach. That’s when an idea struck me.

“Hey, Cat,” I said, straightening up from where I’d been hunched over a particularly dense file. “What if we brought Rivers in on this?”

She looked up with a quizzical expression on her face. “Rivers? The Cyber Crimes guy?”

I nodded excitedly. “Yeah. He’s already found connections in the financials. Maybe he can help link this information together, too.”

Catalina’s eyes lit up. “Ethan, that’s brilliant. Do you think he’d be willing to help?”

“Only one way to find out,” I said, pulling out my phone. I dialed Rivers’ number and put it on speaker so Catalina could hear it.

Rivers answered on the third ring, his voice groggy with sleep. “Marston? Do you have any idea what time it is?”

“Time to catch some bad guys, Rivers,” I replied, unable to keep the excitement out of my voice. “Listen, we’ve got a lead on the trafficking case, but we need your expertise. Think you can lend us a hand?”

There was a pause, then the sound of rustling sheets. “I’m listening.”

I quickly filled him in on what we’d discovered. When I mentioned the involvement of minors, Rivers’ tone changed dramatically.

“Jesus,” he muttered. “Yeah, I’m in. Whatever you need, I’m there.”

“Great,” I said, feeling a surge of gratitude. “Catalina’s got a bunch of files that need your magic touch. Think you can take a look?”

“Absolutely,” Rivers replied, sounding fully awake now. “Bring them over whenever you’re ready. I’ll clear my schedule.”

After we hung up, Catalina beamed at me. “Ethan, this could be the break we need. If Rivers can find a pattern in the data...”

“We might just crack this thing wide open,” I finished for her, sharing her enthusiasm.

We were just starting to gather the files to take to Rivers when my phone rang again. It was Nina.

“Ethan,” she said without preamble, “we’re ready for the interrogation at FBI headquarters. How soon can you get here?”

I glanced at Catalina, seeing the same anticipation and reluctance I felt mirrored in her eyes. We were on the verge of something big with these files, but the interrogation couldn’t wait.

“We’ll be there in twenty,” I told Nina, then hung up.

“Duty calls?” Catalina asked, a hint of disappointment in her voice.

I nodded, running a hand through my hair. “Yeah. The guy we picked up at the warehouse is ready for questioning. Want to come along? We could use your expertise.”

She hesitated for a moment, then nodded. “Absolutely. Let me just grab my bag.”

At the doorway, Catalina turned to me, her expression serious. “Ethan, before we get there... I just want to say thank you. For listening and for believing in this lead. It means a lot.”

The sincerity in her voice caught me off guard. “Of course, Cat. We’re partners in this, remember?”

She smiled, and for a moment, I was tempted to close the distance between us and offer more than just words of reassurance. But no matter how tempting she looked, the gravity of our situation brought me back to reality. We had a job to do, and lives were hanging in the balance.

The drive to FBI headquarters was a blur of strategic planning and excited chatter. Catalina and I bounced ideas off each other, our minds in perfect sync despite the unresolved tension between us. As we pulled into the parking lot, I couldn’t help but feel a twinge of guilt. Here I was, working closely with Catalina while Nina waited inside, and Tessa’s unanswered messages burned a hole in my pocket.

But there was no time to dwell on my complicated personal life. As we entered the building, Nina met us in the lobby, her professional demeanor barely masking a flash of surprise—and was that jealousy?—when she saw Catalina with me.

“Ethan, ADA Hernandez,” she greeted us, her tone clipped. “The suspect is prepped for questioning. His name is Xavier Ramirez. I have the file on him here. Robbie’s already in the observation room.”

As we made our way to the interrogation area, I could feel the tension radiating between the two women, but as I flipped through Ramirez’s file, all personal concerns faded into the background.
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ETHAN


Istepped into the interrogation room, where the fluorescent lights cast harsh shadows across the suspect’s face. He sat there, handcuffed to the table, with a smirk that made my skin crawl. Nina followed close behind. On the other side of the one-way glass, I knew Catalina and Robbie were watching the entire thing.

“So,” the suspect drawled, his eyes darting between Nina and me, “the dynamic duo. Come to play good cop, bad cop?”

I settled into the chair across from him, letting the silence stretch for a moment.

“Mr. Ramirez,” I finally said, my voice level. “You’re in a world of trouble.” I casually flipped open his file and read off some charges. “Conspiracy, human trafficking, assault on federal agents... the list goes on.” I snapped the file shut. “You’re looking at a very long time behind bars.”

Ramirez leaned back, his chains rattling. “Maybe. Or maybe I walk out of here tomorrow. You got nothing on me, Fed.”

Nina stepped forward. “We have you at the scene of a major trafficking operation. We have evidence linking you to multiple crimes. Trust me, you’re not walking anywhere except to a maximum-security cell.”

A flicker of uncertainty flashed across Ramirez’s eyes before the bravado reasserted itself. “Big words. But I ain’t saying shit without my lawyer.”

“Your lawyer?” I chuckled, the sound devoid of humor. “Oh, I’m sure Varela will send his best. But here’s the thing, Ramirez. By the time your fancy lawyer gets here, we’ll have processed all the evidence from the warehouse. And let me tell you, there’s a lot of it.”

I’d dropped Varela’s name to see what kind of reaction I would get, but while Ramirez’s jaw tightened, he remained silent.

I leaned forward, my voice dropping to a near whisper. “You know what happens to guys like you in prison? Especially when word gets out about your involvement with trafficking kids?”

“I never touched no kids!” Ramirez snapped, his composure cracking.

“Maybe not directly,” Nina interjected icily. “But you enabled it. You’re part of the machine, and trust me, the other inmates won’t see much of a distinction.”

I saw the fear creeping into Ramirez’s eyes, and I pressed my advantage. “But it doesn’t have to be that way. You help us, we can help you. Reduced sentence, protection... hell, maybe even a new identity when you get out. If you live that long.”

Ramirez’s eyes darted between us, weighing his options. I could almost see the gears turning in his head.

“What...” he started, then licked his lips nervously. “What kind of deal are we talking about?”

I exchanged a quick glance with Nina before turning back to Ramirez. “That depends on what you give us. We need actionable intel. Something big.”

Ramirez seemed to deflate, the fight going out of him. “All right. All right, I’ll tell you something. But I want it in writing that I get protection.”

I nodded. “Start talking, and I’ll make it happen.”

Ramirez took a shaky breath, and for a few seconds, he looked unsure. I sat back and let him process his options, and then, sure enough, he steadied himself and leaned forward. His voice dropped to a whisper. “There’s a shipment. A big one. Going out by sea tonight.”

My heart raced, but I kept my expression neutral. “Details, Ramirez. I need specifics.”

“Middle of the night,” he continued, his words coming faster now. “Down at the old harbor. I don’t know exactly how many, but it’s a lot. Women, maybe some kids too. They’re being moved out of the country.”

Nina’s sharp intake of breath mirrored my own shock. This was bigger than we’d anticipated.

“Varela,” I pressed. “Will he be there?”

Ramirez shook his head. “Nah, man. Varela’s too smart for that. He never shows his face at the actual operations.”

There it was. Confirmation that Varela was involved in all of this.

“Then where can we find him?” I demanded, frustration creeping into my voice.

Ramirez let out a bitter laugh. “You want to find Varela? Try looking in the mirror.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I growled, my patience wearing thin. “I’m not in the mood for riddles, Ramirez.”

But the suspect just leaned back, that infuriating smirk back on his face. “Figure it out, Fed. I’ve said enough.”

I stood abruptly, my chair scraping against the floor. “We’re done here. Hope you enjoy your new accommodations, Ramirez.”

As Nina and I exited the interrogation room, frustration roiled in my gut. We had a lead—a big one—but Ramirez’s cryptic comment about Varela nagged at me.

Robbie and Catalina were waiting for us in the hallway.

“Ready to intercept a shipment tonight?” I asked.

Robbie let out a low whistle. “Damn. That’s a tight timeline. And a third night raid in a row. What’s the play?”

“First things first,” I said, pulling out my phone. “We need to update Diane.”

As I dialed our boss’s number, I couldn’t help but notice the tension between Nina and Catalina. They stood on opposite sides of the hallway, studiously avoiding each other’s gaze. The complexity of my personal life threatened to intrude on the case, but I pushed it aside. There were more important things at stake.

Diane answered on the second ring. “Marston. Tell me you have something.”

I quickly filled her in on what we’d learned from Ramirez. Her response was immediate and decisive.

“All right, listen up,” she said urgently. “I want everyone at MBLIS in two hours. We need to plan this operation down to the last detail. If we’re going to shut down this shipment, we can’t afford any mistakes.”

“Understood,” I replied. “We’ll be there.”

As I hung up, I turned to the team. “Two hours, MBLIS. We’ve got some planning to do.”

Catalina nodded, already gathering her things. “I’m going to head back to my office and finish compiling those SVU files. I want to get them to Rivers as soon as possible. Maybe he can find a connection that’ll help with tonight’s operation.”

“Good thinking,” I agreed. “Robbie, what about you?”

My partner shifted uncomfortably, a faint blush creeping up his neck. “I, uh... I was thinking I might head home for a bit. You know, freshen up before the big meeting.”

I raised an eyebrow, sensing there was more to it. “Uh-huh. And this sudden need for personal grooming has nothing to do with a certain Italian heiress, does it?”

Robbie’s blush deepened. “All right, you got me. Aurora and I... we try to have virtual lunch dates when we can. Well, lunch for me. Dinner for her. With the time difference, this might be my only chance to catch her today.”

A smile tugged at my lips, genuine happiness for my friend mixing with a twinge of envy. “Go for it. Tell Aurora I said hi.”

As Robbie and Catalina headed off, I found myself alone with Nina. The air between us felt charged, filled with lingering tension.

“So,” I said, trying to keep my tone light. “Looks like we’ve got some time to kill before the meeting. Hungry?”

Nina’s eyes met mine, a small smile playing on her lips. “Starving, actually. What did you have in mind?”

“There’s a great little café by the beach not far from here,” I suggested. “Best secluded beach views in Miami.”

“Sounds perfect,” Nina agreed.
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BONNIE


Bonnie leaned against the edge of Rivers’ desk, her fingers idly tracing patterns on the smooth surface as she watched her boyfriend’s brow furrow in concentration. The MBLIS Cyber Crime office hummed with the low buzz of computer fans and the rhythmic tapping of keys as the team worked tirelessly on the Paxten case.

“You know,” Bonnie mused, breaking the comfortable silence that had settled over the room, “it’s funny how these politicians always seem to have their fingers in so many pies. Makes you wonder how they find the time to actually govern.”

Rivers glanced up from his screen with a wry smile. “Well, when you have an army of aides and a vested interest in lining your own pockets, I imagine time management becomes a lot easier.”

Clyde snorted from his makeshift workstation across the room, spinning in his chair to face them. “That’s assuming they’re interested in governing at all. Most of them seem more concerned with their next campaign than actually doing their jobs.”

Price, who had been unusually quiet all morning, piped up without taking her eyes off her monitor. “Speaking of campaigns, has anyone looked into Paxten’s political history? Might give us some insight into his motivations.”

Rivers’ eyes lit up, and Bonnie could practically see the gears turning in his head. “Price, you’re a genius. Why didn’t I think of that before?”

His fingers flew across the keyboard, pulling up articles and official records. The clicking of his mouse punctuated the sudden silence as the team waited in anticipation. Bonnie leaned in closer, her shoulder brushing against Rivers’ as she peered at the screen.

“All right, let’s see...” Rivers began. “Paxten started in local politics just ten years ago as a city councilman. Huh, that’s interesting.”

“What’s interesting?” Bonnie prompted, her curiosity piqued.

Rivers pointed to a section of the article. “Look at this. Before he entered politics, Paxten was a successful businessman. He owned a chain of car dealerships across the state.”

Clyde rolled his chair closer, intrigued. “Car dealerships to city council? That’s quite a career change.”

“It gets better,” Rivers continued, scrolling through the information. “Within two years of joining the city council, he was elected mayor. Then state senate four years after that, and now he’s been a U.S. Senator for... wait, only three years?”

Clyde whistled low. “That’s one hell of a meteoric rise. The guy must have some serious backing to climb the ladder that fast.”

Bonnie turned to Clyde, surprise evident on her face. “Since when are you so well-versed in political careers, Clyde?”

Clyde shrugged, a faint blush coloring his cheeks. “I, uh, may have gone through a political science phase in college. Thought I might want to work in government.”

Rivers chuckled. “Well, I’m glad you ended up here.” He turned back to his screen, brow furrowing once more. “Now, let’s see what we can find about Paxten’s campaign management.”

As Rivers dug deeper, Bonnie found herself drawn into the investigation. She moved to peer over Rivers’ shoulder, her presence a comforting warmth against his back. The screen flickered with images of campaign posters and video clips of Paxten at rallies.

“Look at this,” Rivers muttered, pointing to a series of campaign ads. “Paxten’s whole platform is built on this ultra-religious, family values image. It ties in perfectly with his involvement in that church we’ve been investigating.”

Price rolled her chair over, her eyes scanning the information on Rivers’ screen. The wheels of her chair squeaked slightly as she moved.

“Wait a minute,” she said excitedly. “What if we’re looking at this all wrong? What if it’s not just Paxten using the church as a cover, but the church actually backing his campaign?”

Bonnie felt a chill run down her spine despite the warmth of the office. “You mean like a puppet government situation? The church is pulling Paxten’s strings?”

Rivers nodded slowly, his fingers already flying over the keyboard. The rapid-fire clicking filled the room, punctuated by the occasional beep of a computer finishing a task. “It’s worth looking into. Let’s dig into the campaign finances and see if we can find any connections to the church.”

For the next hour, the team worked in focused silence, each member following different threads of the financial web. Bonnie found herself alternating between helping Rivers and checking on the others, her mind racing with the implications of what they might find. The only sounds in the room were the clacking of keyboards, the occasional muttered curse, and the rustle of papers as they cross-referenced physical documents with digital records.

Suddenly, Rivers let out a triumphant shout that made everyone jump. “Guys, I think I’ve got something!”

They all gathered around his workstation, chairs squeaking and feet shuffling as they crowded around the screen. Bonnie’s eyes widened as she took in the complex financial diagram on his screen. It was a web of transactions and shell companies that made her head spin.

“Look at this,” Rivers explained excitedly. He pointed to a series of transactions highlighted in red. “There’s a significant amount of money flowing from Paxten to the church through various shell companies and offshore accounts. But here’s the kicker—an almost identical amount is then funneled from the church back into Paxten’s campaign fund through a different set of shell companies.”

Price leaned in, her eyes narrowing as she traced the flow of money with her finger. “It’s a classic money laundering scheme. Paxten ‘donates’ to the church to clean the money, then the church ‘supports’ his campaign with the same funds. It’s brilliant in its simplicity.”

Bonnie felt a mixture of disgust and admiration. “So all this—the trafficking, the corruption—is all to fund his political ambitions?”

Rivers nodded grimly, his jaw clenched tight. “And if these recent articles are anything to go by, those ambitions extend all the way to the White House. Look at this—political analysts are already speculating about Paxten making a run for the presidency in the next election cycle.”

He pulled up several news articles, each one featuring Paxten’s face and headlines speculating about his presidential aspirations. The smiling face of the senator seemed to mock them from the screen, his perfect teeth and carefully styled hair a mask for the corruption they’d uncovered. They weren’t just dealing with a corrupt senator anymore; they were potentially looking at a conspiracy that could reach the highest office in the land.

Bonnie was the first to break the silence. “We need to tell Ethan and the others about this. If Paxten is planning to run for president, the stakes just got a whole lot higher.”

Rivers nodded, already reaching for his phone. “You’re right. I’ll call Ethan now. This changes everything.”

He quickly called and spoke to Ethan, relaying their findings as fast as possible. Bonnie watched the emotions play across her boyfriend’s face—determination, anger, and a flicker of something that looked almost like fear. She resisted the urge to reach out and comfort him, knowing that now was the time for professionalism.

As he hung up, Rivers turned to the team, his expression grim. “Ethan wants us to compile everything we’ve found and bring it to the MBLIS meeting in an hour. They’ve got new intel about a major trafficking operation happening tonight, and our financial discoveries might be the key to connecting it all.”

Price straightened up. “All right, team. Let’s get to work. We’ve got two hours to put together the most comprehensive report of our careers.”

As they all turned back to their workstations, the room once again filled with the sound of furious typing and the occasional murmur as they coordinated their efforts. As Bonnie sat back with Clyde and let the two Cyber Crimes agents work, the clock on the wall ticked relentlessly, a constant reminder of the urgency of their task. They had one hour to compile evidence that could bring down a potential presidential candidate. The pressure was immense, but Bonnie knew the Cyber Crimes agents were up to the challenge.

Whatever Paxten and his cronies had planned, whatever dark secrets still lurked in the depths of their investigation, she knew one thing for certain: they would bring the truth to the surface, and they would come out on top.
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ETHAN


Iguided Nina to a small beachside café, trying not to stare at her too much. The salty breeze tousled her hair as we walked and whipped her clothes around her tightly. The tension from the interrogation room seemed to dissipate with each step, replaced by a familiar warmth that always sparked between us when we were alone.

The place was a hidden gem, in my opinion. It was far enough away from the tourist spots that it didn’t tend to get overrun with out-of-towners, but it still had the waterfront ambiance that so many of those places focused on. It was the perfect balance, and it was nice to come here when I wanted to clear my head and fill my stomach at the same time.

The hostess was friendly enough, and after greeting us, she led us out to the patio seating overlooking the beach. The patio was fairly empty, which was a welcome surprise considering the weight of some of our recent discussions. I hoped to keep things light over lunch, but knowing the two of us, the conversation would inevitably steer itself back toward our investigation.

“So, Agent Marston,” Nina said with a playful smirk as we settled into our seats, “is this your go-to spot for wooing potential informants, or am I special?”

I chuckled, feeling a flush creep up my neck. “Oh, you’re special, alright. Not every day I get to dine with the FBI’s finest.”

Her eyes sparkled with amusement. “Oh, knock it off. But I hope you’re not expecting me to spill any Bureau secrets over lunch.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” I replied, raising my hands in mock surrender. “Though I wouldn’t say no to some insider trading tips.”

Nina laughed, the sound warming me more than the Miami sun. “Sorry, wrong three-letter agency for that. You’ll have to settle for my charming company instead.”

“That sounds like a good deal to me,” I agreed.

As we perused the menus, I couldn’t help but steal glances at Nina again. The sunlight caught the highlights in her hair, and the gentle curve of her neck as she bent over the menu was maddeningly distracting.

After ordering—grilled mahi-mahi for her, which the waiter promised would be life-changing, and a Cuban sandwich for me—we fell into easy conversation. It was always like this with Nina; the banter flowed effortlessly, punctuated by moments of charged silence that left me wondering what might have been if circumstances were different.

As our food arrived, I noticed a shift in Nina’s demeanor. Her smile faded slightly, and her eyes took on a faraway look.

“Nina?” I asked gently. “Everything okay?”

She seemed to shake herself out of her reverie, meeting my gaze with a vulnerability I’d rarely seen in her. “Yeah, I... This case, Ethan. It’s hitting close to home.”

I leaned in, my food forgotten. “What do you mean?”

Nina took a deep breath, her fingers tracing patterns on the condensation of her water glass. “I had a friend back in college. Sarah. She... she was trafficked.”

The admission hung heavy in the air between us. I reached out, covering her hand with mine. “Nina, I’m so sorry. I had no idea.”

She gave me a sad smile, turning her hand to intertwine our fingers. The simple touch sent a jolt through me, but I pushed the feeling aside, focusing on her words.

“It was a long time ago,” she continued. “Sarah went missing during spring break of our junior year. We all thought... well, you can imagine what we thought. But then, almost two years later, she came home.”

I squeezed her hand gently, encouraging her to continue.

“God, Ethan, when I saw her... She looked haunted. Like the Sarah I knew was gone, replaced by this shell of a person. It took months before she’d even speak about what happened to her. Years of therapy and support from family and friends... She’s doing better now, but she’ll never be the same.”

“Nina, I... I don’t know what to say,” I replied. “Thank you for sharing that with me. It must have been incredibly difficult.”

She nodded, blinking back tears. “It was. But you know what? Sarah’s strength, her resilience... it’s part of what inspired me to join the FBI. I wanted to make sure no one else had to go through what she did.”

“We’re going to solve this case, Nina,” I said. “We’re going to bring these bastards down and make sure they can never hurt anyone else.”

A smile broke through her somber expression. “I know we will, Ethan. That’s why we make such a good team.”

The double meaning in her words wasn’t lost on me. As we held each other’s gaze, I felt the familiar pull of attraction.

Clearing my throat, I reluctantly pulled my hand away. “So, uh, tell me about this mahi-mahi. Is it as life-changing as the waiter promised?”

Nina’s laugh was genuine this time, the heaviness of the moment dissipating. “Oh, it’s not bad. But I think the company might be the real draw here.”

We spent the rest of the meal in lighter conversation, trading stories about our most bizarre cases and debating the merits of various surveillance techniques. But underneath the banter, I felt a shift in our dynamic. Nina’s confession had deepened our connection. Her vulnerability about her friend had made me all the more attracted to her.

As we finished our meals, I found myself reluctant to leave. Being with Nina like this, away from the pressures of the case, felt right in a way I hadn’t experienced in a long time.

“You know,” Nina said, leaning back in her chair with a mischievous glint in her eye, “if I didn’t know better, I’d say you were trying to keep me here all afternoon, Agent Marston.”

I grinned, playing along. “And if I was? Purely in the interest of inter-agency cooperation, of course.”

“Of course,” she echoed. “Though I have to wonder what your other lady friends would think about that.”

The mention of my complicated love life brought me crashing back to reality. I ran a hand through my hair, suddenly feeling guilty. “Nina, I–”

She held up a hand, her expression softening. “It’s okay, Ethan. I know things are... complicated. But for what it’s worth, I’ve enjoyed being here with you.”

I nodded, feeling both relief and regret. “Me too, Nina. More than you know.”

We lapsed into a comfortable silence, the sounds of the beach and the café washing over us. I found myself studying Nina’s face, memorizing the way the sunlight played across her features and the curve of her lips as she smiled.

“Penny for your thoughts?” she asked, catching me staring.

I chuckled sheepishly. “Just thinking about how lucky I am to have you on this case. Your insight and your dedication go a long way.”

Nina’s eyes softened, and for a moment, I thought she might lean in. But then she glanced at her watch, her eyes widening. “Oh, shoot. Ethan, we’ve got to go. The meeting at MBLIS is in twenty minutes.”

Reality came crashing back as we hurriedly paid the bill and gathered our things. As we rushed to my car, I couldn’t help but feel a pang of regret. For two hours, we’d existed in a bubble, just Nina and Ethan, two people enjoying each other’s company. Now it was back to Agent Marston and Agent Gosse, with all the complications that entailed.

As I navigated through Miami traffic, stealing glances at Nina in the passenger seat, I found myself more determined than ever to solve this case. Not just for the victims, not just for justice, but for Nina and the friend she’d lost and found again.

The MBLIS building loomed ahead, and I felt a shift in the air as we both slipped back into our professional personas. But before we exited the car, Nina paused, placing a hand on my arm.

“Ethan,” she said softly, her eyes meeting mine. “Thank you for lunch. And for listening. It... it means more than I can put into words.”

I covered her hand with mine, allowing myself one more moment with her before we had to face the rest of the team. “Anytime, Nina. And I mean that.”

For a moment, we sat there, the world around us fading away. The bustle of agents coming and going, the distant sound of traffic—it all receded, leaving just us.

Nina’s eyes flicked to my lips, then back up to meet my gaze. The air between us seemed to crackle with tension. Slowly, giving me every opportunity to pull away, she leaned in.

Our lips met, and it was like a dam breaking. All the pent-up emotion, the unspoken feelings, the professional barriers we’d maintained—they all came crashing down in that kiss. My hand moved to the nape of her neck, pulling her closer. Her fingers tangled in my hair, a soft sigh escaping her.

When we finally parted, both slightly breathless, I rested my forehead against hers. “Nina, I–”

She placed a finger on my lips, a small smile playing at the corners of her mouth. “I know, Ethan. Me too.”

With reluctance, we pulled apart, the real world rushing back in. As we stepped out of the car and headed into the building, I could feel the weight of our responsibilities settling back onto our shoulders. In the elevator, as we ascended to the conference room floor, I allowed myself one last lingering look at Nina. She caught my eye and smiled. That smile managed to communicate some of the unsaid things between us.

Then the doors opened, and we stepped out into the bustling hallway, ready to tackle whatever challenges awaited us in the fight against Paxten and his trafficking ring.
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HOLM


Robbie Holm strode into his apartment, his footsteps echoing off the polished hardwood floors. The place still felt a bit surreal to him. It was a far cry from his old, modest digs, which had been unceremoniously obliterated by a bomb. He ran his hand along the smooth granite countertop in the kitchen, smiling as he remembered Aurora’s insistence on finding him the perfect place.

“You need somewhere nice to come home to,” she had said, her eyes twinkling in a way that always made his heart skip a beat. “And I need somewhere nice to visit when I’m in town.”

At first, the apartment had felt like an ill-fitting suit—too fancy, too polished for a guy who was more comfortable in dive bars than high-end restaurants. But over time, it had started to feel like home. More than that, it had started to feel like their home, even though Aurora’s visits were frustratingly infrequent.

Robbie made his way to the walk-in closet, chuckling at the contrast between his side and Aurora’s. His clothes hung neatly but modestly on one side, while her side was a riot of colors and fabrics, designer labels peeking out from garment bags. The scent of her perfume still lingered. It was a reminder of her that made his chest ache with longing.

In the bathroom, he couldn’t help but smile at the array of lotions, perfumes, and makeup that adorned Aurora’s side of the double vanity. His own side was comparatively sparse—a toothbrush, razor, and a single bottle of cologne she had gifted him.

“One day,” he murmured to himself, “one day, we’ll figure out how to make this work full-time.”

Glancing at his watch, Robbie realized he still had a few minutes before his scheduled call with Aurora. He set an alarm so he’d be sure to make it back to work in time for his meeting, and then he made his way to the kitchen, pulling out a container of leftover Chinese food from the fridge. As he waited for the microwave to work its magic, the familiar chime of an incoming video call rang out from his laptop.

“Shit,” Robbie muttered, grabbing his food and practically sprinting to his desk by the floor-to-ceiling windows. He smoothed down his hair, straightened his shirt, and clicked to accept the call.

Aurora’s face filled the screen, and Robbie felt his breath catch as it always did when he saw her. She was sitting at an outdoor cafe, the unmistakable backdrop of Venice stretching out behind her. A large, ornate coffee cup was cradled in her hands, and her smile was radiant.

“Hey, handsome,” she greeted, her eyes sparkling. “Caught you just in time for lunch, I see.”

Robbie glanced down at his container of lo mein and grinned sheepishly. “What can I say? I’m a man of refined tastes.”

Aurora laughed, the sound warming him even through the digital connection. “Oh yes, very refined. Is that the same takeout from three days ago?”

“Maybe,” Robbie replied with a wink. “But let’s talk about you. Venice looks amazing. How’s the coffee?”

“Divine.” Aurora sighed, taking a sip for emphasis. “But it would be better if you were here.”

Robbie felt a pang of longing. “Soon,” he promised. “This case we’re working on is heating up, but as soon as it’s over...”

Aurora’s eyes lit up. “Actually, I have some good news. I’m wrapping up my work here in the next few days, and I think I might be able to swing by Miami for a visit.”

Robbie’s heart leaped, but he tempered his excitement with caution. “That would be amazing, but I don’t know how long this case is going to take. It’s... complicated.”

“Hey,” Aurora said softly, her expression understanding. “I know how it is. Just let me know, okay? I’ll be ready to hop on a plane at a moment’s notice.”

Robbie felt a wave of gratitude wash over him. “Have I told you lately how amazing you are? The way you just roll with all the chaos in my life...”

“Well, someone has to keep you grounded, Robbie,” Aurora teased. “Speaking of chaos, how’s your partner doing? Still juggling his harem?”

Robbie burst out laughing. “Oh, man, you have no idea. It’s like a soap opera around here. Ethan’s got himself tangled up with not one, not two, but three women. And get this—we all have a deadpool going on which one he’ll end up with.”

Aurora’s eyes widened. “A deadpool? Robbie, that’s... well, it’s kind of hilarious but also potentially disastrous. Those women might not find it as amusing as you do.”

Robbie waved off her concern. “Ah, it’s all in good fun. Besides, knowing Ethan, he’ll probably find a way to date all three of them at once and throw the whole betting pool into chaos.”

Aurora shook her head, but her smile was fond. “Just be careful, okay? I’d hate for office politics to mess up such a good team.”

“Yes, dear,” Robbie said with exaggerated obedience. “Now, enough about Ethan’s love life. How about we talk about something more interesting?”

Aurora’s eyes lit up. “Sure! Umm, so, how’s your sailing adventure coming along? Have you started those lessons yet?”

Robbie’s excitement dimmed slightly. “Ah, well, I contacted the company for those private lessons you suggested. We’re trying to work out a schedule, but with this case...”

“Robbie,” Aurora’s voice was gentle but firm. “I know your job is important, and I love how dedicated you are to it. But don’t let your own dreams fall by the wayside, okay? Your mental health is just as important as catching bad guys.”

Robbie nodded, feeling both guilty and appreciative of her concern. “You’re right, as usual. I promise I’ll make it a priority once things settle down a bit.”

Aurora’s face lit up. “Good! Because, well, I might have been doing a little research of my own. I know a guy who has connections in the sailing world, and if you’re serious about this, I could probably get you set up with a pretty nice boat.”

Robbie’s eyes widened. “Aurora, that’s... I mean, I appreciate it, but I’m not doing this to get a fancy boat out of it. I just want to learn, to have something that’s... mine, you know?”

Aurora’s expression softened. “I know, love. And that’s one of the things I adore about you. But think of it as an investment in our future, okay? Maybe one day we can sail off into the sunset together.”

The image of the two of them on a boat, wind in their hair and nothing but open ocean ahead, made Robbie’s heart swell. “All right, you’ve convinced me. But let’s start small, okay? I need to make sure I have the hang of it before we commit to any sunset sailing.”

They chatted for a while longer, their conversation flowing easily from plans for Aurora’s visit to Robbie’s latest cases to Aurora’s adventures in Venice. As the sun began to set in Italy, casting a golden glow over Aurora’s face, Robbie felt the familiar ache of missing her intensify.

“I should probably let you go,” he said reluctantly. “I know you have that meeting over drinks tonight.”

Aurora nodded, her smile tinged with sadness. “I wish we had more time. But hey, maybe next time we do this, it’ll be in person.”

“I’m counting on it,” Robbie replied. “Stay safe out there, okay? I love you.”

“I love you too, Robbie,” Aurora said softly. “Don’t work too hard, and don’t let Ethan have all the fun without you.”

As the call ended, Robbie leaned back in his chair, staring out at the Miami skyline. He thought about Aurora, probably heading out for a night out in Venice. He thought about Ethan, tangled up in his complicated love life. And he thought about the case ahead, the dangers they’d face, and the lives they’d save.

With a sigh, Robbie stood up, stretching out the kinks in his back. He made his way to the living room, where a stack of books on sailing caught his eye. If he was going to take this seriously, he might as well start now.

Settling onto the plush couch, Robbie picked up the top book: “Sailing for Beginners: Your Guide to the High Seas.” As he began to read, Miami stretched out before him, full of possibility. He might be landlocked for now, tied to the city by duty and responsibility, but someday, he’d feel the wind in his hair and the roll of the waves beneath his feet.

And if he was very lucky, Aurora would be right there beside him.
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Istrode into the MBLIS conference room, and Nina walked beside me, her shoulder occasionally brushing against mine. As we entered, I saw Catalina already seated, her dark eyes meeting mine with a look I couldn’t quite decipher. Muñoz, Birn, Rivers, Price, Bonnie, and Clyde were there too, although I wasn’t sure if Bonnie or Clyde had anything official to contribute besides moral support. Either way, I was glad to see them. Bonnie shot me a warm smile when she saw me, and I returned it, happy to see a familiar face that hadn’t required a case-related conversation recently.

“Well, well,” Robbie drawled from his position near the whiteboard, a mischievous glint in his eye. “Look who finally decided to grace us with their presence. Enjoy your... lunch, Marston?”

A flush crept up my neck as I became acutely aware of both Nina and Catalina’s gazes on me. “Focus on the case, Robbie. We’ve got bigger fish to fry.”

“Oh, I don’t know,” Catalina chimed in, her tone light but with a biting undercurrent. “I think we’d all be interested in hearing about your midday rendezvous. Wouldn’t we, Nina?”

Nina, to her credit, merely raised an eyebrow. “I’m sure Agent Marston’s lunch habits are fascinating, but perhaps we should save the gossip for after we take down a human trafficking ring?”

The tension in the room was electric, and I found myself caught in the crossfire of meaningful glances and loaded comments. Robbie, the traitor, looked like he was having the time of his life, and so did Muñoz.

“All right, people,” Diane’s authoritative voice cut through the atmosphere as she entered the room. “Let’s get down to business. We’ve got a shipment to intercept and a corrupt senator to nail. Marston, bring us up to speed.”

Grateful for the interruption, I launched into a summary of our findings, detailing the information we’d gleaned from the suspect and our plans for the upcoming raid. As I spoke, I couldn’t help but notice the way both Nina and Catalina hung on every word, their professional demeanor barely masking their personal interest.

“Good work.” Diane nodded as I finished. “Now, let’s hear from our tech team. Price, Rivers, what have you got for us?”

“We’ve been digging into Paxten’s political history,” Price began as she looked around the room. “And let me tell you, it’s a tangled web of campaign finances and suspicious donations.”

Rivers leaned forward, his expression grim. “We’ve uncovered a pattern of money laundering between Paxten, his church, and his campaign funds. It’s sophisticated, but we’ve managed to trace the flow of cash.”

“Excellent work, team,” Diane said as the briefing concluded. “Now, we need to formulate a plan that both tackles the immediate threat of Varela’s shipment and builds our case against Paxten.”

“We’ll need a two-pronged approach,” I suggested, stepping up to the whiteboard. “One team will intercept the shipment, and another will gather concrete evidence linking Paxten to the operation.”

“I’ll lead the raid team,” Nina volunteered, her eyes meeting mine.

“And I’ll coordinate with the DA’s office to ensure all our evidence is admissible,” Catalina added, not to be outdone.

I nodded. “Good. Robbie, you’re with me and Nina on the raid. We’ll need Birn and Muñoz for additional muscle too.”

As we hashed out the details of our plan, the banter continued, each comment laden with subtext.

“I hope you’re up for a late night, Marston,” Catalina teased. “Think you can handle it after your... exhausting lunch break?”

Nina jumped in before I could respond. “Oh, I’m sure Agent Marston has plenty of stamina. For the case, of course.”

Robbie, barely containing his laughter, added, “Just make sure you save some energy for the actual work, partner. Wouldn’t want you... distracted.”

I shot him a glare, but before I could say anything, Diane intervened.

“All right, enough,” she said, her tone brooking no argument. “I don’t know what’s going on here, and frankly, I don’t want to know. But whatever it is, it stays outside this room. Are we clear?”

A chorus of “Yes, ma’am” echoed around the table, and we refocused on the task at hand. As the meeting progressed, I found myself hyper-aware of every interaction and glance between Nina and Catalina. The chemistry between the three of us was undeniable.

As we finalized our plans, Diane turned to me. “Marston, a word in private?”

My stomach dropped as I followed her out of the conference room, feeling the weight of Nina and Catalina’s gazes on my back.

Once we were alone, Diane fixed me with a penetrating stare. “I don’t know what’s going on with you, Catalina, and Nina, and I don’t care to know. But I need your head in the game. This case is too important for personal drama. Do I make myself clear?”

I nodded, swallowing hard. “Crystal clear, Diane. It won’t be an issue.”

She held my gaze for a moment longer before nodding. “Good. Because if it becomes one, I’ll have no choice but to remove you from the case. Understood?”

“Understood,” I replied. “It won’t come to that.”

“Mm-hmm,” she responded. I could tell by the look in her eyes and the tone of her voice that she definitely did not believe me. There wasn’t much I could do to convince her otherwise, so I didn’t push the issue.

As we rejoined the others, I steeled myself for the challenge ahead. The next few hours were a whirlwind of preparation. Birn and Muñoz brought their unique blend of muscle and tactical expertise to the team. We pored over maps, finalized entry points, and coordinated with local law enforcement. I tried to shake the tension I felt between the women, but despite my efforts, I was hyper-aware of them. Robbie, damn him, seemed to be reveling in my discomfort.

“You know, partner,” he murmured at one point, ostensibly reviewing tactical plans with me, “I’ve got to hand it to you. Dating two brilliant, beautiful women at once? I’m almost impressed if I weren’t so terrified for your safety.”

I elbowed him sharply, keeping my voice low. “Can it, Robbie. This isn’t a joke.”

His expression softened slightly. “I know, man. But seriously, you’re playing with fire here. You need to figure this out before someone gets hurt. Preferably before we take down a major criminal operation.”

I sighed, running a hand through my hair. “I know. I will. After this case is over, I’ll... I’ll figure it out.”

Robbie clapped me on the shoulder, his tone uncharacteristically serious. “See that you do. And for what it’s worth, I’ve got your back. No matter what.”

As the sun began to set, casting long shadows across the MBLIS offices, we made our final preparations. The raid team, led by Nina, geared up for our assault on the docks. Catalina coordinated with her contacts at the DA’s office, ensuring we had all necessary warrants and legal backing.

I found myself at the center of it all, directing operations while trying desperately to maintain my professional composure. As we gathered for one last briefing, I looked around at the team we’d assembled.

“All right, people,” I said, my voice carrying across the crowded conference room. “This is it. We’ve got one shot at this, so let’s make it count. Nina, our team will move in on the docks at precisely 2300 hours. Catalina, I want you to coordinate with the local PD to ensure we’ve got all our bases covered legally. Robbie, you’re with me, and Birn, you’re with Muñoz for our entry plan. We’ll watch each other’s backs.”

I met each team member’s eyes, lingering perhaps a moment too long on Nina and Catalina. “Remember, we’re not just stopping a shipment tonight. We’re dismantling an entire criminal empire. Every piece of evidence, every suspect apprehended, could be the key to bringing down Paxten and his entire operation. Stay sharp, stay safe, and let’s make history.”
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Icrouched behind a stack of shipping containers in the darkened, empty marina, the salt air heavy in my lungs as I surveyed the dimly lit docks. The night was alive with tension. The distant lapping of waves against the pier seemed barely audible over the pounding of my heart. Robbie was to my left, his usual jovial demeanor replaced by steely focus. Across the marina, Muñoz and Birn were with Nina, and I had no doubt they were feeling the same palpable tension over there.

The boat we were after sat darkened at the end of the dock. It was a larger vessel, with at least two upper decks and no doubt multiple berths below. I’d spotted a few men milling about on the main deck earlier, but now, the activity had died down. Whatever was going on there, it was happening inside the boat.

Nina’s voice crackled in my earpiece, steady and sure.

“Our unit is in position,” she reported. “Awaiting your go, Ethan.”

I took a deep breath, steeling myself for what was to come. “Roger that. On my mark. Three... two... one... Execute!”

We moved as one, our weapons at the ready as we approached the target boat. The sound of our footsteps on the gravel seemed impossibly loud in the quiet night, and when we hit the dock, the rocking of the planks made the water splash as if announcing our presence.

As we neared the ship’s brow, a shout rang out. “Intruders! Protect the cargo!”

My heart sank as all hell broke loose. Gunfire peppered the air, and the muzzle flashes illuminated the night in strobing bursts. I ducked behind a crate, returning fire as I saw shadows moving in the darkness.

“Robbie, cover me!” I yelled, making a break for the brow. He laid down suppressing fire as I sprinted across the open space, my heart in my throat.

On the main deck, the overhang of the deck above me provided cover, and although I knew the element of surprise was now long gone, I hoped that they’d been distracted enough not to realize that I’d breached the perimeter.

I slunk along the side, searching for an opening to the interior of the ship. Our primary concern was finding and rescuing the victims, and I knew they’d likely be held below deck in the berths rather than in an upper deck where escape would be easier.

Eventually, I found a way in, and I slowly eased the hatch open to slip inside. I found myself in an unlit passageway devoid of any life, and I crept further into the ship, my ears pricked for any sound that would indicate I wasn’t alone.

I turned at the end of the passageway and found that suspiciously empty as well. At first, I felt uneasy at how smoothly this was all going, but then I remembered that the entire crew had most likely been called out to the exterior decks to keep us at bay. I just hoped my journey would remain this easy, but I wasn’t so naïve as to put all my eggs in that basket.

I found myself in the berthing area, with multiple doorways lining the wall. It would have been hit-or-miss which door held the captive victims, but a faint smell lured me forward to the end of the hall. It wasn’t a pleasant aroma, and it grew stronger as I stepped closer, as though assuring me I was heading in the right direction.

The last door on the left held the source of the smell, and with my pistol in one hand, I eased the door open with the other. I braced myself for an attack, but when there was none, I took a closer look at the contents of the space.

Inside, the stench of fear and desperation hit me like a physical force. As my eyes adjusted to the gloom, I saw them—cages lined up against the walls, each containing huddled forms.

“My God,” I breathed, horror and rage warring within me.

Suddenly, a movement to my right caught my eye. I spun, coming face to face with a burly man wielding a crowbar. He swung wildly, and I barely managed to dodge as the metal whistled past my ear.

We grappled, the confined space making it impossible to bring my weapon to bear. I could hear the sounds of struggle echoing through the ship as my team engaged other hostiles. I was torn between feeling relieved that they had breached the perimeter and concerned for their safety.

Suddenly, the man was yanked away from me with brutal force. Birn stood there, his massive frame blocking out the light from the doorway.

“You okay, Marston?” he growled, effortlessly subduing my attacker. Behind him, I saw Muñoz rush toward the cages.

I nodded, catching my breath. “Thanks, Birn. Let’s get these women out of here.”

As we moved to the cages, the women inside shrank back, terror evident in their eyes.

“It’s okay,” I said softly, holstering my weapon. “We’re here to help. You’re safe now.”

Slowly, tentatively, they began to emerge. As they stepped into the light, I saw it—the tattoo. That damned orchid marked each of their shoulders.

“Ethan!” Muñoz’s voice cut through my anger. “We’ve got a situation here.”

I rushed over to find her kneeling beside one of the women, who was slumped against the wall. A large gash marred the back of her head, and blood matted her hair.

“What... where am I?” the woman mumbled, her eyes unfocused.

“Possible concussion,” Muñoz reported grimly. “We need to get her to a hospital, stat.”

I nodded, tapping my comm. “Nina, we need medical evac. Multiple rescued individuals, one with a severe head injury.”

“Copy that,” Nina replied. “Ambulances are en route. What’s your status?”

I looked around, taking stock of the situation. The gunfire had died down, replaced by the sounds of my team securing the suspects and comforting the rescued women. “We’ve got control of the ship. About a dozen women were rescued, all bearing the tattoo. No sign of Varela.” I looked over at Birn. “Where’s Robbie?”

“He’s helping Nina secure the other shooters,” Birn informed me.

I felt a knot I hadn’t realized was there loosen in my chest. “Okay, thank you,” I replied. “Understood. Good work, team. Secure the scene and prepare for evidence collection.”

I moved among the rescued women, my heart heavy with the weight of their suffering. Each face told a story of pain, fear, and a glimmer of hope that they dared not fully embrace yet. I kneeled beside a young woman who was huddled in a shock blanket, her eyes distant and haunted.

“Hey, there,” I said softly, trying to keep my voice gentle and non-threatening. “I’m Agent Marston. Can you tell me your name?”

She looked at me, her gaze focusing slowly. “Maria,” she whispered, her voice hoarse. “My name is Maria.”

I nodded encouragingly. “It’s nice to meet you, Maria. You’re safe now. Can you tell me what happened to you?”

Maria’s eyes filled with tears, her lower lip trembling. “I... I came here for a job. They promised... promised I’d be a waitress. But then...” She broke off, a sob escaping her.

I placed a hand on her shoulder, careful not to startle her. “It’s okay, Maria. Take your time.”

She took a shuddering breath. “They took my passport. Said I owed them money for bringing me here. And then... then they...” She couldn’t continue, dissolving into heart-wrenching sobs.

I felt a surge of fury but kept my voice calm. “You don’t have to say any more right now, Maria. We’re going to take care of you, okay?”

As I stood to move to the next woman, Maria grabbed my hand. “Excuse me… Will... will you catch them? The men who did this?”

I met her gaze, seeing the desperate need for reassurance. “We will, Maria. I promise you, we’ll bring them to justice.”

Moving on, I approached another woman, older than Maria, with a hardness in her eyes that spoke of prolonged suffering.

“Ma’am? I’m Agent Marston. Can you tell me your name?”

She regarded me warily. “Lucia,” she said, her accent thick. “Why should I trust you? How do I know you’re not one of them?”

I showed her my badge. “I understand your caution, Lucia. But we’re here to help. Can you tell me anything about the people who held you?”

Lucia’s eyes darted around as if expecting to see her captors emerge from the shadows. “My daughter... they took my daughter. She’s only fifteen. Please, you have to find her!”

I felt like I’d been punched in the gut. “Lucia, I promise you, we will do everything in our power to find your daughter. Can you describe her for me?”

As Lucia gave me details about her missing daughter, I made mental notes, my determination to bring down Varela and his operation growing with each passing moment.

The night wore on, each story more heartbreaking than the last. Women had been torn from their families, promised a better life only to be thrust into a nightmare. Young girls, barely more than children, had been subjected to unspeakable horrors.

As the medical teams arrived and began treating the women, I stepped away, needing a moment to process everything I’d heard.

“How bad is it, Ethan?” Robbie asked quietly after finding me amidst the chaos.

I shook my head, unable to find adequate words to describe the suffering I’d witnessed. “It’s... it’s worse than we imagined, Robbie. These women, what they’ve been through...”

“Well…” Robbie’s face hardened. “Then it’s a good thing we’re here.”

The next few hours passed in a blur of activity. Paramedics prepared the women for transport to the hospital. Crime scene techs swarmed the ship, documenting every detail. I found myself bouncing between coordinating the evidence collection and ensuring the women were being treated with care and respect.

As dawn began to break over the Miami skyline, I finally had a moment to catch my breath. Robbie appeared at my side, looking as exhausted as I felt.

“Hell of a night, partner,” he said, handing me a cup of lukewarm coffee.

I took a long sip, grimacing at the bitter taste. “You can say that again. Where the hell did you get this?”

“Catalina dropped by with some,” he replied. “She left already. Sorry it isn’t hot. You were busy.”

“No worries at all,” I assured him. “I appreciate it. Any word on our injured victim?”

Robbie nodded. “Just got an update from the hospital. She’s stable and being treated for a moderate concussion. They’re optimistic about her recovery.”

I felt a weight lift off my shoulders. “That’s something, at least. And the others?”

“All en route to the hospital with police escorts. Catalina’s already there, making sure they’re protected and setting up counseling services.”

Nina approached, her FBI windbreaker covered in dust and what looked suspiciously like blood. “Ethan, Robbie. Nice work tonight.”

“You too, Nina,” I replied, fighting the urge to reach out and check if she was injured. “Any leads on Varela’s whereabouts?”

She shook her head, frustration evident in her eyes. “Nothing concrete. But we did find some documents in the ship’s office that might give us a trail to follow. I’ve got a team working on it now.”

I nodded, my mind already racing with the next steps. “All right. We need to-”

“What you need,” Diane’s voice cut in as she joined our group, “is to go home and get some rest. All of you.”

I opened my mouth to protest, but Diane held up a hand. “That’s an order, Marston. You’ve been doing night raids for three nights in a row. I need you sharp, not running on fumes. Go home, sleep, and we’ll figure the rest out later.”

As much as I wanted to argue, I knew she was right. The adrenaline that had been keeping me going was starting to wear off, leaving me feeling every bruise and ache from the night’s activities.

“Yes, ma’am,” I conceded. “But I want updates if anything breaks.”

Diane nodded. “Of course. Now go, all of you. You’ve earned it.”

As we prepared to leave, I couldn’t help but feel a sense of unfinished business. We’d dealt a significant blow to the trafficking operation, but Varela was still out there, and Paxten remained untouched.

Robbie must have sensed my unease. “Hey,” he said, clapping me on the shoulder. “We did good tonight, Ethan. Those women are safe because of us. Try to focus on that, okay?”

I managed a small smile. “Thanks, partner. You’re right, of course. I just can’t help feeling like we’re still missing something.”

“We’ll figure it out,” Nina chimed in, her eyes meeting mine.

As we parted ways, I knew we’d won a battle, but the war was far from over. And somewhere out there, Varela and Paxten were no doubt already planning their next move.

The drive back to my houseboat was a blur of exhaustion and swirling thoughts. As I finally stumbled through the door, I took a moment to allow the gentle rocking of the boat to soothe my nerves.

As I collapsed onto my bed, still fully clothed, I knew that whatever rest I managed to get would be fleeting. There was still so much to do, so many pieces of the puzzle to fit together. But for now, I let the exhaustion take over, hoping that a few hours of sleep would bring clarity to both the case and my tangled personal life.

The gentle lapping of waves against the hull lulled me into a fitful sleep, my dreams a chaotic mix of gunfire, tattooed orchids, and the faces of the women we’d both failed and saved.
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Ijolted awake despite the gentle rocking of my houseboat. Glancing at my phone, I realized it was earlier than I’d intended to wake up. The team would be sleeping in after our late night, and we couldn’t interview the rescued women until they’d had time to recover in the hospital. I had a rare moment of free time stretching before me.

On a whim, I scrolled through my contacts and hit Tessa’s number. My heart skipped a beat as it rang, part anticipation, part guilt over how I’d left things with her.

“Ethan?” Tessa’s voice, husky with sleep, came through the line. “Is everything okay?”

I couldn’t help but smile at the concern in her tone. “Everything’s fine, Tess. Sorry if I woke you. I just... I wanted to hear your voice.”

There was a pause, and I could almost see her smile. “Well, consider me charmed. To what do I owe this early morning pleasure?”

“Would you believe I just missed you?” I said, rolling onto my side and staring out at the Miami skyline. “How’s your trip been?”

Tessa chuckled. “Funny you should ask. I’m actually still in town.”

I sat up, suddenly more alert. “You are? I thought you were flying out yesterday.”

“Change of plans,” she explained. “I got offered a last-minute gig here in Miami. Better pay, more my style. Plus...” She hesitated for a moment. “I thought it might be a nice surprise for you. Though it seems you’ve been pretty busy with a case.”

Guilt gnawed at my stomach. “Tess, I’m sorry. I should have called.”

“Hey, no apologies necessary,” she said, her voice warm. “I get it. Saving the world doesn’t exactly keep regular hours. Besides, I would have taken this job, anyway. But... since you’re awake...”

I found myself grinning. “Tessa Bleu, are you angling for a breakfast date?”

“Only if a certain dashing MBLIS agent is free,” she teased.

“For you? Always,” I replied, already mentally rearranging my morning. “How about Rosie’s Diner in thirty minutes?”

“It’s a date,” Tessa said, and I could hear the smile in her voice. “Don’t be late, Ethan.”

As I hung up, I rubbed my face. Things with Tessa had always been... complicated. Add in my growing feelings for Nina and the undeniable chemistry with Catalina, and I was walking into an emotional minefield. But as I showered and dressed, I pushed those thoughts aside. For now, I would simply enjoy breakfast with a beautiful woman who, despite everything, still wanted to spend time with me.

I arrived at Rosie’s Diner just as Tessa was getting out of her car. The sight of her backlit by the morning sun took my breath away. She wore a simple sundress, her camera bag slung over one shoulder, and her smile when she saw me made my heart skip a beat.

“Well, well,” she said as I approached. “Look who cleaned up nice.”

I chuckled, leaning in to place a soft kiss on her cheek. The scent of her perfume, floral and familiar, sent a jolt through me. “What can I say? I’m a man of many talents.”

I led her into the diner, where the hostess grabbed a couple of menus and led us to a booth next to a window that overlooked the parking lot. It was a far cry from the fancy dinner date we’d been on recently, but I could definitely use the comfort food, and Rosie’s always came through with that.

As we settled into a booth, the easy banter continued, but I could sense an undercurrent of tension. Our last conversation about the future of our relationship hung unspoken between us.

After our server stopped by and took our coffee orders, Tessa and I took a moment to peruse the menu. By the time he returned with two oversized mugs of steaming coffee, we both knew what we wanted, so we quickly placed our orders and handed over our menus. I took a deep sip out of my own mug while Tessa prepped her coffee, and I smiled as I watched her work.

“So,” Tessa said, stirring cream into her coffee. “Tell me about this case. It sounds intense.”

I hesitated, weighing how much to share. “It’s... big, Tess. Bigger than anything we’ve dealt with before. Human trafficking, political corruption, the works.” I filled her in on as many details as I could, and she sat and soaked it all in while drinking her coffee.

Her eyes widened when I was done. “Wow. No wonder you’ve been MIA. That’s a lot.”

“It is,” I replied with a shrug. “There’s a lot of pressure on this case, and I’m sorry I haven’t really been responsive.”

“Don’t worry about it,” she assured me. “I can handle myself just fine.” She rolled her shoulders back with faux confidence, and I laughed.

“So, tell me about your gig,” I prompted. “Anything exciting?”

I listened as Tessa filled me in on her newest project. I was glad to focus on a topic that was completely disconnected from the stressors facing the rest of my life, and listening to her enthusiasm warmed my heart.

“I’m so glad you’re working on something you truly love,” I said when she was finally done.

“Me too,” she replied, but then she paused. “But enough about me. Are you okay? I mean, dealing with that kind of thing...”

I reached across the table, covering her hand with mine. The simple touch sent a spark through me. “I’m okay. It’s tough, but knowing we’re making a difference... it helps.”

Tessa nodded, turning her hand to intertwine our fingers. “I’m proud of you, Ethan. What you do... it matters.”

For a moment, we just sat there, staring at each other. Then the waitress arrived with our food, breaking the spell.

“Here you go, hon,” she said, a pot of coffee in one hand and two plates balanced expertly on her other arm. “Denver omelet for the lady and the lumberjack special for the gentleman. Need a refill on that coffee?”

We both nodded gratefully as she set down our plates and topped off our mugs before bustling away to her next table.

The aroma of our breakfast filled the air around us—a comforting blend of fried eggs, crispy bacon, and freshly brewed coffee. Tessa’s Denver omelet was a generous helping, stuffed with diced ham, bell peppers, and onions, with a side of crispy hash browns. My lumberjack special was a mountain of food—two eggs over easy, a stack of slightly misshapen but golden-brown pancakes, a pile of bacon, and a side of toast.

“Wow.” Tessa laughed, eyeing my plate. “Planning on feeding an army, Ethan?”

I grinned, already reaching for the syrup. “Hey, fighting crime works up an appetite.”

We both dug in and listened as the diner filled with the clatter of plates and the low hum of conversation. We occasionally shared bites of food bites as we chatted. There was something comforting about the straightforward, no-frills breakfast. The coffee was strong and plentiful, the toast was perfectly browned, and even the little packets of jam had their charm.

As we finished up, scraping the last bits of egg and hash browns from our plates, I felt satisfied in more ways than one. Good, simple food and even better company—sometimes, that was all you needed to start the day right.

“You know,” I said, pushing away my empty plate. “Once this case is wrapped up, maybe we could take a trip. Visit Professor Slade up in New York and see how the Dragon’s Rogue research is coming along.”

Tessa’s eyes lit up. “Really? You mean that?”

I nodded, surprised by how much I wanted it to happen. “Yeah, I do. It’s been too long since we’ve had a real adventure together.”

“Well, Ethan,” she said, a playful smirk on her lips. “You’ve got yourself a date. Assuming you can tear yourself away from work long enough.”

I laughed, but there was a hint of truth in her words that sobered me. “I’ll make it happen, Tess. I promise.”

As we finished our coffee, I found myself reluctant to leave. Being with Tessa like this, away from the pressures of work and the complications of my other relationships, felt right in a way I hadn’t experienced in a long time.

But reality intruded, as it always did. My phone buzzed with a message from Robbie, reminding me of our upcoming meeting at MBLIS headquarters.

“Duty calls?” Tessa asked, noting my expression.

I nodded, sighing. “Yeah. I’m sorry, Tess. I wish we had more time.”

She stood, gathering her things. “Hey, no apologies. I’m just glad we got this morning together.”

We walked out of the diner, and the Miami heat was already building despite the early hour. At her rental car, Tessa turned to me, her expression a mix of emotions I couldn’t quite decipher.

“Ethan,” she said softly. “I know things are... complicated between us. But I want you to know I’m here. Whatever happens with this case, with... everything. I’m in your corner.”

The sincerity in her voice caught me off guard. I stepped closer, cupping her face in my hands. “Tess, I–”

She placed a finger on my lips, silencing me. “No big declarations, okay? Not now. Let’s just...”

I nodded, understanding. Slowly, giving her time to pull away if she wanted, I leaned in for a kiss.

When we parted, Tessa’s eyes were shining. “Go save the world, Agent Marston,” she whispered. “We’ll figure out the rest later.”
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VARELA


Hector Varela paced the length of his opulent office, his Italian leather shoes sinking into the plush carpet with each agitated step. The Miami skyline stretched out before him through floor-to-ceiling windows, a view that usually filled him with a sense of power and control. Today, it only served as a reminder of how quickly his empire could crumble.

His phone buzzed for the third time in as many minutes. Another update on the MBLIS raid, no doubt. With a growl of frustration, Varela snatched up the device, his eyes scanning the message quickly. His face darkened as he absorbed the information.

“Incompetent fools,” he muttered, tossing the phone onto his mahogany desk. They had one job—to keep those women quiet. And now? Now, MBLIS had them. Who knew what they might have said before his men could intervene?

Varela took a deep breath, smoothing down his perfectly tailored suit. This was a setback, yes, but not insurmountable. He’d built his empire from nothing, navigating the treacherous waters of both legal and illicit business. He wouldn’t be brought down by some overzealous federal agents.

With practiced ease, Varela activated the secure line hidden in his desk drawer. His fingers danced over the keypad, inputting a number he knew by heart but would never dare save.

The line rang once, twice, before a voice answered. “This had better be important, Varela.”

Senator Paxten’s voice was clipped, impatient. Varela could almost see the man’s perpetual frown deepening.

“We have a problem,” Varela said without preamble. “MBLIS raided one of our locations. They got to some of the girls before we could... handle the situation.”

There was a long pause on the other end of the line. When Paxten spoke again, his voice was low, dangerous. “What exactly are you telling me, Varela? That our operation has been compromised?”

Varela ran a hand through his salt-and-pepper hair. “Not necessarily. But there’s a chance they might obtain some... sensitive information.”

“Might?” Paxten’s voice rose sharply. “Might? Do you have any idea what’s at stake here, Varela? My entire political career, your precious empire—it all goes up in smoke if this gets out!”

“Don’t you think I know that?” Varela snapped back, his own temper flaring. “I’ve got just as much to lose as you do, Senator. More, even. You might lose your shot at the presidency, but I’ll lose everything.”

Paxten’s laugh was bitter, humorless. “Oh, believe me, Varela, if I go down, you’re coming with me. Now, tell me about this raid. Who’s behind it?”

Varela moved to his computer, pulling up the files his sources had provided. “It’s being led by an MBLIS agent named Ethan Marston. He’s got a reputation for being... persistent.”

“Marston,” Paxten repeated the name as if testing its weight. “Yeah, I’ve heard of him. He’s a problem, but he has no idea who he’s dealing with.”

“Maybe not,” Varela agreed, “but he’s already caused more trouble than I’m comfortable with. I think we need to... deal with him.”

There was a pause as Paxten considered this. “You’re suggesting we eliminate him?”

Varela chose his next words carefully. “I’m suggesting we send a message. Make an example. Show what happens to those who get too curious about things that don’t concern them.”

“Hmm,” Paxten mused. “It’s risky. If it’s traced back to us...”

“It won’t be,” Varela assured him. “I have men who specialize in this kind of... problem-solving. It’ll look like an accident or maybe a random act of violence. Nothing to connect it to us.”

Paxten seemed to mull this over. “And you’re sure this will solve our problem? No loose ends?”

Varela allowed himself a small, predatory smile. “Senator, when have I ever left loose ends?”

“Fair point,” Paxten conceded. “All right, do it. But Varela? Make it count. I want this to serve as a warning to anyone else who might think about poking around our business.”

“With pleasure,” Varela purred. “I’ll put my best men on it immediately.”

“See that you do,” Paxten said. “Now, what about our... assets? Are they secure?”

Varela moved back to the window, gazing out at the city below. “The ones that didn’t get picked up in the raid? I’m having them moved as we speak. New safe houses, increased security. By this time tomorrow, MBLIS won’t have a clue where to look.”

“Good,” Paxten said. “We’ve worked too hard and come too far to let this slip through our fingers now. I’m not about to let some low-level federal agent derail my path to the White House.”

Varela nodded, even though Paxten couldn’t see him. “Agreed. This operation has made us both very wealthy, Senator. And with you in the Oval Office, the possibilities are... limitless.”

“Indeed they are,” Paxten’s voice took on a dreamy quality, no doubt imagining himself behind the Resolute Desk. “Keep me updated on the Marston situation. And Varela? Don’t disappoint me.”

The line went dead, leaving Varela alone with his thoughts. He stood there for a long moment, staring out at the city he’d bent to his will. Miami was his, bought and paid for with blood and money. He’d be damned if he’d let some self-righteous agent take it all away.

Varela returned to his desk. He had calls to make and plans to set in motion. By the time he was done, Ethan Marston would be nothing more than a cautionary tale, a whispered warning in the halls of law enforcement. He’d faced challenges before and overcome obstacles that would have broken lesser men. This was just another hurdle to clear on his path to even greater power and wealth.

Let Marston come, he thought. Let him try to unravel the intricate web Varela had woven. In the end, he’d find himself tangled in it, unable to escape. And Varela would be there, ready to deliver the final, fatal blow.

With a predatory smile, Varela picked up his phone once more. It was time to set the wheels in motion. Ethan Marston’s days were numbered, and he didn’t even know it yet.

As he dialed the first number, Varela felt a thrill of anticipation. The game was afoot, and he intended to win—no matter the cost.
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ETHAN


As I entered the conference room, I was greeted by the sight of my team already assembled—Robbie, Nina, Catalina, and Diane. The air was charged with exhaustion and excitement following last night’s successful raid.

“Well, well,” Robbie drawled. “Look who finally decided to grace us with his presence.”

“All right, people,” Diane’s authoritative voice rang out. “Let’s get down to business. We’ve got a trafficking ring to dismantle and a corrupt senator to nail. Marston, bring us up to speed on last night’s raid.”

Grateful for the interruption, I launched into a detailed summary of the operation, highlighting our successes and areas for further investigation.

“Excellent work, team.” Diane nodded as I finished. “The raid was a significant victory, but let’s not lose sight of the bigger picture. Senator Paxten is still out there, and he needs to be our larger focus.”

“Agreed,” I said, leaning forward. “We need to capitalize on the momentum from last night. What’s our next move?”

Diane’s expression turned grim. “I’ve just received word from the hospital. Most of the women are awake and stable enough to be interviewed. This is our chance to get firsthand accounts.”

A ripple of excitement went through the room. This was the break we’d been waiting for.

“I want you to head to the hospital immediately,” Diane continued. “But tread carefully. These women have been through hell, and their safety is our top priority. Marston, you’ll lead the interviews, but I want you to split into teams. Make sure there’s a woman present for each interview to help the victims feel more comfortable.”

I nodded, already formulating a plan. “Understood. Catalina, you’re with me. Nina, you pair up with Robbie. We’ll cover more ground that way.”

The drive to the hospital was tense. I found myself in the car with Catalina, acutely aware of her presence beside me.

“So,” Catalina said as we navigated through Miami traffic, “busy morning?”

I glanced at her, trying to gauge her tone. “Just having breakfast. Why do you ask?”

She shrugged, a small smile playing on her lips. “Oh, no reason. Just curious about what... or who... might have delayed Miami’s finest detective.”

My grip tightened on the steering wheel. “Cat, I–”

“Relax, Ethan,” she cut me off, her voice softening. “I’m not fishing for information. I just... I care about you, you know? And I want you to be happy, even if...”

She trailed off, leaving the sentence hanging between us. I felt a surge of affection for her mixed with a healthy dose of guilt.

“I care about you too, Cat,” I said softly.

We lapsed into silence for the rest of the drive, the unspoken words hanging heavy in the air.

At the hospital, we met up with Nina and Robbie in the lobby and divided up the list of women to interview.

“Remember,” I said, addressing the team, “these women have been through a traumatic experience. Our priority is their well-being. If, at any point, they seem distressed or unwilling to continue, we back off. Clear?”

Everyone nodded, the gravity of the situation sobering us all.

“All right,” I continued, “Nina and Robbie, you take the east wing. Catalina and I will handle the west. Keep in constant communication, and if anyone gets even a whiff of trouble, call for backup immediately.”

Catalina and I made our way to the first interview, and the sterile hospital corridors seemed to stretch endlessly before us. As we walked, I found myself impressed anew by Catalina’s dedication and professionalism. Despite the personal complications between us, she was fully focused on the task at hand.

“You know,” I said as we approached the first room, “I don’t think I’ve ever told you how much I admire your work, Cat. The way you advocate for these victims and the passion you bring to every case... it’s inspiring.”

She looked at me with surprise. “Thank you, Ethan. That... that means a lot.”

After a lingering look, she opened the door to the room. The woman inside was small and fragile-looking, her eyes wary as we approached. I felt a surge of protective anger as I thought about what she must have endured.

“Hello,” I said softly, keeping my distance. “I’m Agent Marston, and this is ADA Hernandez. We’re here to help if you’re willing to talk to us.”

The woman nodded hesitantly, some of the tension leaving her shoulders. “You’re... you’re the ones who saved us?”

Catalina stepped forward, her voice gentle. “Yes, we were part of the team. We want to make sure the people who did this to you can never hurt anyone else. But only if you feel up to talking about it.”

The woman seemed to consider this, then nodded more firmly. “Okay. I’ll try.”

Just as we were about to begin the interview, a piercing scream echoed from the hallway. The woman’s face went pale with terror, and Catalina and I exchanged a quick, alarmed glance.

“Stay here,” I told the woman, already moving toward the door. “You’re safe. We’ll check it out.”

Catalina was right behind me as we burst into the hallway, our hands instinctively moving to our weapons. The scream had come from further down the corridor, and we took off at a run, hearts pounding with adrenaline and fear.

As we rounded the corner, the scene that greeted us made my blood run cold. One of the rescued women was backed against the wall, terror etched on her face. Advancing toward her with a malevolent grin on his face was a man I didn’t recognize.

“MBLIS! Freeze!” I shouted, drawing my weapon.

The man spun toward us, his hand moving to his waistband. Time seemed to slow as I assessed the situation in a split second: The rescued woman, frozen in fear. Catalina, moving to shield her. The glint of metal as the assailant drew his weapon.

I didn’t hesitate. My training took over as I squeezed the trigger, the sound of the gunshot impossibly loud in the confined space of the hospital corridor.

The man stumbled backward, a look of surprise on his face as he collapsed to the floor. I moved forward cautiously, kicking his weapon away and checking for a pulse. Nothing.

“Cat, you okay?” I called out, my heart still racing.

“We’re fine,” she responded, her voice steady despite the situation. “The woman’s shaken up but unharmed.”

As the sound of running footsteps approached—hospital security, no doubt—I took a moment to process what had just happened. We’d prevented another attack and potentially saved a life, but the fact that Varela’s men had managed to infiltrate the hospital so quickly was deeply troubling.

I met Catalina’s eyes over the head of the trembling woman she was comforting. The unspoken message was clear: this case had just become even more dangerous than we’d thought. I was impressed that Catalina had shielded the woman at her own personal cost. Catalina was unarmed, after all. She hadn’t hesitated for even a second before making that particular decision.

As I holstered my weapon and prepared to deal with the incoming security team and the inevitable paperwork that would follow, one thought kept running through my mind: we were in a race against time now. Varela and Paxten knew we were closing in, and they were getting desperate.

The question was, could we bring them down before they silenced all the witnesses? And at what cost to the women we’d sworn to protect—and to ourselves?
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Istood in the hospital hallway, my heart still racing from the confrontation with the knife-wielding assailant. The acrid smell of gunpowder lingered in the air, reminding me of how close we’d come to disaster. Catalina was at my side, her eyes a bit panicked.

“Ethan,” she said urgently. “We need to check on the other women. If they got to one...”

I nodded grimly. “They might have gotten to others. Let’s move.”

We raced down the corridor, our footsteps echoing off the sterile walls. As we approached the room of the woman with the head injury—the one who’d been in the worst shape after the raid—a piercing alarm kicked on. A nurse came bursting out, her face pale with shock.

“Code Blue!” she cried, her voice trembling. She spotted us and pointed into the room. “They left a note!”

My blood ran cold as we pushed past her into the room. The scene that greeted us was like something out of a nightmare. The woman lay motionless on the bed, the steady beep of the heart monitor replaced by a single, continuous tone. A piece of paper was placed deliberately on her chest, like a macabre calling card.

I snatched the note up as delicately as I could before the same nurse rushed back to the woman’s side and began administering chest compressions. As Catalina sprinted out of the room to search for help, I stepped out of the way and looked down at the note. In neat, typed letters, it read:

“Keep your mouths shut, or you’ll share her fate.”

A wave of fury washed over me, but I pushed it down, focusing on the task at hand. I couldn’t let this woman die, not after everything she’d been through.

Seconds stretched into eternity as the nurse continued CPR, and I silently willed the woman to hold on. Finally, after what felt like hours but was probably only less than a minute, a team of doctors and nurses rushed in, taking over.

I stepped out into the hall, my hands shaking slightly as the adrenaline began to wear off. Catalina reappeared at my side, her face a mask of concern.

“Ethan,” she said softly, placing a hand on my arm. “What happened?”

I handed her the note, watching as her expression hardened. “Paxten or Varela,” I said grimly. “They’re trying to silence the witnesses.”

Just then, Robbie and Nina caught up to us, their faces etched with worry as they raced to our sides. “We heard the code blue,” Nina said, her eyes darting between me and the chaos surrounding the patient’s bed. “What’s going on?”

I quickly filled them in, watching as their expressions shifted from concern to anger.

“Dammit,” Robbie growled, running a hand through his hair. “We should have seen this coming. Of course, they’d try to get to the women here.”

“We need to secure the other victims,” Nina said, her FBI training kicking in. “And we need to find out how this bastard got in here undetected.”

I nodded, my mind racing with possibilities. “Robbie, you and Nina start interviewing hospital staff. Find out if anyone saw anything suspicious. Cat and I will check on the other women and break the news about what’s happened.”

Catalina and I moved from room to room, speaking with each of the rescued women. With each conversation, my heart sank further. The news of the attack had spread like wildfire, and the fear in their eyes was obvious.

“We can’t force them to talk,” Catalina said softly as we left yet another room where a terrified woman had refused to speak to us. “Not after this.”

I leaned against the wall, frustration coursing through me. “I know. But without their testimony, we’ve hit a dead end. Paxten and Varela are going to get away with this.”

“No, they’re not,” Catalina growled. “We’ll find another way, Ethan. We always do.”

“You’re right,” I sighed, straightening up. “Let’s regroup with Robbie and Nina and see what they’ve found out.”

We found our partners in the hospital’s security office, reviewing camera footage. The grim expressions on their faces told me they hadn’t had much luck either.

“Anything?” I asked, though I already knew the answer.

Robbie shook his head. “Whoever did this knew what they were doing. They managed to loop the camera feeds in the hallway for just long enough to slip in and out undetected.”

“And the staff interviews?” Catalina prompted.

Nina sighed. “A few people mentioned seeing a man in scrubs they didn’t recognize, but in a busy hospital, that’s not exactly unusual. We’re having sketches made, but it’s a long shot.”

“What do we do now?” Robbie asked, voicing the question we were all thinking.

I took a deep breath, forcing myself to think strategically. “First things first, we need to ensure the safety of the remaining women. We can’t risk moving them, not in their condition, but we can’t leave them vulnerable either.”

“I’ll talk to the hospital administration,” Catalina volunteered. “See if we can get them all moved to the same wing, restrict access.”

I nodded. “Good. Robbie, coordinate with local PD. I want round-the-clock guards at every entrance and exit. Double them up to ensure any corrupt individuals have eyes on them. Nina, reach out to your FBI contacts. See if we can get some additional manpower to beef up security.”

As my team moved to carry out their tasks, I found myself alone in the security office, staring at the frozen image of an empty hospital corridor on one of the monitors. How had it all gone so wrong so quickly?

A knock at the door jolted me from my thoughts. It was Dr. Patel, the physician in charge of the trafficked women’s care.

“Agent Marston,” she said, her voice strained by barely contained anger. “A word?”

I braced myself, following her into the hallway. “Dr. Patel, I understand you’re upset–”

“Upset?” she cut me off, her eyes flashing. “I’m furious. You promised these women would be safe here. You promised us that your presence wouldn’t put our other patients at risk. And now? Now I have one woman fighting for her life and an entire ward of traumatized patients too terrified to speak!”

Her words hit me like physical blows, each one a stark reminder of how badly we’d failed. “Doctor, I–”

“Save it,” she snapped. “I don’t want your apologies. I want to know what you’re going to do to fix this mess.”

I took a deep breath, forcing myself to meet her gaze. “We’re implementing new security measures as we speak. Restricted access, additional guards, the works. But I need your help, Dr. Patel. These women need to stay here, at least for the next day or two, until we can arrange for a more secure location.”

She studied me for a long moment, her expression unreadable. Finally, she sighed. “Two days, Agent Marston. That’s all I can give you. After that, if you haven’t found a safer alternative, I’ll have no choice but to discharge them. Their physical wounds are healing, but I won’t keep them here if it puts them in further danger.”

I nodded, relief washing over me. “Thank you, Doctor. I promise we’ll do everything in our power to keep them safe. How’s the one woman who had the Code Blue?”

“She’s not great,” the doctor admitted, “but she’ll recover. She just has a much longer road to recovery now than she had before. Thanks to you.”

“Thank you for the update,” I replied, fighting to keep my voice level.

“Mm-hmm,” she muttered.

As she walked away, I leaned against the wall, suddenly feeling every hour of missed sleep, every ounce of stress from the past few days. We had a reprieve, but it was temporary. We needed a breakthrough, and we needed it fast.

Over the next few hours, our plan came together. The women were moved to a single, secure wing of the hospital. Guards were posted at every entrance, with strict protocols about who could enter and exit. It wasn’t perfect, but it was the best we could do on short notice.

As the day wore on, my team and I made the rounds, speaking to each of the women one last time. The fear in their eyes and the way they flinched at every unexpected sound tore at my heart. We’d rescued them from one nightmare only to plunge them into another.

“We’ll be back tomorrow,” I told them, trying to inject confidence into my voice. “You’re safe here, I promise. And when you’re ready to talk, we’ll be ready to listen.”

But as we left the hospital that evening, I couldn’t shake the feeling that we were running out of time. The women weren’t talking, our leads had dried up, and somewhere out there, Paxten and Varela were no doubt planning their next move.

In the parking lot, I gathered my team for one final huddle. “I know today didn’t go as planned,” I said, looking each of them in the eye. “But we’re not giving up. Tomorrow, we regroup, we reassess, and we find a new angle. These bastards think they’ve won, but they’ve just made it personal.”

Robbie nodded grimly. “Damned straight. Nobody goes after witnesses under our protection and gets away with it.”

Tomorrow was another day, another chance to unravel this web of corruption and bring Paxten and Varela to justice. And no matter what it took, no matter what personal cost I had to pay, I was determined to see this through to the end.

As I climbed into my car, my phone buzzed with a message. It was from Tessa: “Heard about what happened at the hospital. Are you okay? Call me if you need anything.”

I stared at the screen for a long moment, emotion swirling through me: gratitude for her concern, guilt over the complications in my personal life, and determination to solve this case and make things right.

With a sigh, I started the engine and pulled out of the parking lot. The Miami night stretched out before me, full of shadows and secrets. But somewhere in that darkness lay the answers we needed, the key to bringing down Paxten and his operation.

And come hell or high water, we were going to find it.
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Ipushed through the doors of MBLIS headquarters late the next morning, the weight of our hospital fiasco heavy on my shoulders. Diane had told us to take our time coming in, so I’d had a simple breakfast at home and then taken my time getting myself together. I hadn’t been able to sit around in the silence for long, though. When I’d had enough of being in my own head, I headed straight into work, and the familiar buzz of activity in the office was a welcome distraction from the grim thoughts swirling in my mind. Robbie, Nina, and Catalina were close behind, their collective exhaustion obvious. Within a fifteen-minute time span, we were all in the office, and I was ready to move forward with the case.

We weren’t there long before I got the chance to make progress.

“Diane is in the conference room,” Birn informed me as he walked past our desks.

“Oh, thanks for the heads up,” I replied. I looked over at Robbie’s desk, where Nina and Catalina were gathered, making small talk about his upcoming sailing lessons. I met their gazes. It was clear they’d heard Birn’s announcement, too, so together, we got up and headed to meet our boss.

Sure enough, Diane was waiting for us in the seat at the head of the conference room table.

“I heard about what happened at the hospital,” she said, not unkindly, as we entered and found our seats. “Are you all okay?”

I nodded, sinking deeper into my chair. “We’re fine, but our case just got a hell of a lot more complicated.”

As we filled Diane in on the details, I couldn’t help but notice the tension in the room. Nina and Catalina sat on opposite sides of the table, their gazes occasionally meeting in what seemed like silent competition. Robbie, meanwhile, kept glancing at his phone, a hint of amusement in his eyes that I couldn’t quite understand.

“Alright,” Diane said once we’d finished our report. “We need to regroup and figure out our next move. But first, you all look like you could use some food and a moment to breathe. I’ve ordered lunch—it should be here soon.”

As if on cue, there was a knock at the door, and an intern entered with several bags of takeout. The smell of Chinese food filled the room. We all pitched in to pull the containers out of the bags, laying them all out before helping ourselves to what we wanted.

“God, I’m starving,” Robbie muttered, reaching for a container of lo mein. “Nothing like a failed operation and a near-death experience to work up an appetite.” He cracked open the container, reached for the chopsticks, and shoved them into his dish.

I shot him a look. “Really, Robbie? That’s your takeaway from all this?”

He shrugged, a noodle dangling from his chopsticks. “Hey, gallows humor is a cop’s best friend. You know that, partner.”

“Yeah, yeah,” I muttered in response.

As we ate, the conversation shifted to the broader implications of our case. Rivers joined us from the tech department after a few minutes, and when the correct opening in the conversation arrived, he pulled up some files on his tablet.

“So, I’ve been digging deeper into Paxten’s campaign finances,” he began, swiping through various charts and graphs. “The more I look, the more convinced I am that he’s gearing up for a presidential run.”

Nina leaned forward, her brow furrowed. “That tracks with what we’ve been hearing through FBI channels. Word is, he’s already courting major donors and building a campaign team on the down-low.”

Catalina’s eyes flashed. “All the more reason to nail this bastard now. What about Varela? Any new leads on his financials, Rivers?”

Rivers shook his head, looking frustrated. “Nothing concrete. The guy’s good at covering his tracks. We know he’s connected to Paxten in some capacity, but without solid evidence...”

“We can’t bring him in,” I finished, the familiar sense of frustration welling up. “And without Varela, we can’t get to Paxten.”

A heavy silence fell over the room as we all contemplated the enormity of the task before us. It was Robbie who finally broke it, his tone uncharacteristically serious.

“Those women are still our best shot,” he said, putting down his chopsticks. “If we can get them to talk, to testify against Varela...”

“We can bring him down and use him to get to Paxten,” Catalina finished, nodding in agreement.

I stood up, suddenly restless. “You’re right. But after what happened at the hospital, they’re terrified. We need to give them time to feel safe before we try to interview them again.”

As the others continued to discuss strategy, I noticed Price’s absence from the tech team. “Hey, Rivers,” I said, “where’s Price? I wanted to check if she’d made any progress on those traffic cam feeds we pulled.”

Rivers’ reaction was immediate and bizarre. He suddenly looked nervous, a slight look of panic flashing across his face. “She’s, uh, she’s down in the lab. But you can’t go down there right now. I mean, she’s... she’s really in the zone. Wouldn’t want to disturb her.”

I raised an eyebrow, my suspicions immediately aroused. “Rivers, what’s going on? What are you hiding?”

The tech analyst squirmed under my gaze, looking to the others for help. To my surprise, it was Robbie who came to his rescue, though his assistance only deepened the mystery.

“Ah, come on, Ethan,” my partner said with a chuckle. “Let the tech kids have their secrets. I’m sure whatever Price is working on is very important and not at all related to your personal life.”

That did it. I strode toward the door, determined to get to the bottom of this. “All right, that’s it. I’m going down there.”

“Ethan, wait!” Rivers called out, but I was already halfway down the hall.

I took the stairs two at a time, my curiosity and irritation growing with each step. As I burst into the lab, I was met with a scene that stopped me in my tracks.

There, on a large whiteboard, was an elaborate chart. At the center of it, in big, bold letters, was my name. Branching out from it were three familiar names: Tessa, Nina, and Catalina. Peterson’s name had once been written but was now poorly erased. Next to each name were odds and dollar amounts.

“What the hell is this?” I demanded, my voice echoing in the suddenly silent lab.

Price, who had been adding something to the board, spun around, her eyes wide with shock. “Ethan! I, uh... we can explain.”

“Yeah,” Bonnie added from the corner desk beside Clyde. “It’s not what it looks like.”

As the initial shock wore off, the reality of what I was seeing sank in. It was a betting pool. A deadpool for my love life.

Embarrassment, anger, and, oddly enough, a hint of amusement washed over me. As I stood there, trying to process it all, I heard footsteps behind me. Robbie, Rivers, and the rest of the team had followed me down. Thankfully, I didn’t see Diane with them.

“So,” I said, turning to face them, my voice dangerously calm. “Anyone care to explain why my love life has become the office betting pool?”

Robbie, ever the brave soul, stepped forward. “Look, partner, it’s not what you think. It’s just a bit of harmless fun to, you know, lighten the mood around here.”

“Harmless fun?” I repeated, my eyebrows shooting up. “You’re literally betting on who I’m going to end up with!”

Nina and Catalina, who had been silent until now, both looked equally mortified and intrigued.

“If it helps,” Price piped up, “you’re not the only one we have pools on. There’s one for when Robbie’s going to propose to Aurora and another for how long it’ll take Rivers to propose to Bonnie.”

This revelation seemed to take some of the heat off me as both Robbie and Rivers sputtered in protest. Bonnie’s face turned red with embarrassment and something else I couldn’t discern.

As the initial shock wore off, I found myself studying the board more closely. “Hold on,” I said, a reluctant smile tugging at my lips. “Are those my odds? Come on, I’m at least a 3-to-1 favorite for Tessa.”

The tension in the room broke as everyone burst into laughter. Even I couldn’t help but chuckle, the absurdity of the situation finally hitting me.

“I can’t believe you’ve all been in on this,” I said, shaking my head. “Is this why you’ve been on your phone so much lately, Robbie? Giving updates?”

My partner had the grace to look sheepish. “Guilty as charged. But, hey, if it makes you feel any better, I’ve got my money on you figuring it all out and choosing happiness.”

“That’s not even an option on the board,” I pointed out.

Robbie grinned. “Exactly. I’m playing the long game.”

Another ripple of laughter erupted through the room, but it was cut short by Diane’s sharp voice.

“What the hell is this?” she demanded to know.

The silence in the room was suddenly incredibly loud as everyone turned wide-eyed to look at her.

“We have a huge case on our hands, and all of you are placing bets on Ethan Marston’s love life?!” She raised an eyebrow and looked at everyone but me. I wasn’t sure if that made me feel better or worse.

“Get out of here and get back to work, all of you!” She looked angry, and no one argued as they all started to file out of the lab.

I found myself hanging back. The board, as ridiculous as it was, served as a stark reminder of the complicated web I’d woven between the women in my life.

Diane shot the techs a look, which caused them to run out of their own lab, presumably to hide from her wrath upstairs in the bullpen.

Once we were alone, Diane approached me. “You okay, Marston?”

I sighed, running a hand through my hair. “Yeah, I’m fine. It’s just... seeing it all laid out like that...”

She nodded understandingly. “It makes it real. Look, Ethan, I’m not going to tell you how to live your life. But whatever’s going on with you, Tessa, Nina, and Catalina... you need to figure it out. For your sake and for the sake of this case.”

I nodded, knowing she was right. “I will, Diane. I promise.”

As we headed back upstairs to continue our strategy session, I couldn’t shake the image of that whiteboard from my mind. It was meant to be a joke, a way for the team to blow off steam during a tense case. But it had inadvertently highlighted the very real dilemma I was facing.

How had I let things get so complicated? And more importantly, how was I going to untangle this mess without hurting anyone—including myself?
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NINA


Nina exchanged glances with Catalina across the Cyber Tech room, both still reeling from the revelation of the deadpool.

“We should talk,” Nina mouthed to Catalina, nodding toward the door.

Catalina hesitated for a moment, her eyes darting between Nina and the whiteboard that had caused all this chaos. Finally, she nodded in agreement.

As they slipped out of the room after the rest of the team, Nina could hear Robbie’s attempts to lighten the mood with a joke falling flat as he ascended the stairs. “Hey, at least we didn’t include odds on Ethan ending up alone with a dozen cats! Though I guess that might be an improvement on his current situation...”

Once everyone was back up in the bullpen, the two women found an empty conference room down the hall and closed the door behind them. Nina leaned against the table, her fingers drumming an anxious rhythm. Catalina paced the length of the room, her heels clicking sharply against the polished floor.

“Well,” Nina said, breaking the awkward silence that had settled between them. “That was...”

“Unexpected?” Catalina finished with a huff. “Embarrassing? Oddly flattering? The most mortifying moment of my professional career?”

Nina couldn’t help but chuckle, the tension easing slightly. “All of the above, I’d say. God, did you see Ethan’s face? I thought he would spontaneously combust right there in the middle of the bullpen.”

Catalina nodded, her expression softening as she recalled Ethan’s reaction. “I’ve never seen him that flustered. It was almost... cute. Like a deer caught in headlights, if the deer wore a suit and carried a badge and had a penchant for getting into impossibly complicated romantic situations.”

They shared a knowing look, the ice between them starting to thaw. Nina found herself studying Catalina, really looking at her, perhaps for the first time. She could see why Ethan was drawn to the other woman—the intelligence in her eyes, the set of her jaw, and the way she carried herself with confidence even in this awkward situation.

“So,” Nina said. “I guess we should address the elephant in the room. Or should I say, the whiteboard in the lab? I have to admit, I’m a little offended at my odds. I thought I’d at least be a 3-to-1 favorite. I mean, have they seen me in tactical gear?”

Catalina laughed, finally stopping her pacing to lean against the wall. “Please, if anyone’s getting shortchanged here, it’s me. Did you see those numbers? I’m practically a long shot. You’d think our history of witty banter and shared near-death experiences would count for something.”

“Maybe we should talk to the bookies,” Nina joked. “Demand a recount. Or at least a reassessment based on our many qualifications. I could submit my marksmanship scores if that would help.”

Catalina laughed out loud. “I’ll have to collect a list of my accomplishments. Maybe I’ll clean up my resume just to submit it to this cause.”

They both burst into laughter, the absurdity of the situation finally hitting them full force. Here they were, two accomplished professionals, discussing their odds in a romantic betting pool like it was the most normal thing in the world.

“I still can’t believe they’ve been betting on us. On Ethan. It’s so...” Catalina sighed, tucking her hair behind her ear.

“Juvenile?” Nina offered. “Unprofessional? Hilarious? A lawsuit waiting to happen? The plot of a rom-com I’d probably watch?”

“Yes to all of that,” Catalina agreed, shaking her head in disbelief. “But also... it kind of puts things in perspective, doesn’t it? I mean, we’ve all been dancing around this situation for so long, and now it’s just... out there. Like a neon sign saying ‘Ethan Marston’s Complicated Love Life: Place Your Bets!’ Complete with flashing lights and probably an Elvis impersonator for good measure.”

Nina nodded thoughtfully, trying to imagine such a sign. Knowing Ethan, it would probably catch fire somehow. “You’re right. We’ve gone from politely ignoring the elephant to riding it through a casino.”

“Complete with showgirls and a Wayne Newton impersonator,” Catalina added, grinning. “Don’t forget the sequins. There have to be sequins.”

They both laughed again, the tension between them easing further with each shared joke. Nina found herself wondering why they had never really talked like this before. Maybe if they had, this whole situation wouldn’t feel quite so complicated.

“Can I ask you something?” Catalina said, her tone turning serious. “How do you do it? Balancing your relationship with Ethan and your career? Because I’ve been struggling with that, and seeing you two work together so seamlessly... it’s like watching a perfectly choreographed dance.”

Nina’s expression softened, touched by Catalina’s vulnerability. “It’s not easy, I’ll tell you that. My job is very important to me, and I know he feels the same about his job. It’s hard to navigate any kind of relationship around two dominating careers. I’m just grateful I get the time with him that I do, and I try not to wonder about the ‘what-ifs.’”

Catalina chuckled drily. “I have a similar problem, trying to wrangle time with him outside of cases. It’s tough, isn’t it?”

“But…” Nina continued. “There’s just something about him, you know? The way he’s so passionate about what he does, it’s...”

“Intoxicating,” Catalina finished for her, her eyes distant as if recalling a specific memory. “I know exactly what you mean. That’s what drew me to him in the first place. It’s like he’s got this gravitational pull. You can’t help but get caught up in his orbit.”

“Exactly!” Nina exclaimed, relieved that someone else understood. “It’s like he’s the sun, and we’re all just planets orbiting around him.”

“Hopefully not on a collision course,” Catalina quipped, but there was a hint of genuine concern in her voice.

Nina nodded, understanding the unspoken worry. “That’s the trick, isn’t it? Finding a way to be in his life without losing ourselves in the process. It’s a balancing act I’m still trying to master.”

“You know,” Nina said after a quiet moment, “I never expected to be having this conversation with you. But I’m glad we are. It’s... nice to talk to someone who understands.”

Catalina nodded, her expression thoughtful. “Me too. And maybe... maybe this whole deadpool thing, as ridiculous as it is, is an opportunity for us to be more open about everything. With each other and with Ethan. Turn this weird competition into a... I don’t know, a support group?”

“‘Ethan Marston’s Girlfriends Anonymous’?” Nina suggested with a grin. “First step: admitting we’re powerless over his boyish charm and reckless heroics.”

They both chuckled, but there was a note of seriousness underlying the humor. The idea of working together rather than against each other was appealing, even though it definitely seemed outside of the norm.

“You know,” Catalina said thoughtfully, “maybe we should place our own bets. Throw a wrench in their little pool.”

Nina’s eyes lit up, intrigued by the idea. “Ooh, I like the way you think, Counselor. What did you have in mind? Because if it involves embarrassing Robbie, I am one hundred percent on board.”

“Well,” Catalina drawled, her grin widening, “what if we bet on a surprise ending? Like... Ethan ending up with both of us?”

Nina burst out laughing, the mental image too ridiculous to contemplate. “Oh my god, can you imagine their faces? Robbie would have an aneurysm! And Ethan... I think he’d spontaneously combust for real this time.”

As they plotted their revenge on the betting pool, coming up with increasingly outlandish scenarios to bet on, Nina felt a newfound respect for Catalina blooming. The woman she had once seen as competition had become an ally. She was someone who understood the unique challenges of loving someone like Ethan Marston. Catalina was someone who could laugh about it, strategize, and commiserate all at once.

“Ready to face the music?” Nina asked eventually, her hand on the doorknob. “Go out there and show them we’re more than just odds on a whiteboard?”

Catalina took a deep breath, squaring her shoulders like she was preparing for battle. “Ready as I’ll ever be. Let’s go give them something to really bet on.”

As they re-entered the bullpen with their heads held high and a shared secret dancing in their eyes, Nina caught Ethan’s questioning look. She gave him a reassuring smile, seeing Catalina do the same out of the corner of her eye. The road ahead was uncertain, filled with potential pitfalls and complications, but for the first time, Nina felt like they might actually be able to navigate it together.

Let the games begin, she thought, suppressing a grin. This was going to be interesting.
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ETHAN


Later that evening, I stood outside the hospital with Robbie, Nina, and Catalina flanking me.

“All right, team,” I said. “We know what we’re up against here. These women have been through hell, and now they’re terrified. We need to tread carefully.”

Nina nodded grimly. “Agreed. We’ll follow your lead, Ethan.”

As we entered the hospital, the sterile smell of disinfectant hit me, bringing back memories of our last disastrous visit. We made our way to the secure wing where the trafficked women were being held, and then we verified our identities with the guards we’d stationed at every entrance.

Dr. Patel spotted us as we walked past the nurses’ station. She approached us, and we stopped to talk, but her expression was guarded.

“Hi, Doc,” I greeted her. “We wanted to check in on the women again. Particularly the one who had the Code Blue yesterday. How is she doing?”

“Olivia is stable,” the doctor reported, her voice tinged with cautious optimism. “The attempted poisoning didn’t do as much damage as we initially feared. She’ll recover, but it’ll take time.”

“That’s good news,” I said, relieved. “Is she well enough to talk?”

Dr. Patel shook her head firmly. “She’s well, but absolutely not. She needs rest and time to heal, both physically and mentally. I won’t have you jeopardizing her recovery.”

I held up my hands in a placating gesture. “Understood. We’ll leave her be for now. But we’d like to speak to the ones who are well enough to talk. It’s important.”

Dr. Patel sighed. “I understand your predicament.” She looked at each one of us. “But understand that it is my job to ensure their well-being and their recovery. If I feel you’re jeopardizing that, I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”

“We understand,” I assured her. “We aren’t looking to pressure anyone, believe me.”

“All right,” she conceded. She waved us down the hall. “I’ll be by to check on you.”

“No problem,” I replied with a smile that she did not return.

I led the team down the hall into the first patient room. The woman there had cropped blond hair and striking blue eyes, and even though she was in the hospital bed and hooked up to an IV, she was sitting up and seemed to be mostly okay. When she saw us enter, she shrank back and her eyes widened in fear. It wasn’t a promising start, but I was hopeful we could reassure her.

I looked back to Nina and nodded toward the woman, silently suggesting she should lead the questioning. Nina immediately stepped up, innately understanding that a woman would be the best person for this particular job.

“Hi,” Nina began gently, “my name is Nina. I’m with the FBI. The people I’m with are MBLIS agents and an ADA. We’re all working together to solve this case and figure out who did this to you. Can I ask you a few questions?”

The woman shrank back even further and shook her head. She was practically one with the pillow by this point, and her eyes scanned the room frantically for an escape.

Nina held her hands up, palms facing the woman, and took a step back.

“Hey,” Nina assured her, “you do not have to talk. But we are here to help. We had you all moved into a secure wing, and we’ve doubled up on security. Even though we are leading this investigation, we also got stopped and had our identification verified before we could get in here today. We have taken every precaution to keep all of you safe. And you do not need to talk to us. But without your knowledge, we are at a standstill with this case. We want to stop these guys before they hurt anyone else. And you’re the only ones who can help us.”

Nina paused and let the woman process the information. But after a beat, the woman shook her head rapidly, pressed her lips together, and crossed her arms over her chest. She then turned to stare resolutely at the TV in the room, which was on mute and playing some nature documentary that she most likely did not find as fascinating as she was pretending.

Nina looked at me, defeated, and I sighed and shrugged my shoulders. I gestured for us to leave the room, thanking the woman for her time on the way, and met the team in the hallway.

“Well, that was a bust,” Robbie muttered unhelpfully.

“We’re going to try them all,” I said, scanning the doors in the hall. I wasn’t hopeful we’d have any more luck in any of the other rooms, but we had to try.

As we moved on to the other rooms, a pattern quickly emerged. Most of the women refused to speak at all, their eyes wide with fear, flinching at every unexpected sound. It was heartbreaking to see, and with each silent room, our chances of cracking this case slipped away.

“This isn’t working,” Robbie muttered as we left yet another room. “They’re too scared. We can’t blame them, but without their testimony...”

I nodded grimly, running a hand through my hair in frustration. “I know. But we have to keep trying. These women are our best shot at nailing Varela and Paxten.”

As we approached the next room, Catalina put a hand on my arm. “Let me try this one,” she said softly.

I turned to Nina, and she nodded in agreement.

“Sure,” I agreed. “Maybe your approach will help.”

I stepped back to let her take the lead. We entered the room, and I saw a flicker of something—recognition, maybe?—in the woman’s eyes as she looked at Catalina.

“Hello,” Catalina said gently, keeping her distance. “I’m Catalina Hernandez from the District Attorney’s office. We’re here to help if you’re willing to talk to us.”

For a long moment, the room was silent. Then, to our amazement, the woman spoke. “I... I might be willing to talk. But not for long. If they’re watching...”

I felt a surge of hope tempered with caution. “We understand,” I said, keeping my voice low. “We won’t stay long. Maybe we could come back later, make it seem like we’re just doing rounds?”

The woman nodded, her eyes darting nervously to the door. “That... that might work.”

We asked a few short, general questions before excusing ourselves, promising to return later. As we left the room, I could feel the excitement thrumming through our team.

“Did you see that?” Robbie whispered as we moved down the hall. “She’s willing to talk. This could be our break.”

I nodded, my mind already racing with possibilities. “Let’s try the same approach with the others. Quick visits, no pressure. Maybe they’ll see it’s safe to open up.”

Unfortunately, our tactic didn’t work with the other women. The fear was too deeply ingrained, the threat too recent. None of them were willing to speak, even with the promise to come back and keep our visits short.

At one point, we walked past the room of the woman who’d suffered the Code Blue. I hesitated. I didn’t want to overwhelm her, but I wanted to see for myself that she was all right. The fact that she’d experienced such trauma so soon after we’d found her didn’t sit right with me.

“You all right?” Nina asked, her voice gentle and concerned.

“Yeah,” I replied, making a spur-of-the-moment decision. “Stay here. I’ll be right back.” Then I knocked softly and slipped into the room.

Olivia, as Dr. Patel had called her, was sitting upright in bed, eating a cup of red Jell-O and watching daytime reality television. She still had the bandage on her head, wrapping around to the nape of her neck, but otherwise, she looked significantly better than she had the last time I’d seen her.

“Olivia?” I asked.

The woman froze with her spoon halfway to her mouth, and she looked terrified. I held my hands up placatingly.

“My name is Agent Ethan Marston with MBLIS,” I said, keeping my voice low. “My colleagues and I are looking into what happened to all of you. Your doctor said I’m not allowed to question you, which is fine. I just… Well, I found you in the room yesterday and wanted to make sure you were recovering decently.”

The tension in Olivia’s shoulders dissipated slightly, and she set her Jell-O cup and spoon down.

“I’m doing okay, all things considered,” she admitted.

“What happened to your head?” I asked, gesturing to the back of my own head.

She gingerly reached up to touch the bandage. “I got knocked out when… when…” She looked down at her lap, and the fear crept back into her eyes. She pressed her lips together, and I knew she was done talking to me.

“Hey,” I said gently.

She looked up at me, her lips still pressed together so tightly they lost color.

“I’m glad you’re here, and I’m glad you’re being taken care of.” I took a step backward, back toward the door to her room. “I promise I’ll find the bastards behind this. You just focus on your recovery, okay?”

Olivia managed a small smile. “Okay,” she whispered.

I backed out of the room and closed the door with a soft click, then turned back to Nina, who was looking at me expectantly.

“Never mind,” I said as I waved her off. “Let’s continue.”

Our luck continued to fail us as we finished our round, but when we circled back to our first cooperative witness, she was ready to talk. We’d barely shut the door behind us when she began to speak.

“I’ve seen him,” she whispered. “Varela. At the nightclubs.”

“Nightclubs?” I asked, raising an eyebrow. “There’s more than one.”

“Yes,” she said with a gulp. “There were two…” She thought for a minute. “I can’t remember the names.”

I leaned in, careful not to crowd her. “Can you tell us more? What did you see him doing?”

She took a shaky breath. “He... he would bring women to the back. There’s a hidden room behind a mirror. He’d show us off to clients like we were merchandise. They’d... rent us for the night.”

A wave of disgust and anger washed over me, but I kept my expression neutral. “This hidden room… Can you describe it?”

The woman nodded. “It’s empty most of the time. They only use it on certain nights, prearranged with the buyers. But, if I have my days right, tomorrow night... I overheard them talking about a big event.”

My heart raced. This was exactly the kind of intel we needed. “Do you know where exactly this mirror is? Or where Varela might keep his money?”

To my surprise, she did. She described the location of the mirror in detail, even sketching out a rough map on a napkin. She also told us about a safe hidden behind a painting in Varela’s office.

“We need to get back to headquarters,” I said as we left the room and hurried down the hospital hall. “If there’s really an event tomorrow night, we need to plan a raid.”

“Great, another raid,” Robbie muttered. “Anyone tired yet?”

“Not as tired as those women,” Nina quipped.

Robbie’s face turned suitably red, and we walked in silence through the lobby and out the front doors. We headed back to the car, and I sank into the front passenger seat, letting the relief wash over me.

In the car, as Robbie drove us back to MBLIS, a memory suddenly hit me. “Wait a second,” I said, sitting up straighter as I spun to face Nina in the backseat. “Remember what that suspect said during interrogation? About ‘looking in the mirror?’”

Nina’s eyes widened in recognition. “Holy crap! He was trying to tell us about the hidden room!”

“Exactly!” I nodded. “We missed it then, but now...”

“Now we have a chance to catch Varela red-handed,” Catalina finished.

As we pulled into the MBLIS parking lot, I turned once more to face my team. “All right, listen up. What we learned today doesn’t leave this car. Not yet. We can’t risk word getting back to Varela or Paxten. We’ll brief Diane, but beyond that, this stays between us until we’re ready to move.”

They all nodded, understanding the gravity of the situation. As we walked into headquarters, I couldn’t help but feel a surge of hope. We had something. We had a clear path forward.

We went up to the bullpen and passed the desks to reach Diane’s office. A couple of the other agents tried to flag us down on the way, but I refused to get sidetracked. This was too important.

Diane’s office was just big enough for a couple of us at a time, so having four of us crowded around one side of her desk was a bit of a tight fit, but we made it work.

“How’d it go?” Diane asked as Nina shut the door behind us.

Together, we laid out everything we’d learned. To her credit, our director listened without interruption, her expression growing more determined with each detail.

“This is good work,” she said when we’d finished. “Really good work. But you’re right to be cautious. If Varela gets wind of this, he’ll disappear, and we’ll lose our shot at Paxten.”

I nodded. “So, what’s our next move?”

“We find the second club,” Diane said, her eyes glinting. “Marston, sic Price on this. If there’s a digital trail, she’ll figure it out.”

I nodded, already pulling out my phone. “Consider it done. Price’ll crack this faster than Robbie cracks bad jokes.”

“Hey!” Robbie protested, but Diane cut him off.

“Speaking of Holm, I want you two to try Ramirez again. He’s hiding something, and I want it squeezed out of him like the last drop from a cheap toothpaste tube. I already had him transferred back into an interrogation room, so he’s waiting for you. Fair warning: he did get his one phone call earlier today, and he opted to call his lawyer. I’m thinking you can get in early, though, maybe get some more information out of him before the guy shows up.”

As I dialed Price, Robbie cracked his knuckles with a grin. “Time to play bad cop, worse cop?”

“You know it, partner.”

Price answered on the second ring, her voice curt. “This better be good, Marston. I’m elbow-deep in a particularly nasty piece of malware.”

“How’d you like to dive into something even nastier?” I asked. “We need you to find Varela’s second nightclub.”

“Challenge accepted,” Price replied, the sound of furious typing already filling the background. “I’ll call you when I’ve cracked it. Or when my fingers fall off. Whichever comes first.”

Ending the call, I turned to Robbie. “Ready to make Ramirez sing like a canary?”

“Let’s go ruffle some feathers.”

The two of us stood up and left Nina and Catalina behind in Diane’s office. I had no doubt they’d be talking about us as soon as we were out of earshot, but we had more important fish to fry.

By the time we got down to where Ramirez was being held, we only had to wait an extra minute or two before we got the all-clear to step into the room.

As we entered, Ramirez looked up, his earlier smugness replaced by wariness. He was like prey sensing predators.

“Back for more?” he said, his voice cracking slightly.

“Enough games, Ramirez,” I growled, leaning over the table. “We know about the mirror and the hidden room. You’re holding out on us, and I’m done playing nice.”

Robbie stood behind me, silent and imposing. His presence alone was enough to make Ramirez squirm.

Ramirez’s eyes darted between us, fear evident. “I can’t... they’ll kill me.”

“You’re already dead,” I snarled. “It’s just a matter of how. Quick in witness protection, or slow when your friends find out you’ve been talking.”

Ramirez’s breath came in short gasps. Then, almost against his will, he muttered, “It seems you haven’t found all Varela’s jewelry then—”

The door suddenly opened. A man in an expensive suit entered, his eyes cold and calculating.

“This interview is over,” the man stated flatly. He reached into his breast pocket and pulled out a business card, sliding it across the table with practiced ease. “I’m Jonathan Blackwell from Blackwell, Stern, and Associates. I’m sure you’ve heard of us.”

I had. Blackwell, Stern, and Associates was one of the most powerful law firms in Miami, known for representing high-profile criminals and corrupt politicians. Their presence here meant Ramirez had friends in very high places. Of course, I already knew that, but I’d been hoping the guy would have at least taken his time showing up.

Blackwell continued, his tone icy, “My client won’t be saying anything else. And I must insist that any information obtained prior to my arrival be stricken from the record.”

Ramirez slumped in his chair, relief washing over his face. But I noticed the lingering fear in his eyes, a fear that had nothing to do with us. He was terrified of his own people, and bringing in the big guns like Blackwell only confirmed how deep this went.

“We’ll be in touch,” Blackwell said, helping Ramirez to his feet. “And gentlemen? I’d tread carefully if I were you. You’re swimming in very deep waters.”

As they walked out of the room, the threat hung in the air, unspoken but very real. Robbie and I exchanged glances, both knowing we’d hit a nerve.

I plopped down in the nearest chair, pulled out my phone, and called Price. “Tell me you’ve found something,” I said.

“Nothing concrete yet,” she replied, frustration clear in her voice. “I’ve searched every database I can access and followed every digital trail. Whoever’s behind this is good at covering their tracks.”

I ran a hand through my hair, the pressure mounting. “Say, Ramirez mentioned something about jewelry. Does that ring any bells?”

There was a pause, then, “Give me a few minutes.”

The wait was excruciating. Finally, Price’s voice came through, triumphant.

“Got it. The Sapphire Lounge. Owned by Azure Ventures LLC. It’s hidden behind a maze of shell companies, but it all leads back to Varela.”

“Varela,” I said, a grim smile forming.

“It’s his alright,” Price confirmed. “Buried deep, but definitely his.”

I looked at Robbie, determination in both our eyes. “Price, send us the address.”

As I hung up, Robbie was already moving. “I’ll tell Diane. We need to plan this raid.”
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VARELA


Hector Varela stood at the floor-to-ceiling windows of his penthouse office, his reflection a grim specter against the Miami skyline. The sun was setting, painting the sky in hues of orange and purple, but Varela saw none of its beauty. His mind was consumed by a problem—a problem named Ethan Marston.

The phone on his desk buzzed, interrupting his brooding. With a scowl, Varela strode over and snatched it up. “What?” he barked.

“Boss,” came the gravelly voice of his head of security, “we’ve got an update on the Marston situation.”

Varela’s grip tightened on the phone. “Well? Don’t keep me in suspense, Carlos.”

“The attack on the women in the hospital... it didn’t work. Marston’s still on the case, and he’s pushing harder than ever.”

Varela let out a string of curses that would have made a sailor blush. “How is that possible? I thought we made it clear what happens to people who cross us.”

“Apparently, Marston didn’t get the memo,” Carlos replied, a hint of grudging respect in his voice. “This guy’s like a dog with a bone.”

“A dog that needs to be put down,” Varela growled. “Get up here. Now. We need to discuss our next move.”

Ten minutes later, Carlos entered the office. He was a mountain of a man, his suit barely containing his muscular frame. Despite his imposing presence, he looked uncomfortable as he faced his boss.

Varela didn’t waste time with pleasantries. “Tell me everything we know about Marston. I want to know what makes this man tick and what his weaknesses are.”

Carlos pulled out a tablet and began scrolling through the information on the screen. “Ethan Marston, a top agent at MBLIS Miami. Former Navy SEAL. He’s got a reputation for being relentless, especially when it comes to human trafficking cases.”

“Wonderful,” Varela muttered. “A boy scout with a hero complex. What else?”

“He’s not married, no kids. But...” Carlos hesitated.

Varela’s eyes narrowed. “But what?”

“He’s got a girlfriend. Or maybe girlfriends. It’s complicated.”

“Complicated how?”

Carlos looked uncomfortable. “There are at least three women he’s involved with: an FBI agent named Nina Gosse and an ADA named Catalina Hernandez, both of which he is working with on this case, and a photojournalist named Tessa Bleu.”

Varela’s eyebrows shot up. “Three women? Well, well. Our Agent Marston is full of surprises. Tell me about this Tessa Bleu.”

“She’s in town right now. Arrived a few days ago. From what we’ve gathered, she and Marston have a long history.”

A slow, predatory smile spread across Varela’s face. “Is that so? How interesting.”

Carlos shifted uneasily. “Boss, what are you thinking?”

Varela turned back to the window, his mind racing with possibilities. “I’m thinking, Carlos, that we’ve been going about this all wrong. Why try to scare Marston off when we can use him instead?”

“Use him? How?”

Varela spun around, his eyes glinting with malice. “We take the girl. This Tessa. With her as leverage, we can make Marston dance to our tune.”

Carlos’s eyes widened. “Boss, that’s... that’s a big escalation. Kidnapping a civilian is one thing, but kidnapping one that’s connected to a federal agent...”

“Is risky, yes,” Varela cut him off. “But the potential payoff is worth it. Imagine having an MBLIS agent in our pocket, feeding us information, warning us about raids.”

“And if it goes wrong?”

Varela shrugged. “Then we eliminate them both and disappear. But it won’t go wrong because you’re going to plan this operation down to the last detail. Aren’t you, Carlos?”

The big man swallowed hard but nodded. “Yes, boss. What do you need?”

“Everything. I want round-the-clock surveillance on Tessa Bleu. I want to know where she goes, who she talks to, what she eats for breakfast. Find the perfect moment to grab her, somewhere quiet and out of the way.”

Carlos was already typing notes into his tablet. “And where do we hold her?”

Varela considered for a moment. “The warehouse on Twelfth. It’s secure, off the books. Make sure it’s stocked with supplies. We may need to keep her for a while.”

“What about Marston? He’ll tear the city apart looking for her.”

A cruel smile played on Varela’s lips. “Oh, I’m counting on it. We’ll let him run himself ragged for a day or two. Then we’ll contact him. Let him know the price for her safe return.”

Carlos looked up from his tablet. “And that price is?”

“His cooperation. Full and unconditional. He becomes our man inside MBLIS, or his precious Tessa suffers the consequences.”

“Do you think he’ll go for it? From what we know about him...”

Varela waved a dismissive hand. “Every man has his breaking point, Carlos. We just need to find Marston’s. And I have a feeling this Tessa might be it.”

Carlos nodded but still looked uneasy. “What about Senator Paxten? Should we inform him of this plan?”

Varela’s expression darkened. “Not yet. Paxten’s too concerned with his precious public image. We’ll tell him after it’s done when we have Marston under our thumb.”

“Understood, boss. I’ll get my team on the surveillance right away.”

As Carlos turned to leave, Varela called out, “And Carlos? Make sure your men understand the importance of discretion. If word of this gets out...”

“It won’t,” Carlos assured him. “My guys know how to keep their mouths shut.”

Once alone, Varela returned to the window, gazing out at the city that had made him rich and powerful. He’d built his empire from nothing, navigating the treacherous waters of both legal and illegal business. He’d be damned if he’d let some self-righteous federal agent take it all away.

In his mind’s eye, he could already see how it would play out. Marston, frantic and desperate, would agree to anything to save his beloved Tessa. Varela could see the look of defeat in the agent’s eyes as he realized he’d become the very thing he’d sworn to fight against. It was almost poetic.

Varela allowed himself a moment of satisfaction. This was why he’d risen to the top, why he’d survived while others fell. He knew how to turn a problem into an opportunity, how to snatch victory from the jaws of defeat.

The sun had fully set now, the city coming alive with twinkling lights. Somewhere out there, Ethan Marston was going about his life, blissfully unaware of the storm that was about to engulf him.

“Enjoy your freedom while you can, Agent Marston,” Varela murmured to the night.

Just as Varela was about to pour himself a celebratory glass of scotch, his phone buzzed again. The caller ID displayed “Jonathan Blackwell.” Varela’s jaw clenched. His lawyer calling at this hour couldn’t be good news.

“Blackwell,” Varela answered, his voice taut. “This better be important.”

“It is,” Blackwell’s smooth voice came through. “I’ve just finished reviewing the records from Ramirez’s interrogation. He’s been released into our custody.”

Varela’s grip on the phone tightened. “And?”

“And it appears he managed to keep his mouth shut, for the most part. There’s no indication he revealed anything of substance about your operations.”

The tension in Varela’s shoulders eased slightly, but he wasn’t ready to relax just yet. “For the most part? What exactly does that mean, Blackwell?”

There was a brief pause on the other end. “He did let one thing slip before I arrived. Evidently, he’s the reason they found out about your shipment. I’d advise you to accelerate any plans to distance yourself from that property. And perhaps consider... tidying up loose ends.”

Varela knew exactly what Blackwell meant by “tidying up.” Ramirez had become a liability.

“I’ll handle it,” Varela said grimly. “Anything else?”

“Just one thing,” Blackwell added. “Agent Marston seems particularly determined. He and his partner were... quite persuasive in their interrogation techniques. We might want to consider more drastic measures to throw them off the scent.”

A cold smile spread across Varela’s face. “As it happens, I’m already working on that. Don’t worry about Marston. He’ll be dealt with soon enough.”

After ending the call, Varela stared out at the Miami skyline once more, his earlier sense of triumph somewhat dampened. The situation with Ramirez was an unfortunate complication but not an insurmountable one.

He pulled out his phone once more, dialing Carlos.

“Change of plans,” he said when his head of security answered. “I need you to take care of our friend Ramirez. Make it look like an accident. And Carlos? Make sure it sends a message. I want Marston and his team to understand exactly what happens to people who cross us.”

“Understood, boss,” Carlos replied, his voice grim. “And the Tessa operation?”

Varela’s eyes narrowed. “Proceed as planned. If anything, this makes it even more urgent. I want her in our custody within forty-eight hours. No excuses.”

As he hung up, Varela felt the familiar rush of adrenaline that came with high-stakes maneuvering. The game had become more complicated, but that only made victory sweeter.

“Come on, Marston,” he muttered to the night sky. “Show me what you’ve got.”

With that ominous promise hanging in the air, Varela settled in to wait. The pieces were in motion, and the trap was set. All that remained was for their unwitting prey to stumble into it.

And when he did, Hector Varela would be ready.
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ETHAN


Istood in the bustling MBLIS conference room, the energy in the room electric with anticipation for tomorrow night’s raid. Diane was at the head of the table, her phone pressed to her ear, orchestrating the secure transfer of our witnesses. Her efficiency never ceased to impress me.

“All right, team,” I called out, gathering everyone’s attention. “Let’s run through this one more time.”

Robbie, Nina, and Catalina gathered around the large tactical map we’d spread across the conference table.

“Entry points here and here,” I said, pointing to the blueprints of the nightclub. “Robbie, you’ll lead Alpha team through the main entrance. Create a distraction, draw attention away from the back room.”

Robbie nodded, a glint of excitement in his eyes. “Consider it done. I’ll give them a show they won’t forget.”

“ I know you will. Nina,” I continued, “you’ll head Bravo team. Your priority is securing that hidden room behind the mirror. If Varela’s there, he’s all yours.”

“With pleasure,” Nina replied, a predatory smile playing on her lips.

“Catalina,” I went on, “you’ll coordinate from the mobile command center. We need you to ensure everything we do is by the book. If we’re going to nail Paxten, we can’t give them any legal loopholes.”

Catalina’s eyes met mine. “You can count on me, Ethan. We’ll get these bastards.”

As we hashed out the final details, I couldn’t help but feel a surge of pride in my team. We’d been through hell together, and tomorrow night, it would all come to a head.

“All right, people,” I said as we wrapped up. “Get some rest. Tomorrow’s going to be a long day, and I need everyone at their best.”

As the room began to clear, I pulled out my phone, firing off a quick text to Tessa: “Hey, you free tomorrow? Would love to catch up before things get crazy.”

Just as I hit send, I felt a presence at my elbow. It was Catalina, her dark eyes sparkling with an invitation.

“So, Agent Marston,” she whispered playfully. “Care to grab a drink? For old times’ sake?”

A smile tugged at my lips. Despite the stress of the case and my personal life, Catalina had a way of making me feel at ease. “You know what? I’d like that. Lead the way, Counselor.”

Together, Catalina and I made our way back through the bullpen and toward the elevators.

“Do you have a place in mind?” I asked as I hit the button for the ground floor.

“I saw a place a couple of blocks away,” she replied with a shrug. “I don’t know if it’s any good, but it’s worth a shot.”

“I’m down for whatever,” I agreed.

When the elevator doors opened, we stepped outside and through the parking lot. When we hit the sidewalk, Catalina turned left. I followed right behind her, and we walked down two and a half blocks, ending up at O’Malley’s, a small Irish pub. The interior was dimly lit, and the place seemed like it hadn’t been updated in far too long. There were other people inside, but it wasn’t too crowded, and we spotted a good place to sit almost immediately. We hit up the bar first to order our drinks, then carried them over to the corner. As we settled into a cozy booth, the familiar scent of whiskey and polished wood enveloped us.

“So,” I said, taking a sip of my bourbon. “How are you holding up with all this? It can’t be easy balancing the DA’s office and our case.”

Catalina’s fingers traced the rim of her wine glass, her expression thoughtful. “It’s been... intense. But honestly, Ethan? This case, as horrific as it is, has given me a new perspective on my career.”

I leaned in, intrigued. “Oh? How so?”

She took a deep breath, her eyes meeting mine with an intensity that made my heart skip a beat. “I’ve been tracking these SVU cases for years, always feeling like I was just scratching the surface. But now, with the Paxten connection? It’s like all the pieces are finally falling into place.”

“That’s got to feel good,” I said, genuinely happy for her. “Seeing all your hard work pay off.”

Catalina nodded. “It does. But it’s also got me thinking... maybe it’s time for a change.”

I raised an eyebrow, surprised. “A change? What kind of change are we talking about here?”

She leaned back, swirling the wine in her glass. “I don’t know, exactly. But if we can tie all this to Paxten, it’ll clear a lot of cases off my plate at once. Maybe... maybe it’s time to explore other avenues. Federal prosecution, policy work... something where I can make a bigger impact.”

I felt a mix of emotions at her words—pride in her ambition, excitement for her potential, and a twinge of something else. Fear, maybe? The thought of Catalina leaving Miami, leaving our team... leaving me... it stirred up feelings I wasn’t quite ready to confront.

“You should go for it,” I said, pushing aside my personal reservations. “Cat, you’re incredible at what you do. If you feel like there’s a path that’ll let you make an even bigger difference, you owe it to yourself to explore it.”

Her eyes softened. “Thanks, Ethan.”

As we continued to talk over several rounds of drinks, the image of the betting board in the MBLIS lab flashed through my mind. I could almost see my colleagues adjusting the odds, betting against Catalina as a long-term prospect. It was a silly thought, born of stress and too much bourbon, but it left a bitter taste in my mouth.

“Ethan?” Catalina’s voice cut through my reverie. “Where’d you go just now?”

I shook my head, forcing a smile. “Nowhere important. Just... thinking about tomorrow.”

She reached across the table, her hand covering mine. The touch sent a jolt through me. “We’re going to nail them, Ethan. Varela, Paxten, all of them. And then...”

The unspoken possibility hung in the air between us. And then what? Where would we go once the case was closed?

As if reading my thoughts, Catalina’s thumb traced small circles on the back of my hand.

“You know,” she said huskily, “my place isn’t far from here. If you wanted to... continue this conversation somewhere more private.”

I knew I should say no. I knew that with the raid tomorrow, with all the complications in my personal life, this was a bad idea. But looking into Catalina’s eyes and seeing the desire there, I found myself nodding.

“Lead the way,” I said softly.

Catalina’s eyes sparkled mischievously as she took my hand and led me out of the bar. The Miami night air hit us like a warm embrace, thick with the scent of tropical flowers and the distant sea.

“You know,” Catalina said as we walked, “I’ve been thinking about this for a while. About us.”

I raised an eyebrow, my pulse quickening. “Oh? And what conclusions have you come to, Counselor?”

She stopped, turning to face me. The streetlight cast a soft glow on her features, making her look almost ethereal.

“That life’s too short for maybes and what-ifs. That when you find someone who gets you, really gets you...” She stepped closer, her body mere inches from mine. “You should hold on tight.”

I felt my breath catch in my throat. “Cat, I–”

She silenced me with a finger to my lips. “No, Ethan. Not tonight. Tonight, I just want you. All of you.”

The walk to her apartment seemed to take both an eternity and no time at all. Every brush of her arm against mine, every shared glance, felt charged with electricity. By the time we reached her door, my heart was pounding so loudly I was sure she could hear it.

As soon as the door closed behind us, Catalina was in my arms. Her lips met mine with a passion that made my head spin. I pulled her close, one hand tangling in her hair, the other at the small of her back.

“God, Ethan,” she breathed as we broke apart for air. “Do you have any idea what you do to me?”

I grinned, trailing kisses along her jaw. “Why don’t you show me?”

What followed was a blur. Catalina was a force of nature, and I let myself be swept away by her passion.

Later, as we lay tangled in her sheets with the Miami moonlight streaming through the window, I felt a complicated set of emotions. Contentment, desire, and a gnawing sense of guilt.

“What’s on your mind?” Catalina murmured, her head resting on my chest. Her finger traced lazy patterns on my skin, sending little shivers through me.

I sighed, running my fingers through her hair. “Just thinking about tomorrow. About the case, about... everything.”

She propped herself up on one elbow, studying my face. Her eyes, usually so fierce, were soft now, filled with understanding. “Ethan, I know things are complicated. With the case, with... other aspects of your life. But right now? I’m glad you’re here.”

I cupped her face in my hand. “You’re incredible, you know that? The way you can compartmentalize, focus on the moment...”

Catalina laughed softly, leaning into my touch. “Years of legal training, my dear. But trust me, it’s not always easy. Especially not with you.”

I pulled her close, placing a soft kiss on her forehead. “Me too, Cat. Being with you... it makes everything else fade away. Even if it’s just for a little while.”

She snuggled closer, and her arm draped across my chest. “Then let’s make it last. Tomorrow will come soon enough.”
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ETHAN


Iwoke to the soft sunlight filtering through Catalina’s curtains. The space where Catalina had been was empty, but I could hear her moving about in the kitchen. The scent of fresh coffee wafted through the apartment, drawing me out of bed.

I found her leaning against the counter, already dressed for work, a steaming mug in her hands. Her eyes lit up when she saw me, a smile playing on her lips.

“Morning, sleepyhead,” she teased, offering me a second mug. “I was beginning to think you’d sleep through the raid.”

I accepted the coffee gratefully, letting the warmth seep into my hands. “And miss all the fun? Not a chance.” I leaned in, placing a kiss on her cheek. “Though I have to say, waking up to you is a pretty tempting alternative.”

Catalina laughed, the sound lightening the morning air. “Smooth talker. But I have to go, I’m afraid. I’ve got a mountain of paperwork to tackle before tonight’s operation.”

I nodded, understanding all too well the demands of our jobs. “Raincheck on breakfast, then?”

“Definitely,” she replied. “Maybe after we nail Varela and Paxten, we can take a proper vacation. No cases, no paperwork, just us.”

The idea was tantalizing, but it also sent a pang of guilt through me.

“That sounds perfect,” I said, pushing the conflicting emotions aside. “But first, let’s focus on bringing these bastards down.”

We parted ways shortly after, Catalina heading to the DA’s office and me back to my houseboat to shower and change. As I drove home, my phone buzzed with a text from Tessa: “Still on for brunch? Have some things I want to talk about.”

My stomach did a little flip. After the night with Catalina, the thought of facing Tessa filled me with anticipation and dread. But I knew we needed to meet.

“Absolutely,” I texted back. “Meet you at Rosie’s in an hour?”

An hour later, freshly showered and changed, I walked into Rosie’s Diner. Tessa was already there, looking stunning as always in a pair of jean shorts and a flowy pink top. She stood to greet me, and for a moment, I was struck by how natural it felt to pull her into a hug.

“Hey, you,” she said softly as we sat down. “Thanks for meeting me. I know you must be busy with the case.”

I shook my head, reaching across the table to take her hand. “Never too busy for you, Tess. What’s on your mind?”

She took a deep breath, her eyes meeting mine with a mix of emotions I couldn’t quite decipher. “Ethan, I’ve been thinking a lot. About us, about our careers, about... everything.”

I felt my heart rate pick up. “Okay. I’m listening.”

“You know I care about you. Deeply. And what we have... it’s special.” As she spoke, Tessa’s fingers intertwined with mine. “But I think we both know it’s not sustainable, not with the lives we lead.”

I nodded slowly, a lump forming in my throat. “I know. I’ve been thinking the same thing if I’m honest.”

She gave me a sad smile. “It hurts to admit it, but I think... I think I need to choose my career. I’ve worked so hard to get where I am, and there are still so many stories I want to tell, so many places I want to go.”

“And I can’t ask you to give that up,” I said softly. “Just like you can’t ask me to stop doing what I do.”

Tessa nodded, her eyes shining with unshed tears. “Exactly. And the truth is, Ethan, I wouldn’t want you to. It’s who you are. It’s part of what drew me to you in the first place.”

Weirdly, I felt a weight lifting off my shoulders, even as a bittersweet ache settled in my chest. “I feel the same way about you, Tess. Your passion and your drive... it’s incredible. And you’re right. We wouldn’t be the people we fell for if we gave that up.”

We sat in silence for a moment, both processing the gravity of what we were saying. Finally, Tessa spoke again. “So where does that leave us?”

I took a deep breath, considering my words carefully. “I think... maybe we keep things casual? We care about each other, and we enjoy each other’s company. When we’re in the same place at the same time, we make the most of it. But no pressure, no expectations.”

Tessa’s face lit up with relief. “Yes. Exactly. We don’t have to lose everything just because we can’t have a traditional relationship.”

We paused then as the server came over to take our order. Once that was done, we continued to chat, and I felt lighter than I had in weeks. The pressure of trying to force our relationship into a conventional mold had been weighing on both of us, and now that weight was gone. We laughed, we flirted, and we enjoyed each other’s company without the specter of “what if” hanging over us.

After we finished eating, I had an impulse. “Hey, want to take a walk? Maybe do some window shopping before I have to head back to work?”

Tessa grinned. “Let’s do it!”

We paid the check and then left the diner, strolling hand in hand down the bustling Miami street and pausing occasionally to admire a shop display or comment on a particularly outrageous outfit worn by a passing tourist. It felt good, natural, like we’d found our rhythm again.

That’s when I saw them. Three men, moving with purpose through the crowd, their eyes fixed on us. My instincts kicked into high gear.

“Tess,” I said quietly, squeezing her hand. “Don’t react, but we’ve got company. Three o’clock.”

To her credit, Tessa didn’t turn to look. Her voice was steady when she replied, “What’s the play?”

“We’re going to turn left at the next corner. If they follow, we run. Got it?”

She nodded almost imperceptibly. We made the turn, and sure enough, our shadows followed.

“Now!” I shouted, and we took off running.

The men gave chase immediately, shoving pedestrians aside as they pursued us. I pulled Tessa down a narrow alley, hoping to lose them in the maze of back streets. But as we emerged onto another main road, two more men appeared, cutting off our escape.

“Dammit,” I muttered, pushing Tessa behind me as our attackers closed in. “Tess, when I say go, run. Don’t look back.”

But Tessa had other ideas. As the first man lunged for us, she ducked under his grasp and delivered a perfect roundhouse kick to his solar plexus. I stared in amazement for a split second before my training kicked in.

I grappled with two of the men, using their momentum against them to slam them into a nearby wall. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Tessa executing a flawless shoulder throw, flipping one of her attackers over her shoulder.

“Since when do you know how to fight like that?” I gasped as we found ourselves back to back, surrounded but holding our own.

Tessa laughed, the sound incongruously cheerful given our situation. “You think I travel to war zones without learning how to defend myself? I’m full of surprises.”

Just as I was preparing for another onslaught, our attackers suddenly broke off. They melted into the crowd as quickly as they had appeared, leaving us breathless and confused in their wake.

“What the hell was that about?” Tessa panted, her eyes scanning the street for any sign of danger.

I shook my head, my mind racing. “I don’t know, but I don’t like it. Come on, we need to get somewhere safe.”

As we hurried toward Tessa’s hotel, I pulled out my phone and quickly dialed the local PD. I gave them a description of our attackers and explained the potential connection to my ongoing case, making sure to give them Diane’s contact information.

Next, I called Diane herself. “We’ve got a problem,” I said as soon as she picked up. “Tessa and I were just attacked in broad daylight. Five men, coordinated, definitely professionals.”

Diane’s voice was tense when she replied. “Are you both alright? Do you need backup?”

“We’re fine. We’re heading to Tessa’s hotel now. But Diane, this feels connected to the case. They knew who we were, and they knew where to find us.”

“Agreed,” she said grimly. “Get somewhere secure. I’ll put a protective detail on both of you. And Ethan? Be careful. If they’re targeting you directly now...”

“I know,” I said, the gravity of the situation settling over me. “We’ll lie low. Keep me posted on any developments.”

By the time we reached Tessa’s hotel room, my adrenaline was starting to wear off, replaced by a gnawing worry. As Tessa locked and bolted the door, I did a quick sweep of the room, checking for any signs of intrusion or surveillance.

“All clear,” I said, finally allowing myself to relax slightly. “But we should stay here for now, just to be safe.”

Tessa nodded, sinking onto the bed. “So much for our casual, drama-free arrangement, huh?”

I couldn’t help but laugh at the absurdity of it all. “Yeah, well, you know me. I like to keep things interesting.”

She patted the spot next to her on the bed, her eyes twinkling with mischief and residual adrenaline. “Well, since we’re stuck here for the foreseeable future, why don’t you show me just how interesting you can be?”

As I joined her on the bed, all thoughts of the case, of danger, and of my complicated love life faded away. For a little while, at least, the world outside ceased to exist.
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VARELA


Hector Varela’s office was eerily quiet, the calm before the storm. He stood behind his desk, hands clasped behind his back, staring out at the Miami skyline. The city sprawled before him, a glittering jewel he had long considered his personal playground. Now, it felt more like a cage closing in around him.

The door opened, and Carlos entered. One look at the man’s face told Varela all he needed to know.

“They failed,” Varela said, his voice dangerously low.

Carlos nodded, his massive frame seeming to shrink under his boss’s scrutiny. “Yes, sir. The operation... it didn’t go as planned.”

Varela whirled around, his calm facade cracking. “Didn’t go as planned? That’s how you choose to phrase this monumental fuck-up?” He slammed his fist on the desk, causing Carlos to flinch. “I want details, and I want them now.”

Carlos took a deep breath, steeling himself. “Marston and the girl, Tessa, they were together when our teams moved in. We weren’t expecting that. They... they fought back. Hard.”

Varela’s eyes narrowed. “Are you telling me that one agent and one civilian managed to overpower our trained operatives?”

“Marston’s ex-military, boss. And the girl... she’s not your average civilian. They work well together.”

“Clearly,” Varela spat. “And where are they now?”

Carlos shifted uncomfortably. “They’ve gone to ground. Holed up in Tessa’s hotel. And... there’s more.”

Varela raised an eyebrow, a gesture that promised pain if the news wasn’t delivered quickly.

“The girl’s got police protection now. MBLIS has thrown a security blanket over both of them.”

The sound that escaped Varela’s throat was more animal than human. He grabbed a crystal decanter from his desk and hurled it across the room, where it shattered against the wall in a spray of glass and expensive liquor.

“Do you have any idea what you’ve done?” Varela hissed, advancing on Carlos. “The attention this will bring? The scrutiny?”

Carlos stood his ground, though sweat beaded on his forehead. “We’re already working on damage control, boss. Our contacts in the department are spinning it as a random attempted mugging.”

“A mugging?” Varela laughed bitterly. “Oh, yes, I’m sure Marston will believe that. The man’s not an idiot, Carlos. This will only make him more determined.”

“What do you want us to do?”

Varela paced the length of his office, his mind racing. “We need to talk to Paxten. This changes everything.”

He snatched up his secure phone, punching in the senator’s number with more force than necessary. The call connected after two rings.

“Varela,” Paxten’s voice was clipped, annoyed. “This had better be important.”

“Oh, it’s important, alright,” Varela growled. “Your boy Marston just threw a wrench in our plans. Our attempt to... neutralize the situation has failed. Spectacularly.”

There was a long pause on the other end of the line. When Paxten spoke again, his voice was low and dangerous. “What exactly are you telling me, Varela?”

Varela quickly outlined the failed operation, his frustration growing with each word. By the time he finished, Paxten was breathing heavily on the other end of the line.

“This is unacceptable,” the senator finally said. “Do you have any idea what’s at stake here? My entire political future–”

“Your political future?” Varela cut him off. “What about my entire operation? My life’s work? Don’t pretend you’re the only one with something to lose here, Senator.”

“Watch your tone, Varela,” Paxten warned. “Remember who you’re talking to.”

Varela bit back a retort, forcing himself to take a calming breath. “What we need now is a plan. This Marston character isn’t going to back down. If anything, he’ll be coming at us harder than ever.”

“Then we hit back harder,” Paxten said, his voice hard. “I want this dealt with, Varela. Whatever it takes.”

“It’s not that simple,” Varela argued. “We’re under a microscope now. One wrong move and this whole house of cards comes tumbling down.”

There was silence as both men considered their options. Finally, Paxten spoke. “We need to change tactics. Go on the defensive for a while.”

Varela nodded, even though Paxten couldn’t see him. “Agreed. We lie low and let the heat die down. In the meantime, I’ll have my people start cleaning house. New safe houses, new communication protocols.”

“Good,” Paxten said. “And Marston?”

“We use our connections,” Varela replied, a plan forming in his mind. “Throw roadblocks in his way. Bureaucratic red tape, budget cuts, whatever it takes to slow him down.”

“I can make that happen,” Paxten mused. “I’ve got friends on the appropriations committee. We can make MBLIS’s life very difficult.”

“Do it,” Varela said. “And Senator? We need to be prepared for the worst. If Marston gets too close...”

“I know,” Paxten cut him off. “I’ll have my people start working on contingencies. Plausible deniability, fall guys, the works.”

Varela felt a grim satisfaction. This was why their partnership worked. When push came to shove, Paxten could be as ruthless as he was. “Keep me updated,” he said. “And Senator? Watch your back. Marston’s proven he’s more resourceful than we gave him credit for.”

“Don’t worry about me, Varela. You just make sure your house is in order.”

The call ended, leaving Varela alone with his thoughts and a very nervous Carlos. He turned to his head of security, his eyes cold.

“You heard the man. We’re battening down the hatches. I want every safe house emptied and scrubbed clean. Move our assets to the backup locations. New phones, new computers, new everything. If it can be traced, I want it gone.”

Carlos nodded, relief evident on his face at having a clear directive. “What about our... merchandise?”

Varela’s expression hardened. “Move them too. The island facility should be secure enough for now. And Carlos?” he added as the man turned to leave. “If anything like this happens again, it won’t just be your job on the line. Understand?”

Carlos paled but nodded. “Crystal clear, boss.”

As the door closed behind Carlos, Varela turned back to the window. He allowed himself a moment to feel the full weight of his anger, frustration, and fear. Then, with practiced ease, he pushed it all down, locking it away behind a mask of cool determination. He was Hector Varela, after all. He hadn’t gotten to where he was by crumbling at the first sign of adversity.

Varela returned to his desk. He had calls to make and plans to set in motion. The game had changed, but he was nothing if not adaptable. Marston thought he’d won this round, but Varela was playing for keeps.

As he picked up his phone to start the process of fortifying his empire, Varela allowed himself a grim smile. Let Marston come, he thought. The hunt was on, and Varela intended to be the predator, not the prey.
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ETHAN


Istrode into MBLIS headquarters, my hand resting lightly on the small of Tessa’s back. The familiar buzz of pre-operation activity filled the air, but there was an undercurrent of tension that had nothing to do with the impending raid. All eyes turned to us as we entered, and I felt Tessa stiffen slightly beside me.

“Are you okay?” I murmured, giving her a reassuring smile.

Tessa raised an eyebrow, her voice low and tinged with amusement. “Yeah, I’m alright. I just feel like I’m your damsel in distress.”

I chuckled, appreciating her ability to find humor in the situation. “Trust me, after seeing you take down those attackers earlier, ‘damsel’ is the last word I’d use to describe you.”

Before Tessa could respond, Robbie approached with a grin that made me instantly wary. “Well, well, look who decided to join the party,” Robbie drawled. “Tessa, always a pleasure to see you in our humble abode. I must say, you’re looking particularly... protected today.”

I shot him a warning glance, silently pleading with him to behave. “Can it, Robbie. Tessa’s here because of the attack earlier. We need to keep her safe while we’re on the raid.”

“Of course, of course.” Robbie nodded, his eyes twinkling. “Safety first, right partner? Though I have to wonder, with all the... protection you seem to do lately, how do you find time to actually catch any bad guys?”

I felt my cheeks heat up at the implication, but before I could retort, Tessa jumped in. “Oh, don’t worry about Ethan, Robbie. He’s very good at... multitasking.”

Robbie’s eyebrows shot up, and he looked like Christmas had come early. “Is that so? Well, Ms. Bleu, you simply must share your insights with the rest of the class. We’re all dying to know more about Agent Marston’s... extracurricular activities.”

“All right, that’s enough,” I growled, steering Tessa toward the conference room. “Don’t you have some preparing to do, Robbie?”

Robbie’s laughter followed us as we made our way through the bullpen. I could feel the eyes of every agent on us, and the whispers that followed in our wake did nothing to ease my discomfort.

Suddenly, a commotion erupted outside. Shouts and screams pierced the air, followed by the screech of tires peeling away.

“What the hell?” I muttered, instinctively pulling Tessa closer to me.

We rushed to the windows, joined by a crowd of agents. What I saw made my blood run cold.

There, sprawled on the steps of our building, was a body. Even from this distance, I recognized Ramirez’s face, now frozen in a grotesque expression of terror. His mouth was stuffed with what looked like... feathers?

“Stay here,” I ordered Tessa, my voice grim. She nodded, her face pale.

Robbie and I sprinted down the stairs and outside, pushing through the gathering crowd. Up close, the scene was even more horrific. Ramirez’s body was broken, clearly tossed from a moving vehicle at high speed. And yes, those were definitely feathers protruding from his mouth—pigeon feathers, by the look of them.

“Holy crap,” Robbie breathed, his earlier joviality completely evaporated.

I kneeled, careful not to disturb anything. Pinned to Ramirez’s jacket was a note written in what looked disturbingly like blood:

“Snitches don’t fly. They fall.”

“It’s a message,” I said, standing up and facing Robbie. “For us. For everyone. This is what happens to anyone who talks.”

Robbie’s face hardened. “Varela?”

I nodded. “Has to be. He’s sending a clear warning.”

By now, Diane had joined us, her face a mask of controlled fury. “Get forensics out here now,” she ordered a nearby agent. “And somebody call the damn coroner.”

Turning to us, she lowered her voice. “This changes things. Varela’s escalating. We need to move fast.”

“Agreed,” I said, my mind racing. “We stick to the plan. Hit the Sapphire tonight. But we need to be prepared for anything. Varela’s clearly not playing by any rules anymore.”

Diane nodded grimly. “Get your team ready. I’ll handle the press. This is going to be a shitstorm, but we can’t let it derail us.”

As she strode off, barking orders, I turned back to Robbie. “We need to get to the conference room. Brief the team, make sure everyone understands what we’re up against.”

Robbie nodded, his usual wisecracks nowhere to be found. “What about Tessa? This puts her in even more danger.”

I glanced up at the window where Tessa stood, her face etched with concern. “We’ll figure something out. But right now, we need to focus on taking Varela down before he can do this to anyone else.”

With one last look at Ramirez’s broken body, which was now being swarmed by the forensics team, we headed back inside. The mood in the bullpen had shifted dramatically. Gone was the lighthearted gossip about my love life. Now, every face was grim and determined.

As we made our way to the conference room, I was surprised to see Baker there, looking slightly out of place but eager to help. He straightened as we approached, his posture reminding me of a rookie trying to impress his training officer.

“Agent Marston,” he said, his voice steady despite the nervousness in his eyes. “I heard about what happened. I’m here to help protect Ms. Bleu while you’re on the raid.”

I opened my mouth to object, but then I remembered how Baker had shielded our forensics team during that shootout months ago, taking an ungodly number of bullets in the process. If anyone could keep Tessa safe, it was him.

“Appreciate it, Baker,” I said, nodding my thanks. “Just... be careful, alright? This situation is more complicated than you might think.”

Baker’s lips twitched in what might have been a smile. “Don’t worry, sir. I know how much Ms. Bleu means to you. Besides, I’ve had plenty of practice dodging bullets. I’ll keep the woman you love safe, no matter how daunting that sounds.”

I was suddenly acutely aware of the other people in the room. Namely, Nina and Catalina, who were both eyeing Tessa with curiosity and wariness. The tension in the room ratcheted up several notches.

Nina was the first to break the silence, her voice cool and professional. “Ms. Bleu, I don’t believe we’ve had the pleasure. I’m Agent Gosse, FBI liaison.”

Tessa smiled, extending her hand. “Tessa Bleu. I’m a photojournalist and... a friend of Ethan’s.”

The pause before ‘friend’ was slight, but in the charged atmosphere of the room, it might as well have been a thunderclap.

Catalina stepped forward next, her smile not quite reaching her eyes.

“Catalina Hernandez, Assistant District Attorney,” she introduced herself. “Ethan’s told us so much about you, Ms. Bleu. It’s nice to put a face to the name.”

“All good things, I hope,” Tessa replied, her tone light but with an edge of challenge.

I felt like I was standing on a minefield, one wrong step away from disaster. Robbie, meanwhile, looked like he was about to burst. His face was turning an alarming shade of red as he visibly struggled to keep his composure. I shot him another glare, praying he could keep it together.

Muñoz, ever the observant one, piped up from her corner of the room. “You know, I think I saw a whiteboard down in the lab that might help us sort out this evening’s... situation. Maybe we could use it to map out the, ah, tactical positions of all our assets.”

I groaned internally, knowing exactly what whiteboard she was referring to. Tessa looked confused by the comment while Nina and Catalina exchanged knowing glances. The rest of the MBLIS team seemed to be fighting back laughter. For a group about to embark on a dangerous raid, they were suspiciously cheerful.

“Care to let me in on the joke?” Tessa asked, her eyes narrowing slightly.

“Trust me,” I muttered, “you’re better off not knowing.”

“Oh, I don’t know about that,” Robbie chimed in, finally finding his voice. “I think a little transparency might be just what this situation needs. After all, isn’t that what relationships are all about? Openness, honesty, sharing?”

I shot him a look that promised a world of pain if he continued down this path. “Robbie, I swear, if you don’t shut up right now, I’ll–”

“All right, people,” Diane’s authoritative voice cut through the tension as she entered the room. “As entertaining as this little soap opera is, we’ve got a job to do. Save the drama for after we bring down Varela and his operation.”

I’d never been so grateful for Diane’s no-nonsense attitude.

“Right,” I said, clearing my throat. “Let’s focus on the task at hand. We’ve got a raid to plan.”

For the next hour, we went over every detail of the operation. Entry points, communication protocols, contingency plans—we left nothing to chance. Throughout the briefing, I couldn’t help but notice the subtle interplay between Tessa, Nina, and Catalina. A raised eyebrow here, a pointed comment there—it was like watching a high-stakes poker game where I was both the dealer and the pot.

As we wrapped up, I suddenly realized the predicament I’d created. Tessa and Catalina would be staying behind together, along with Baker and Diane. The thought of them potentially discussing... well, me... made my stomach clench uncomfortably.

“You okay there, partner?” Robbie asked as we gathered our gear. “You’re looking a little green around the gills. Not getting cold feet, are you?”

I shook my head, trying to focus. “Just... thinking about the raid.”

Robbie snorted. “Yeah, sure. The raid. That’s definitely what’s got you tied up in knots. It couldn’t possibly be the fact that you’ve managed to assemble your entire harem in one room.”

“Robbie,” I warned.

“No, you’re right,” he amended. “This isn’t your entire harem–”

“Robbie,” I growled, “I swear if you don’t–”

“Relax, Casanova,” he cut me off, his tone softening slightly. “Look, I know this is... complicated. But right now, we’ve got a job to do. Everything else? It can wait. Just... try not to get yourself killed tonight, alright? I’d hate to have to explain to your fan club that you bit the dust.”

I nodded, grateful for the momentary flash of seriousness from my usually joking partner. “Thanks, Robbie. I owe you one.”

“Oh, you owe me way more than one.” He grinned. “But we’ll settle up later. Preferably over drinks. I have a feeling I’m going to need them after this.”

As we headed for the door, I felt a hand on my arm. It was Nina.

“You all set for tonight, Marston?” she asked, her voice concerned.

I looked down at her, taking in the determined set of her jaw and the fire in her eyes that always appeared before a big operation. My stomach clenched again but for an entirely different reason. What was I doing? How had I let things get so complicated?

“Yeah,” I managed to reply, my voice sounding strained even to my own ears. “All set. You?”

Nina nodded, giving my arm a squeeze before letting go. “Definitely.”

As we filed out of the room, I caught Tessa’s eye. She gave me a small smile and a nod. Catalina watched our interaction, her face carefully neutral, but I could see the tension in her shoulders.

We made our way to the parking garage, the team’s mood shifting from the earlier levity to militant focus. As we approached our vehicles, I turned to address the group one last time.

“All right, people,” I said, my voice carrying across the concrete expanse. “This is it. We’ve prepared, we know the plan, and we’re ready. Varela and his crew won’t know what hit them. Let’s go out there and show them what MBLIS is made of.”

A chorus of affirmatives rang out, and as we piled into our respective vehicles, I felt the familiar surge of pre-operation adrenaline. But underneath it was a nagging worry that had nothing to do with the dangers we were about to face.

As we pulled out of the garage, Robbie at the wheel beside me, I caught sight of Tessa, Catalina, and Baker in the rearview mirror. They were standing together, watching us leave, and the image sent a pang through my chest.

“You know,” Robbie said, his voice uncharacteristically serious, “when this is all over, you’re going to have to figure this out. For real.”

I nodded, my eyes fixed on the road ahead. “I know. But first, we’ve got a job to do.”
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ETHAN


Icrouched behind a dumpster across the street from the Sapphire, the pulsing bass from inside vibrating through the soles of my shoes. The neon sign cast an eerie blue glow over the sidewalk, where a line of eager partiers stretched around the block.

“You know,” Robbie muttered from my left, his eyes never leaving the club’s entrance, “if you’d told me a week ago I’d be staking out a nightclub on a Friday night, I might’ve been excited.”

I chuckled softly. “What, this isn’t your idea of a good time, Robbie? And here I thought I was treating you to a night on the town.”

Nina’s voice crackled in our earpieces. “If this is your idea of a hot date, Marston, we need to have a serious talk about your wooing skills.”

“Children, please,” Muñoz chimed in from her position near the back entrance. “Can we focus on the task at hand? Unless you’d rather discuss Ethan’s love life some more. I’m sure we could find a whiteboard around here somewhere.”

I felt heat rise to my cheeks, grateful for the darkness that hid my embarrassment. “All right, team. Enough chatter. We’ve got a job to do.”

“Hey, Ethan,” Robbie whispered. “Does this make you feel young again? Like we’re back in our twenties, hitting the clubs every weekend?”

I snorted. “Robbie, I hate to break it to you, but we didn’t do this in our twenties either. Unless you count that one time in Quantico when–”

“We agreed never to speak of that,” Robbie cut me off hurriedly.

Nina’s laugh came through the comms. “Oh no, now you have to spill. What happened in Quantico?”

Before I could respond, Birn’s deep voice rumbled through our earpieces. “Heads up, team. VIP car just pulled up. It’s go time.”

All traces of humor vanished as we snapped into action. We moved as inconspicuously as possible, blending into the crowd of club-goers as we approached the entrance. The plan was to get as far inside as possible before making our move, but things rarely went according to plan in our line of work.

We’d barely made it past the bouncer when a burly man in a suit stepped into our path, his eyes narrowing suspiciously. “You. I remember you from last week. You’re not welcome here.”

I saw Nina take advantage of the distraction, her small stature allowing her to slip past unnoticed. She caught my eye briefly before disappearing into the crowd, heading for the mirrored wall we knew concealed Varela’s secret room.

“Look, pal,” I started, trying to buy time. “I think there’s been a misunderstanding–”

The man’s hand went to his waistband, and chaos erupted.

Muñoz, bless her quick thinking, darted inside and immediately hit the fire alarm. The ear-splitting wail cut through the pounding music, which abruptly died as the DJ quickly turned down his equipment. The sudden transition from thumping bass to panicked screams was jarring and disorienting in its intensity.

I grappled with the man who’d recognized me, dimly aware of Robbie and Birn engaging other opponents nearby. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a flash of movement—another of Varela’s goons had spotted Nina and was in pursuit.

“Nina!” I shouted, trying to break free. “Behind you!”

She spun, ducking just in time to avoid a wild swing from her attacker. I watched as she used her smaller size to her advantage, slipping under his blocking arm to deliver a punishing blow to his solar plexus.

The club had descended into a nightmare. Panicked civilians rushed for the exits, their screams mixing with the sound of breaking glass and the occasional heart-stopping crack of gunfire. I saw a few people go down, caught in the crossfire, and felt a surge of guilt. We always tried to minimize civilian casualties, but in an environment like this, it was impossible to control every variable.

I finally managed to subdue my opponent, zip-tying his hands behind his back. As I straightened, I felt a sharp pain in my side and turned to see another attacker, this one wielding a wicked-looking knife.

Before I could react, Muñoz appeared as if from nowhere, her fist connecting solidly with the man’s jaw. He went down hard, the knife clattering to the floor.

“Go!” she shouted over the din. “I’ve got this! Get to Varela!”

I nodded my thanks and took off toward the mirrored wall, trusting my team to handle the chaos behind me. The hidden door was slightly ajar—Nina’s handiwork, no doubt. I slipped inside, my eyes adjusting quickly to the dimmer light.

Beyond the mirror was a darkened hallway with a single door on either side, and a larger ornate door directly in front of me at the end of the hall. I figured that the last door had to be the right one, so I ran right for it, then yanked it open.

The scene that greeted me was like something out of a crime drama. Varela stood behind a desk, his hands frozen in the act of counting out a thick wad of cash. Across from him, a well-dressed man I didn’t recognize looked like a deer caught in headlights. Huddled in the corner, their eyes wide with fear, were three young women who could only be Varela’s latest victims.

“MBLIS!” I shouted, my gun trained on Varela. “Don’t move!”

Varela, to his credit, reacted quickly. He shoved the desk toward me, using the distraction to make a break for what I assumed was a back exit. I vaulted over the overturned furniture, my longer stride allowing me to close the distance quickly.

We collided near the door, both of us going down in a tangle of limbs. Varela fought like a cornered animal, all desperation and dirty tricks. He managed to land a solid blow to my jaw, and stars exploded behind my eyes. But I’d been in too many fights to let a little pain slow me down.

With a grunt of effort, I flipped our positions, pinning Varela to the floor. “It’s over,” I growled, slapping the cuffs on him with perhaps a bit more force than strictly necessary. “Hector Varela, you’re under arrest for human trafficking, racketeering, and a whole host of other charges I’m sure the DA will be delighted to list for you.”

As I hauled Varela to his feet, I saw Nina had subdued the other man—presumably the “buyer” in this transaction. She gave me a quick nod, her lip split but her eyes shining with excitement and adrenaline.

I turned to the women huddled in the corner, trying to make my voice as gentle as possible. “It’s okay. You’re safe now. We’re going to get you out of here and to a hospital to get checked out, alright?”

One of the women nodded hesitantly, but before any of them could move, the door burst open again. For a heart-stopping moment, I thought it was more of Varela’s men. But it was Robbie and Birn, looking ragged but triumphant.

“Cavalry’s here, partner,” Robbie grinned, though the effect was somewhat ruined by the blood trickling from a cut above his eye. “Though it looks like you’ve got things under control.”

“Better late than never, Robbie,” I shot back, relief washing over me. “Help me get these people out of here. And someone call for medical backup—we’ve got injured civilians out there.”

The next hour was a blur of activity. We escorted the victims and our prisoners out of the club, where a fleet of ambulances and police cars had already arrived. I made sure Varela was secured in one of our vehicles, destined for a holding cell at MBLIS headquarters. The rest of Varela’s crew—those who hadn’t managed to flee or end up in the hospital themselves—were rounded up and processed.

As the adrenaline of the raid began to wear off, the full weight of what we’d accomplished started to sink in. We’d done it. We’d taken down Varela’s operation, rescued his victims, and gathered enough evidence to put him away for a very long time.

I pulled out my phone and dialed Diane’s number. She answered on the first ring.

“Marston. Report.”

I filled her in quickly, not bothering to hide the satisfaction in my voice. “We got him, Diane. Varela’s in custody, along with several of his top lieutenants and at least one buyer. We’ve also rescued three women who were being held in the back room.”

“Excellent work,” Diane said, and I could hear the smile in her voice. “I’ll start preparing for Varela’s interrogation tomorrow. In the meantime, I thought you’d like to know that Tessa and Catalina are safe. Baker’s with them at a secure location.”

“Thanks, Diane. I appreciate you looking out for them.”

“Don’t mention it,” she replied. “Now, go get some rest. You’ve earned it.”

As I hung up, I knew sleep was the last thing on my mind. The night’s events kept replaying in my head, and I could feel the familiar post-operation jitters setting in.

“Hey, Ethan,” Nina’s voice pulled me from my thoughts. She’d cleaned up a bit, but the split in her lip was already starting to swell. “You look like you could use a drink.”

I hesitated for a moment, then nodded. “Yeah, that sounds good. I think we could all use a little decompression time.”

“Wanna go to Mike’s?” Robbie chimed in.

“Perfect,” I agreed.

Word spread quickly, and soon, our entire team was piling into cars, heading for the familiar comfort of Mike’s Tropical Tango Hut. As we drove, I caught Robbie’s eye in the rearview mirror.

“Hell of a night, partner,” he said, his voice uncharacteristically serious. “And no one got hurt. At least not really.”

I nodded. “Yeah. But it’s not over yet. We’ve still got Paxten to deal with.”

“One step at a time, Ethan,” Nina said from the backseat, her hand coming to rest briefly on my shoulder. “For tonight, let’s just celebrate the win.”
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TESSA


Tessa Bleu sat perched on the edge of the hotel bed, her fingers absently tracing the intricate pattern on the comforter. The room, luxurious as it was, felt more like a gilded cage than a sanctuary. Ever since the attack after brunch, she’d been shuffled from one “secure location” to another, always under watchful eyes. The constant surveillance was starting to grate on her nerves, bringing back unwelcome memories of the time she’d been stuck staying at her uncle’s place in New York. He’d kept her under his watch, which she was still very grateful for, but the intense supervision and protection had felt smothering, especially since she hadn’t known how long it would last.

While she understood the need for caution now, just as she had with her uncle, the loss of freedom was no less frustrating. Tessa was a woman who was used to roaming the world and capturing life through her camera lens. Being cooped up like this... it was stifling.

The sound of running water from the bathroom stopped abruptly, and Tessa straightened, smoothing down her shirt. Catalina emerged, her dark hair damp at the edges and her face freshly washed. The two women regarded each other warily, and the awkwardness in the room was so thick that Tessa could have cut it with a knife.

“So,” Catalina began, settling onto the opposite bed. “I guess we’re roommates for the night.”

Tessa managed a small smile. “Looks like it. At least the accommodations are nice. Though I have to say, I’ve stayed in war zones that felt less tense.”

Catalina chuckled, some of the stiffness leaving her shoulders. “I suppose we should face the music, shouldn’t we?”

Tessa raised an eyebrow, her heart rate picking up slightly. “And what music would that be? The fact that we’re both here because someone’s trying to kill us, or...”

“Or the fact that we’re both involved with the same man?” Catalina finished, her gaze direct.

The bluntness of the question caught Tessa off guard. She opened her mouth, then closed it again, unsure how to respond. Catalina, seeming to sense her discomfort, softened her approach.

“Look, I’m not here to start a catfight or stake a claim,” she said, her tone gentler. “I just... I think we should be honest with each other. For both our sakes.”

Tessa nodded slowly, appreciating Catalina’s straightforwardness. “You’re right. Okay, let’s be honest. What exactly is your relationship with Ethan?”

Catalina leaned back with a sigh. “Complicated, to say the least. We’ve had our moments, sure. But we’ve never been a couple, not really. It’s more... when our paths cross, we enjoy each other’s company. No commitments, no strings.” She paused, then added, “And we’re not the only ones in this... arrangement. Nina’s involved too.”

Tessa’s eyes widened at this revelation. She’d suspected there might be others—Ethan had always been frustratingly vague about his personal life—but hearing it confirmed was another matter entirely. A sharp pang of jealousy shot through her, followed quickly by guilt. After all, hadn’t she and Ethan just agreed to keep things casual? Hadn’t that been the plan from the very beginning?

Catalina, noticing Tessa’s reaction, quickly added, “I’m sorry if that’s upsetting. I just... I thought you should know. For what it’s worth, I don’t think any of us signed up for exclusivity here.”

Tessa took a deep breath, forcing herself to process this information rationally. “No, you’re right. Thank you for being honest. Ethan and I... well, we’ve known each other for a long time. We’ve talked about moving forward, about commitment, but it never seems to be the right time.” She laughed, the sound a bit hollow even to her own ears. “In fact, we just had that conversation again today. We agreed that keeping things casual was best for both of us.”

Catalina’s eyes narrowed slightly, her legal training kicking in as she sensed the disconnect between Tessa’s words and her emotions. “But that’s not really what you want, is it?”

Tessa felt her defenses rise. “It doesn’t matter what I want. We both have our careers and our passions. Neither of us is ready to give that up.”

“Who says you have to?” Catalina challenged. “Look, I don’t know you, and I certainly don’t know the intricacies of your relationship with Ethan. But I do know that if you’re not happy with the current arrangement, something needs to change.”

Tessa scoffed, a hint of bitterness creeping into her voice. “Right, because you and Nina would just step aside if I asked?”

To her surprise, Catalina laughed. “Honey, if you or Ethan said the word, I’d bow out completely. What we have... It’s fun and passionate, but it’s not a grand romance. And while I can’t speak for Nina, I suspect it’s much the same for her.”

Tessa felt her head spinning with this new information. Before she could formulate a response, Catalina stood up abruptly.

“You know what? I think we need food. And alcohol. Definitely alcohol. What do you say we order some room service and rope Baker into joining us? The poor guy’s probably bored out of his mind standing guard out there.”

Grateful for the change of subject, Tessa nodded enthusiastically. “That sounds perfect. I’m starving, and I could definitely use a drink after... well, everything.”

As Catalina called down to room service, Tessa found herself studying the other woman. She was beautiful, confident, and clearly intelligent. In another situation, Tessa could see them being friends. The thought made her current predicament feel even more surreal.

Baker, when invited, seemed hesitant at first but eventually agreed to join them for dinner. As they waited for the food to arrive, Catalina turned her attention to the young agent.

“So, Baker,” she said, a mischievous glint in her eye. “You must have some insider knowledge about Ethan’s love life, working so closely with him. What are the odds you put up?”

Tessa’s brow furrowed in confusion, and she thought back to everyone’s reactions when she’d first set foot on MBLIS property earlier that day. Something was off, and she had a feeling she was about to find out what that something was.

Baker’s eyes widened, and he shifted uncomfortably. “Oh, uh, not really. I mean, I just moved my desk closer to the team on Monday. I’m not really... in the loop with the office gossip.”

Tessa, intrigued despite herself, leaned forward. “But surely you must have heard something? The MBLIS office doesn’t seem like the kind of place where secrets stay secret for long.”

Baker’s face flushed slightly. “Well, there is... I mean, I shouldn’t... It’s just office fun, really...”

Tessa’s eyebrows shot up. “Spill it, Baker. What are you hiding?”

The young agent looked like he wanted the floor to swallow him whole. “It’s... there’s a whiteboard. In the tech team’s lab. They’ve got a kind of... betting pool. About Agent Marston’s, uh, love life.”

For a moment, silence reigned in the hotel room. Catalina sat with a conspiratorial grin on her face, while Baker looked like he’d rather be anywhere else in the world.

Then, to Baker’s evident relief, Tessa burst out laughing, and Catalina immediately joined in.

“Oh my God,” Tessa gasped between giggles. “That’s... that’s actually hilarious. Let me guess, Robbie’s behind it?”

Baker nodded, a small smile finally breaking through his nervousness. “Yeah, he’s the ringleader. But honestly, it’s all in good fun. It just... brings some levity to the office, you know?”

Tessa wiped tears of laughter from her eyes. “Oh, I bet it does. I’d love to see the odds they’re giving.”

As their laughter subsided, a knock at the door announced the arrival of their food. Baker insisted on retrieving it himself, ever vigilant despite the relaxed atmosphere that had developed.

Over dinner, the conversation flowed more easily. They swapped stories about their various encounters with Ethan, each tale more outrageous than the last. Tessa found herself warming to Catalina, appreciating her quick wit and no-nonsense attitude. When they finished eating, Baker excused himself, citing his duty to guard the door. Once they were alone again, Catalina turned back to Tessa, her expression softening.

“Look, I know it’s not my place,” she began, “but I think you should be honest with yourself about what you want from Ethan. Life’s too short for ‘what ifs’ and missed opportunities.”

Tessa felt her defenses rise again. “It’s not that simple. My work... it’s not just a job; it’s who I am. I can’t give that up, and I wouldn’t want Ethan to give up his career either.”

Catalina nodded, understanding in her eyes. “I get it, believe me. But who says you have to choose? There are ways to make it work if it’s what you both want.”

Tessa sighed, running a hand through her hair. “Maybe. But for now, can we just... not talk about Ethan? I think I’ve had enough relationship drama for one day.”

Catalina smiled, reaching for the room service menu again. “Fair enough. In that case, what do you say we raid the minibar and find some terribly cheesy movie to watch?”

For the first time since the attack, Tessa felt herself truly relax. “That,” she said with a grin, “sounds like an excellent plan.”

As the night wore on, fueled by overpriced minibar drinks and a marathon of romantic comedies, Tessa found herself genuinely enjoying Catalina’s company. They swapped stories about their careers, their travels, and their hopes and dreams. By the time exhaustion finally overtook them, Tessa realized she’d made a friend in the most unlikely of circumstances.
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ETHAN


As I pushed open the door to Mike’s, the familiar scent of stale beer and decades-old cigarette smoke washed over me. The adrenaline from the raid was still coursing through my veins, making every sensation feel heightened. My team filed in behind me, a motley crew of battered but triumphant agents.

Mike looked up from behind the bar, his eyebrows rising at the sight of us. “Well, well. If it isn’t Miami’s finest. You all look like you’ve been through the wringer.”

I chuckled, sliding onto a barstool. “You should see the other guys, Mike. Trust me, we came out on top.”

“I don’t doubt it.” Mike grinned, already reaching for glasses. “The usual for everyone?”

As Mike started pouring drinks, I felt a presence at my elbow. Nina slid onto the stool next to me, her shoulder brushing against mine.

“So, Agent Marston,” she said playfully. “Is this how you always celebrate a successful raid? Drowning yourself in cheap whiskey?”

I turned to face her, taking in the sparkle in her eyes and the slight curl of her lips. Even with a bruise forming on her cheekbone and her hair mussed from the fight, she was breathtaking.

“Only when I’m in good company,” I replied, matching her tone. “And the company tonight is particularly fine.”

Nina’s smile widened, a faint blush coloring her cheeks. “Careful, Ethan. Keep talking like that, and a girl might get ideas.”

“Maybe that’s the plan,” I murmured, leaning in closer.

Our moment was interrupted by Robbie, who plopped down on my other side with all the grace of a bull in a china shop. “All right, lovebirds, break it up. Some of us are trying to drink here without losing our appetites.”

I rolled my eyes, but I couldn’t help the grin spreading across my face. “Jealous? I’m sure if you ask nicely, Mike might give you a hug.”

Mike, who was just setting down our drinks, let out a bark of laughter. “Sorry, Robbie. You’re not my type. Now, Ethan, on the other hand...”

The entire team erupted into laughter at Robbie’s mock-offended expression. As the night wore on, the tension from the raid slowly bled away, replaced by the warm camaraderie that only came from facing danger together and coming out the other side.

At some point, I found myself in a heated debate with Mike about the merits of various whiskeys. As he reached below the bar to grab a bottle for comparison, I noticed a familiar sheet of paper sticking out from under the cash register.

“Mike,” I said slowly, “what is that?”

He followed my gaze, and for a moment, he looked like a kid caught with his hand in the cookie jar. Then he shrugged, pulling out the paper with a mischievous grin. “Oh, this? Just a little side business I’ve got going. You know how it is.”

I snatched the paper from his hand, and my suspicions were confirmed. It was a copy of the MBLIS whiteboard, complete with odds and wagers. “You’re in on this, too? Mike, come on!”

Mike held up his hands in surrender, but his eyes were twinkling with amusement. “Hey, can you blame a guy for wanting to take part in the action? Besides, I’ve got insider information. I see how you look at Nina when you think no one’s watching.”

I felt heat rise to my cheeks, acutely aware of Nina’s presence just a few feet away. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I muttered, but even to my own ears, it sounded weak.

Nina, who had been chatting with Muñoz, chose that moment to rejoin us. “What are we talking about, boys?” she asked, her hand coming to rest on my shoulder.

Mike, the traitor, grinned widely. “Oh, nothing much. Just discussing Ethan’s love life. Or should I say, love lives?”

Nina’s eyebrows shot up, a smirk playing on her lips. “Is that so? And what fascinating insights have you gleaned, Mike?”

I groaned, burying my face in my hands. “Can we please talk about anything else? Like, I don’t know, the dangerous criminals we just put away?”

Nina laughed, the sound sending a shiver down my spine. “Now, where’s the fun in that? I think your love life is far more intriguing. In fact...” She leaned in close, her breath hot against my ear. “I wouldn’t mind hearing more about it. In private.”

I pulled back slightly, meeting her gaze. The intensity I saw there made my pulse quicken. “Nina,” I said, “are you sure that’s a good idea? After everything that’s happened tonight...”

She shrugged, her fingers tracing patterns on my arm. “Life’s short, Ethan. We, of all people, should know that. Besides,” she added with a wink, “I’ve got a perfectly good bottle of scotch at my place that’s just begging to be opened.”

I knew I should say no, but as I looked into her eyes, feeling the warmth of her touch, I found my resolve crumbling.

“All right,” I said, standing up. “I’m convinced.”

As we made our excuses and headed for the door, I caught Robbie’s eye. He shook his head, concern on his face. “Be careful,” he mouthed.

If only he knew how impossible that was when it came to Nina.

The ride to Nina’s apartment was charged with tension. Her hand rested on my thigh as I drove, her thumb trailing across my skin in soft, wicked movements. By the time we pulled up to her building, my nerves were on fire with anticipation.

Nina’s apartment was a reflection of her personality—sleek, modern, and with touches of warmth that spoke to the woman behind the FBI facade. Floor-to-ceiling windows offered a stunning view of the Miami skyline, where the city lights twinkled like earthbound stars.

As Nina busied herself pouring us drinks, I found myself drawn to a wall covered in framed certificates and commendations.

“Impressive collection,” I commented, my eyes scanning over her numerous achievements.

Nina approached, handing me a glass of amber liquid. “Thanks. It’s been a long road, but I’m proud of where it’s taken me.”

I took a sip, savoring the smoky flavor. “And where do you see it taking you next? I can’t imagine you’re content to stay put for long.”

She chuckled, moving to stand beside me. “You know me too well, Ethan. Actually, I’ve been considering a move to the counterterrorism division. It would mean relocating to D.C., but the opportunities there are incredible.”

I felt a familiar pang in my chest—much like I had with Catalina. “That’s amazing, Nina. You’d be perfect for that role.”

She turned to face me, her expression softening. “What about you, Ethan? Ever think about making a move? The FBI could use someone with your skills.”

I sighed, running a hand through my hair. “Sometimes. But Miami... it’s home, you know? And the work we do here matters.”

Nina nodded, understanding in her eyes. “I get it. It’s not easy balancing career ambitions with personal ties.”

The weight of our words hung between us, heavy with implications neither of us was ready to voice. I set down my glass, my hands coming to rest on her waist.

Nina’s arms wound around my neck, pulling me closer. “I’m glad you’re here,” she murmured, her lips a breath away from mine. “Because I have plans for you, Agent Marston.”

As our lips met, all thoughts of career paths and future plans melted away. There was only the softness of Nina’s skin, the taste of scotch on her tongue, and the quiet sounds of pleasure she made as I trailed kisses down her neck. We stumbled toward her bedroom, leaving a trail of discarded clothing in our wake. I allowed myself to forget everything but the feel of her body against mine and the way she gasped my name as we moved together.

As the first rays of dawn began to peek through the windows, we finally succumbed to exhaustion. Nina curled into my side, her head resting on my chest, and I marveled at how right it felt to hold her like this.

But even as sleep claimed me, a small voice in the back of my mind whispered a warning. This—whatever it was between Nina and me—couldn’t last, not with her ambitions pulling her to D.C., not with my ties to Miami, and not with the other women in my life.

For now, though, I pushed those thoughts aside.

As I drifted off, Nina’s steady breathing a comforting rhythm against my skin, I knew that sooner or later, something would have to give. And when it did, I could only hope that I’d be strong enough to make the right choice—whatever that might be.
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PAXTEN


Senator Brian F. Paxten reclined in his leather chair, basking in the warm glow of his desk lamp. The soft light illuminated stacks of documents scattered across the polished mahogany, each page a testament to his influence and reach. His home office was adorned with mementos of his illustrious career—signed bills, photographs with world leaders, and the occasional gift from a “grateful” constituent.

As the clock struck midnight, Paxten reached for his secure phone line. His fingers danced across the keypad, muscle memory taking over as he dialed a number he’d called far too often lately.

“Johnson,” he barked when the line connected. “Those zoning permits for the new development. I need them expedited. No, I don’t care about the environmental impact study. Make it happen, or I’ll find someone who can.”

He was about to launch into a tirade about incompetent bureaucrats when his personal cell phone buzzed. Paxten frowned at the caller ID: Jonathan Blackwell. That was never a good sign.

“Hold on, Johnson,” Paxten muttered, switching lines. “Blackwell, this better be important. I’m in the middle of something.”

“Senator,” Blackwell’s voice crackled through the speaker. “We have a situation. A big one.”

Paxten’s grip tightened on the phone. “Spit it out, Jonathan. What happened?”

“It’s Varela,” Blackwell said, his usual composure slipping. “He’s been arrested. Caught red-handed at the Sapphire Lounge.”

The words hit Paxten like a physical blow. He sat up straight, his mind racing. “Arrested? How? When?”

“About an hour ago. MBLIS conducted a raid on the club. They found... well, let’s just say they found more than enough to put Varela away for a long time.”

Paxten’s free hand curled into a fist, nails digging into his palm. “What exactly did they find, Jonathan?”

Blackwell’s sigh crackled through the line. “Evidence of human trafficking, Senator. Ledgers, hidden rooms, and even some of the victims themselves. It’s bad. Really bad.”

“Dammit!” Paxten exploded, slamming his fist on the desk. “How could he be so careless? We had everything under control!”

“Apparently not everything,” Blackwell countered. “That MBLIS agent, Marston, he’s been relentless. He and his team managed to uncover the connection between the Sapphire and Varela’s other operations.”

Paxten’s mind whirled, calculating angles and assessing the damage. “Okay, okay. We can fix this. I’ll make some calls. I can pull some strings. Maybe we can get the investigation shut down or at least redirected.”

“Senator,” Blackwell’s voice sharpened. “With all due respect, that’s the worst thing you could do right now. Any overt action on your part will only draw attention to your connection with Varela.”

Paxten stood, pacing the length of his office. “So what, I’m supposed to just sit here and do nothing while everything I’ve built comes crashing down?”

“Not nothing,” Blackwell said. “But we need to be smart about this. Let the legal system work its course. We have friends in the right places, and judges who owe us favors. As long as Varela keeps his mouth shut and you don’t do anything stupid, I can handle this.”

“Handle this?” Paxten scoffed. “Jonathan, they have evidence of human trafficking. Do you have any idea what this could do to my career? To my presidential campaign?”

Blackwell’s voice remained steady. “I’m well aware of the stakes, Senator. But trust me, making a move now would be political suicide. We need to play the long game here.”

Paxten collapsed back into his chair, memories flooding his mind. He saw himself shaking hands with Varela, accepting envelopes stuffed with cash. He remembered the promises he’d made and the legislation he’d pushed through to protect Varela’s interests. It had all seemed so easy, so consequence-free.

“Brian,” Blackwell said, his use of Paxten’s first name snapping the Senator back to the present. “I need you to focus. What’s our biggest vulnerability right now?”

Paxten ran a hand through his thinning hair. “The money. If they trace the funds from Varela’s operations...”

“Exactly,” Blackwell cut in. “So here’s what we’re going to do. I’ll have my team go through every financial record—every transaction. We’ll create a paper trail that is so clean it’ll make an accountant weep. Meanwhile, you need to distance yourself from Varela. Publicly express shock and outrage at his arrest.”

“And what about Varela himself?” Paxten asked, a dark edge creeping into his voice. “Can he be trusted to keep quiet?”

Blackwell hesitated for a moment. “Varela knows the game. He understands that his best chance at leniency is to keep his mouth shut. But... it might not hurt to send him a message. Remind him of the consequences of betrayal.”

Paxten nodded, even though Blackwell couldn’t see him. “I’ll take care of it. Discreetly, of course.”

“Senator,” Blackwell’s tone turned warning. “When I said don’t do anything stupid, that includes taking matters into your own hands. Let me handle Varela. You focus on damage control on your end.”

Frustration bubbled up in Paxten’s chest. “So what am I supposed to do, Jonathan? Just sit here twiddling my thumbs while you work your legal magic?”

“For now? Yes,” Blackwell replied firmly. “Maintain your regular schedule. Act surprised when the news of Varela’s arrest breaks. Express your full support for law enforcement and the justice system. And for God’s sake, don’t try to contact Varela or anyone associated with him.”

Paxten’s jaw clenched. “You’re asking me to just stand by and watch everything I’ve worked for potentially go up in flames.”

“I’m asking you to trust me,” Blackwell countered. “This isn’t my first rodeo, Senator. I’ve gotten clients out of tighter spots than this.”

“But never with stakes this high,” Paxten muttered.

“True,” Blackwell conceded. “But the principles remain the same. Keep your head down, let me do my job, and we’ll weather this storm.”

Paxten stood again, moving to the window. The lights of Washington, D.C. twinkled below. “And if we don’t?”

Blackwell’s voice hardened. “Then we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. For now, focus on the task at hand. Can you do that, Senator?”

Paxten’s reflection stared back at him, the lines on his face deeper than ever. “I don’t have much choice, do I?”

“No,” Blackwell said bluntly. “You don’t. Now, is there anything else I should know? Any other potential loose ends we need to tie up?”

Paxten thought for a moment, his mind racing through years of backroom deals and shady transactions. “No, I don’t think so. Varela was our main connection to that world.”

“Good,” Blackwell said. “Keep it that way. The less you know about the details of Varela’s operations, the better. Plausible deniability is our friend right now.”

“Plausible deniability,” Paxten repeated, the words tasting bitter in his mouth. “I’ve built my career on more than just plausible deniability, Jonathan.”

“And now that career hangs in the balance,” Blackwell shot back. “So let’s focus on preserving it, shall we?”

Paxten turned from the window, his gaze falling on a framed photo of himself with the President. “Fine. You handle the legal side. I’ll start working on a statement for when the news breaks. Something appropriately shocked and outraged.”

“Good,” Blackwell said, relief evident in his voice. “That’s the right move. And Brian? Try to get some sleep. Tomorrow’s going to be a long day.”

As the line went dead, Paxten stared at the phone in his hand. Sleep? How could he possibly sleep with the sword of Damocles hanging over his head?

He moved back to his desk, sinking into the chair. His eyes fell on a campaign poster propped against the wall, his own face smiling back at him beneath the slogan “Paxten for President: A New Era of Leadership.”

A bitter laugh escaped his lips. A new era indeed. One that could very well end before it began.

Paxten’s mind raced. Despite Blackwell’s warnings, he couldn’t just sit idle. There had to be a way to salvage this situation and turn it to his advantage somehow. He reached for his Rolodex, fingers hovering over the names of people who owed him favors. Judges, police chiefs, newspaper editors… Surely, one of them could help him navigate this crisis.

But Blackwell’s words echoed in his mind. Any overt action now could be disastrous. The wrong move could bring the whole house of cards tumbling down.

Paxten’s hand fell away from the Rolodex. As much as it galled him to admit it, Blackwell was right. For now, his best move was to do nothing. He needed to play the part of the shocked and outraged public servant, expressing full faith in the justice system.

But even as he resigned himself to this course of action, a darker part of his mind began to plot. This setback was temporary, he told himself. A minor obstacle on his path to greater power. And once he weathered this storm, once he ascended to the highest office in the land, he would make sure that those who had crossed him paid dearly.

Ethan Marston, the MBLIS agent who had dared to threaten everything Paxten had built. Varela, whose carelessness had brought them to this precipice. Even Blackwell, with his cautious legal maneuvering. They would all learn the cost of standing in his way.

A cold smile spread across Paxten’s face as he imagined the reckoning to come. Let them think they had him cornered. Let them believe they had won. In the end, he would emerge stronger than ever, with the full power of the presidency at his disposal.

And then, God help anyone who stood in his way.


34


ETHAN


Islowly woke up in Nina’s bed, my body unaccustomed to the comfort of her plush mattress. My eyes fluttered open, immediately landing on the alarm clock. For once, I was right on time.

As I began to sit up, a warm hand snaked across my chest, pulling me back down. Nina’s sleepy eyes met mine. “And where do you think you’re going, Agent Marston?” she purred, her voice still husky from sleep.

I couldn’t help but grin. “Some of us have a job to get to, Agent Gosse. Not all of us can lounge around in bed all day.”

Nina’s eyebrow arched. “Lounge around? Is that what you think I do?” In one fluid motion, she was straddling me, her hands pinning my wrists to the bed. “Maybe I should give you a demonstration of how... active I can be in the morning.”

My breath caught in my throat, memories of the previous night flooding back. “Nina,” I managed, trying to sound stern but failing miserably. “We really don’t have time for—”

She silenced me with a kiss that made my toes curl. When she pulled back, her eyes were dancing with amusement. “Still want to rush off?”

“Not really,” I admitted.

“Good,” she said as we kissed again, and I’ll be honest, the next few moments were pretty amazing.

Still, all good things had to come to an end. Nina collapsed on the bed beside me. “Perhaps we can just stay here all day.”

For a moment, I was tempted. Very tempted. But the responsible part of my brain—the part that wasn’t currently short-circuiting due to Nina’s proximity—knew we had to get moving.

With a groan that was equal parts frustration and amusement, I flipped us over, pinning Nina beneath me. “Rain check?” I murmured, planting a quick kiss on her nose.

“Fine,” she sighed dramatically. “But you owe me, Marston. And I intend to collect... with interest.”

I chuckled, rolling off her and out of bed. “I look forward to it. Now, much as I hate to say it, we should probably get ready. Separate showers,” I added quickly, seeing the glint in her eye. “Otherwise, we’ll never make it to the office.”

Nina stretched languidly, the sheet slipping down to reveal an enticing amount of skin.

“Spoilsport,” she teased. “All right, you head home and get changed. I’ll jump in the shower here.”

As I gathered my clothes, Nina’s voice stopped me. “Hey, Ethan?”

I turned, catching the soft smile on her face. “Yeah?”

“This was fun. We should do it again sometime.”

A warm feeling spread through my chest. “Definitely,” I agreed, unable to keep the grin off my face.

I quickly got dressed, and then I slipped out of Nina’s apartment. The Miami morning was already sweltering as I made my way to my car. The familiar sights and sounds of the city waking up washed over me, but my mind was elsewhere. As I navigated through the early morning traffic, my thoughts drifted to the women in my life. Seemed like I couldn’t escape the damn thoughts lately.

Tessa’s face swam into focus first. She was incredible, we had a history, and she understood the demands of my job in a way few others could. But our careers constantly pulled us in different directions. How many times had we tried to make it work, only to have duty or distance get in the way?

I sighed, drumming my fingers on the steering wheel as I waited at a red light. “Tessa, Tessa, Tessa,” I murmured. “What am I going to do about you?”

As if in response, my phone buzzed. For a heart-stopping moment, I thought it might be her, but the name that flashed on the screen made my stomach clench for an entirely different reason. Lisa Peterson.

“Hey, stranger,” the message read. “Haven’t heard from you in a while. Everything okay?”

I let out a long, weary sigh. Peterson was amazing, but was it fair to drag anyone else into this chaos? I quickly typed out a response, keeping it light and noncommittal, promising to call soon when things weren’t so hectic.

As I pulled up to my houseboat, my thoughts shifted to Catalina. We challenged each other, pushed each other to be better… But was that enough to build a lasting relationship?

I rushed through a shower, my mind still whirling. Nina was next in the mental parade of romantic options. Brilliant, driven Nina, who matched me step for step in ambition and dedication to the job. But that very similarity could be our downfall. Would we ever be able to prioritize a relationship over our careers?

“Ethan Marston,” I said to my reflection as I dressed, “you’ve really done it this time, haven’t you?”

Several incredible women, each amazing in her own right. And here I was, unable to commit fully to any of them. Was I being fair? To them? To myself?

By the time I burst through the office doors, I was late, disheveled, and no closer to untangling the knot in my personal life.

Robbie looked up from his desk with a knowing grin. “Have a good night, partner?”

I shot him a glare, but it lacked any real heat. Robbie held up his hands in mock surrender, then gestured to a box on his desk. “All right, all right. Peace offering? I brought pastries. Figured you might need some sustenance after your... late night activities.”

My stomach growled in response, reminding me that I’d skipped breakfast in my rush. “You’re a lifesaver, Robbie,” I said, grabbing a danish. “Though I’m not sure if I should thank you or be worried about your sudden bout of thoughtfulness.”

“Oh, be very worried.” Robbie grinned, tossing me a napkin. “I’m just fattening you up before I start in on the real teasing.”

I ripped off a bite of my pastry. “Geez, Robbie. Do you have nothing better to do than tease me about my love life?”

“Nope,” he replied cheerfully. “It’s the most entertainment I get around here.”

I was saved from any further comments by Nina’s arrival. Our eyes met, and for a moment, the rest of the world fell away. The memory of her skin against mine and the taste of her lips... I felt heat rise to my cheeks.

Robbie cleared his throat loudly, breaking the spell. “If you two are done making eyes at each other,” he said. “We’ve got a scumbag to interrogate.”

Right. Varela. The events of last night’s raid came rushing back, pushing my personal drama to the back burner. “Let’s do this,” I said, straightening my tie.

I walked straight into the interrogation room with Robbie close behind me. Varela sat at the table, his usual smug expression replaced by a look of barely contained panic. Before we could even take our seats, however, the door burst open again.

“This interview is over,” a sharp voice cut through the tension. Jonathan Blackwell, Varela’s high-powered attorney, strode in like he owned the place. “My client isn’t saying a word.”

I exchanged a glance with Robbie. This was going to be harder than we thought.

“What timing,” Robbie muttered under his breath in frustration.

“Mr. Blackwell,” I said, keeping my voice level. “Your client was caught red-handed in a human trafficking operation. He’s going to want to talk.”

Blackwell’s eyes narrowed. “Is that a threat, Agent Marston?”

“Just stating facts,” Robbie chimed in, his tone deceptively casual. “Your client’s looking at a long stretch in federal prison. Cooperation could make things... easier.”

Varela shifted uncomfortably, but Blackwell placed a hand on his arm. “Don’t say a word, Hector. They’ve got nothing concrete.”

I leaned forward, locking eyes with Varela. “Nothing concrete? We’ve got ledgers, hidden rooms full of terrified women, and enough evidence to bury you for life. And that’s just from the Sapphire. Want to bet we won’t find more when we dig into your other properties?”

Varela’s composure cracked slightly, but Blackwell jumped in. “Speculation and intimidation. My client maintains his innocence.”

What followed was an hour of intense back-and-forth. Every question we asked was met with stonewalling from Blackwell. Varela remained silent, but I could see the fear growing in his eyes. Just as it seemed we were hitting our final wall, my phone buzzed. I glanced at the screen: Price.

“Excuse me,” I said, standing. “I need to take this.”

In the hallway, I answered. “Talk to me, Price.”

“Ethan, I’ve got something big,” Price’s voice crackled with excitement. “I’ve been digging into Varela’s financials. There’s a pattern of transfers, all leading back to an offshore account. Guess whose name is on it?”

My heart raced. “Paxten?”

“Bingo. And that’s not all. I’ve got emails and encrypted communications between Varela and Paxten. They detail everything—the trafficking operation, political favors, and payoffs. It’s the smoking gun we’ve been looking for.”

“Price, you’re a damned genius,” I breathed. “Send everything to my tablet. Now.”

As I ended the call, Diane approached, her face grim. “Ethan, you need to see this.”

She held up her phone, showing a live news broadcast. Senator Paxten stood at a podium, his face a mask of righteous indignation.

“...shocked and appalled by these allegations,” Paxten was saying. “If these charges against Mr. Varela are true, he has betrayed not only my trust but the trust of the American people. I call for the fullest prosecution under the law...”

Diane muted the video. “He’s throwing Varela under the bus. Hard.”

A cold smile spread across my face. “Perfect. Let’s show our friend in there what loyalty gets him in this world. Since you already have the video pulled up, mind if I bring this into the interrogation room?”

Diane nodded and handed over her phone.

I re-entered the room and didn’t say a word. I simply turned Diane’s phone toward Varela and hit play. As the newscast played, Varela’s face drained of color as he watched his former ally denounce him.

As the broadcast ended, I sat down, tucking Diane’s phone into my pocket and sliding my tablet across the table. “Rough day, Hector? It’s about to get worse. We’ve got your financial records and your communications with Paxten. Every dirty deal and every backroom handshake. It’s all here.”

Varela’s eyes widened in panic. He turned to Blackwell, who was frantically flipping through the documents on the tablet.

“This is all circumstantial,” Blackwell began, but I could hear the uncertainty in his voice.

Varela suddenly slammed his fist on the table. “Circumstantial? Are you kidding me? That bastard Paxten is hanging me out to dry, and you’re talking about circumstantial evidence?”

“Hector, don’t–” Blackwell started, but Varela was beyond listening.

“Shut up, Jonathan! You’re in this as deep as I am. How many times did you help us launder money? How many witnesses did you intimidate?”

Robbie seized the moment. “Mr. Blackwell, you’re under arrest for obstruction of justice and conspiracy to commit–”

“This is absurd!” Blackwell sputtered. “You can’t arrest me! I’m his attorney!”

“Maybe,” I said coolly. “But right now, you’re a material witness in an ongoing federal investigation. Officer, please escort Mr. Blackwell out.”

As Blackwell was led away, protesting loudly, I turned back to Varela. “So, Hector. Ready to make a deal?”

Varela slumped in his chair, defeated. “What do you want to know?”

“Everything,” I said, leaning forward. “Start with Paxten, and don’t leave out a single detail.”

What followed was two hours of intense questioning. Varela spilled everything he knew about Paxten’s involvement in the trafficking ring, the political favors, and the payoffs. It was more than we’d hoped for, enough so we could finally bring down the corrupt senator. And probably his lawyer, too.

When all was said and done, we left the interrogation room, triumphant but exhausted. We’d done it. We had what we needed to take Paxten down.

But our victory was short-lived. As we entered the bullpen, ready to share the good news, Diane’s grim expression stopped us in our tracks.

“Ethan,” she said, her voice tight. “We have a problem.”

I sighed as I handed her phone back to her and then followed her over to her office. This entire case had been a roller coaster of emotions, and I was more than ready for it to be over.

She led us into her office, where the TV was playing a live press conference. And there, standing at the podium with a winning smile, was Senator Paxten, announcing his candidacy for President of the United States.

Paxten wasn’t just a corrupt senator anymore. He was now a presidential candidate. Taking him down had just become infinitely more complicated.

“Well,” Robbie said, breaking the tense silence. “This complicates things.”

I shook my head, determination replacing my initial shock. “No. This changes nothing. We have the evidence. We have Varela’s testimony. Paxten’s going down, presidential candidate or not.”
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Istrode toward Paxten’s campaign headquarters, my team flanking me like a well-oiled machine. The Miami sun beat down mercilessly, but I barely noticed the heat, my focus razor-sharp on the task ahead. We were so close to bringing down Paxten. I could almost taste it.

As we approached the sleek glass building, I caught sight of our reflection—a group of determined federal agents on a mission. Robbie was to my right, and Nina flanked my left, her FBI windbreaker standing out in the sea of suits streaming in and out of the building.

“Remember,” I whispered, “we’re here to arrest Paxten, not start a media circus. In and out, quick and clean.”

Robbie snorted. “Right, because arresting a presidential candidate is always quick and clean.”

I shot him a look, but before I could retort, we reached the main entrance. There was no one outside or in the lobby, but a red and blue sign announced that Paxten’s campaign office was up on the fourth floor. We opted to take the stairs, and when we emerged on the fourth floor, a young woman with a clipboard and an air of self-importance stepped in front of us.

“Excuse me,” she said, her voice dripping with forced politeness, “do you have an appointment? Senator Paxten is extremely busy with campaign preparations and isn’t taking unscheduled visitors.”

I reached for my badge, but Nina beat me to it, flashing her FBI credentials. “We’re not visitors, ma’am. We’re here on official business. Now, if you’ll just step aside–”

The intern’s eyes widened, but she held her ground. “I-I’m sorry, but I can’t just let you in without clearance. Perhaps you could wait while I check with the Senator’s chief of staff?”

Frustration surged through me. Every second we wasted out here was another second Paxten had to potentially destroy evidence or, worse, escape. “Look, miss...?”

“Chambers. Olivia Chambers,” she supplied, puffing up slightly at being addressed.

“Miss Chambers,” I continued, trying to keep my tone level, “I understand you’re just doing your job, but we have a federal warrant for Senator Paxten’s arrest. Now, you can either step aside and let us do our job, or you can be charged with obstruction of justice. Your choice.”

Olivia paled, her clipboard clutched to her chest like a shield. “I... I need to make a call.”

As she fumbled with her phone, I exchanged a glance with Robbie. Something felt off. This delay, intentional or not, was giving Paxten too much time.

“Screw this,” I muttered. “Robbie, Nina, with me. The rest of you, secure the perimeter.”

We pushed past the sputtering intern, ignoring her protests as we entered the building. The campaign headquarters was a hive of activity, with staffers rushing about with an air of controlled chaos. Our entrance caused a ripple of confusion, heads turning to stare at the interlopers in their midst.

“MBLIS!” I shouted, my voice cutting through the buzz of conversation. “Everyone stay where you are. We’re here for Senator Paxten.”

For a moment, the room froze. Then, like a dam breaking, pandemonium erupted. People started shouting, papers flying as staffers scrambled to hide or destroy who knew what evidence.

“Robbie, secure this floor,” I ordered. “Nina, with me. We’re heading to Paxten’s office.”

We fought our way through the chaos, dodging frantic staffers and overturned chairs. As we reached the back of the building, a flash of movement caught my eye. Through the window of a fire exit, I saw a familiar figure disappearing down the stairs.

“There!” I yelled, breaking into a run. “He’s heading for the back alley!”

We burst through the fire exit, the alarm blaring in our wake. The metal stairs clanged under our feet as we raced down, the sound echoing in the narrow stairwell. I could hear Paxten’s labored breathing ahead of us, spurring me on.

As we hit the ground floor, I made a split-second decision. “Nina, take the left exit. I’ll go right. Box him in.”

She nodded, peeling off without a word. I pushed through the door into a sun-drenched alley, my eyes scanning frantically for Paxten. There—a flash of expensive suit rounding the corner.

I took off at a sprint, my heart pounding in my ears. The alley opened onto a busy street, pedestrians scattering as Paxten barreled through them. I followed in his wake, shouting warnings to the startled onlookers.

“MBLIS! Get out of the way!”

Paxten glanced back, his face full of panic when he saw how close I was. He veered suddenly, ducking into another alley. But I was ready for him this time. As he rounded the corner, I put on a burst of speed. My shoulder connected with his midsection, driving the air from his lungs as we both went down in a tangle of limbs. We grappled on the dirty pavement, Paxten fighting with the desperation of a cornered animal.

“It’s over, Paxten,” I grunted, struggling to pin his arms. “Stop resisting!”

“You don’t understand,” he gasped, still trying to break free. “I was trying to make a difference! The ends justify the means!”

I managed to flip him onto his stomach, wrenching his arms behind his back. “Save it for your lawyer, Senator. You have the right to remain silent. I suggest you use it.”

As I snapped the cuffs into place, I became aware of a growing commotion around us. Looking up, I saw a crowd had gathered at the mouth of the alley. And among them, phones raised and cameras flashing, were members of the press.

“Shit,” I muttered, hauling Paxten to his feet. This was exactly the kind of spectacle we’d been trying to avoid.

Nina appeared at my side, slightly out of breath. “Nice takedown, partner. Though I think we might have a bit of a PR situation on our hands.”

I nodded grimly, watching as more reporters arrived on the scene, shouting questions and jockeying for position. “Yeah, looks like I’m about to be famous again. Diane’s going to love this.”

As we led Paxten out of the alley, the flash of cameras was nearly blinding in their intensity, I couldn’t help but worry. We’d gotten our man, yes. But at what cost? And what would the fallout be from arresting a presidential candidate in such a public manner?

The walk to our waiting vehicle felt like an eternity, questions bombarding us from all sides.

“Agent Marston! Can you comment on the charges against Senator Paxten?”

“Is it true the FBI has evidence linking the Senator to a human trafficking ring?”

“How will this affect the upcoming presidential race?”

I kept my head down, focusing on getting Paxten secured in the back of our car. As I slammed the door shut, I caught sight of Robbie jogging toward us, a bemused expression on his face.

“Well,” he said, eyeing the media circus around us, “so much for quick and clean, huh?”

I shot him a weary glare. “Tell me about it. Let’s just get out of here before this turns into an even bigger circus.”

We hopped into the car and pulled away from the curb, reporters still shouting questions in our wake.

The drive back to MBLIS headquarters was tense, the silence in the car broken only by Paxten’s occasional muttered threats and promises of retribution. I tuned him out, my mind already racing ahead to what came next. Interrogation, paperwork, press conferences... the works.

As we pulled into the MBLIS parking garage, I caught sight of Diane waiting for us, her expression filled with exasperation. I took a deep breath, steeling myself for the storm to come.

“Show time,” I muttered, more to myself than anyone else. Whatever happened next, one thing was certain—life as I knew it was about to change dramatically.

Again.
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Iguided Paxten through the bustling corridors of MBLIS headquarters, my hand firmly on his shoulder. The former Senator—now just another suspect in custody—had fallen into a sullen silence, a far cry from his earlier bravado. As we approached the elevator, I caught sight of our reflection in the polished metal doors. Paxten’s disheveled appearance was laughably different from his usual polished image, and I couldn’t help but feel a fresh surge of satisfaction.

“Going up, Senator?” I asked, unable to keep the hint of sarcasm from my voice. “I hear the view from our interrogation room is spectacular.”

Paxten glared at me but remained silent as we stepped into the elevator. After a tense ride, we dropped Paxten off to be processed and secured in the interrogation room, and then we got back into the elevator to head up to the bullpen. As the doors slid open on our floor, I was surprised to see a welcoming committee waiting for us.

My team was there, of course—Robbie, Nina, Rivers, and the rest. But what caught me off guard was the sight of Catalina and Tessa, standing side by side, engaged in what appeared to be a friendly conversation. Baker hovered nearby, his posture slightly more relaxed than usual.

“Well, this is unexpected,” I muttered, more to myself than anyone else.

As we stepped out of the elevator, all eyes turned to us. I saw a mix of emotions play across my teammates’ faces—triumph, relief, and, in some cases, a hint of concern. But it was the dynamic between Tessa and Catalina that truly threw me for a loop. They seemed... comfortable with each other. Too comfortable.

“Ladies.” I nodded, trying to keep my tone neutral. “I didn’t expect to see you here.”

Tessa smiled. “What, and miss the big finale? Not a chance, Ethan.”

Catalina chimed in. “Besides, we’ve got some news that might interest you.”

Before I could inquire further, Rivers stepped forward, a thick file in his hands. “Ethan, you’re going to want to see this,” he said, his voice tinged with excitement. “Catalina brought me her case files, remember? Well, we’ve found the connections between Catalina’s SVU cases and Paxten. It’s all here, black and white.”

I took the file, leafing through it quickly. My eyes widened as I absorbed the information. This was bigger than we’d thought. The web of corruption stretched further than we’d imagined.

“Good work, Rivers,” I said, tucking the file under my arm. “This could be the nail in Paxten’s coffin.”

Catalina’s eyes lit up at my words, and I felt a pang of... something. Pride? Affection? I pushed the feeling aside, focusing on the task at hand.

“All right, let’s not waste any time,” I announced, turning to Robbie and Nina. “We need to get Paxten into interrogation before he has a chance to lawyer up or come up with a strategy.”

“Agreed,” Nina said as she stepped up beside me.

Robbie patted Birn on the shoulder as he passed him and then fell into step with me. Together, Nina, Robbie, and I headed back toward the elevator.

As we waited for the doors to open, I caught one last glimpse of Tessa and Catalina. They were watching us go, their heads bent close together in conversation. The sight sent a tingle of unease down my spine. What had happened between them while I was out chasing Paxten?

I shook the thought away as I stepped into the elevator. It brought the three of us back down to the lower floor. We headed straight for the interrogation room, where we knew Paxten would be waiting for us. As we took our seats across from him in the cold and sterile room, I could see the wheels turning in his mind, trying to find a way out of this mess.

“I want my lawyer,” Paxten said, his voice hoarse but still carrying a note of entitlement that grated on my nerves.

I leaned back in my chair, affecting an air of casual indifference. “Sure thing, Senator. We can wait. After all, we’ve already arrested your usual lawyer. But while we’re waiting, why don’t I tell you about all the evidence we’ve gathered? The financial records tracing your dirty money, the witness accounts linking you to the trafficking ring, the connections to multiple SVU cases across the state...”

Paxten’s face paled slightly, but he held his ground. “It won’t be enough. You can’t prove anything.”

Nina jumped in, her voice cool and professional. “Maybe not in a court of law, Senator. But in the court of public opinion? You’re already finished. The whole world saw you running from federal agents today. The rumors are flying online as we speak. Even if you manage to avoid jail time, your presidential bid is over.”

I watched as Paxten’s composure cracked, and a flicker of panic crossed his features. “You don’t understand,” he spat. “Everything I did, I did for the greater good. Sometimes, you have to get your hands dirty to make real change!”

The words hit me like a physical blow, igniting a fury I’d been keeping tightly leashed. “The greater good?” I repeated, my voice low and dangerous. “You ruined lives, Paxten. You tore families apart and subjected innocent people to unimaginable horrors. All for what? Power? Money? Don’t try to dress it up as some noble cause.”

Paxten’s eyes flashed with anger, his carefully cultivated political mask slipping away. “You self-righteous bastard,” he snarled. “You have no idea what it takes to operate at my level. Yes, I used the trafficking ring to fund my campaign. Yes, I turned a blind eye to some unsavory activities. But I was going to use that power to make real changes!”

The confession hung in the air, and I saw Robbie and Nina exchange triumphant glances. Paxten, realizing what he’d done, slumped in his chair.

“The tattoos,” I pressed, seizing the opportunity. “The ones on the trafficking victims. That was your mark, wasn’t it?”

Paxten nodded mutely, the fight draining out of him.

“And the SVU cases? The ones that kept getting buried or mishandled? That was your doing too, wasn’t it?”

Another nod.

I leaned forward. “Why MBLIS, Paxten? Why go to all the trouble of infiltrating our agency and messing with our files?”

Paxten let out a bitter laugh. “Like you said, Marston. Optics. I couldn’t risk anyone connecting the dots, not with the presidential run on the horizon. Chapman was supposed to clear out any incriminating files, and Dechart... well, he was meant to keep me informed of any ongoing investigations that might pose a threat.”

“But Dechart screwed up,” Robbie interjected.

Paxten sneered. “The man was an idiot. Couldn’t even manage basic surveillance without getting caught. At least Chapman managed to do some damage before you took him down.”

A cold fury settled in my gut as I processed Paxten’s words. All the danger we’d faced and all the betrayals we’d endured... all because this man wanted to protect his image for a presidential run.

“The ferry case,” I said, a sudden realization hitting me. “The guy we arrested. He was one of yours, wasn’t he?”

Paxten nodded, a flicker of regret crossing his face. “My man on the ground. Handled a lot of the day-to-day operations. When you arrested him, I knew I had to act fast. If you’d gotten him to talk...”

“You would have been finished,” I finished for him.

“If your damned agency hadn’t been so effective,” Paxten muttered, “I could have placed better operatives. Could have kept this all under wraps.”

I stood abruptly, unable to stomach another moment in Paxten’s presence. “We’re done here,” I announced, motioning for Robbie and Nina to follow.

“We did it,” Nina said softly, placing a hand on my arm once we’d stepped into the hall. “It’s over, Ethan.”

I nodded, letting out a breath I felt like I’d been holding for months. “Yeah. Yeah, it is.”

Robbie clapped me on the shoulder, his usual grin back in place. “So, fearless leader, what now? Please tell me it involves alcohol and not looking at another case file for at least twenty-four hours.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “You know what, Robbie? I think you might be on to something there.”

As we made our way back up to the bullpen, I felt a lightness in my step that had been missing for far too long. We’d done it. We’d brought down Paxten, exposed a massive trafficking ring, and come out the other side stronger for it.

But as we exited the elevator, and I caught sight of Tessa and Catalina again, still deep in conversation, I felt a familiar twist of anxiety in my gut. The case might be over, but my personal life... well, that was a whole other kind of complicated.

“One thing at a time, Marston,” I muttered to myself. “One thing at a time.”

For now, though, it was time to celebrate.

We’d earned it.
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Ipushed open the door to Mike’s, and my team filed in behind me, a motley crew of triumphant agents, tech specialists, and... my complicated love life.

Mike looked up from behind the bar, his eyebrows rising at the sight of our enlarged group. “Well, well. If it isn’t Miami’s finest and their... entourage. What’s the occasion?”

I chuckled as I chose a barstool. “Just another day of saving the world, Mike. No big deal.”

“Ah, so Tuesday then.” Mike grinned, already reaching for glasses. “This round’s on the house. Can’t have our local heroes paying for their own victory drinks, can we?”

As Mike started pouring, I felt a presence at my elbow. Tessa slid onto the stool next to me, and on my other side, Nina and Catalina jockeyed for position. The women looked at each other knowingly, and I sensed some kind of communication pass between them.

“So,” Tessa whispered playfully. “Is this how you usually celebrate taking down corrupt senators?”

I turned to face her, taking in the sparkle in her eyes and the slight curl of her lips. Even after everything we’d been through, she still had the power to make my heart skip a beat. “Yes, every one of the senators I’ve taken down has been followed up by a trip to Mike’s.”

“How many senators would that be?” Catalina chimed in.

“One,” I admitted.

The three of them laughed, and I felt my cheeks flush, acutely aware of the three women surrounding me. This was uncharted territory, even for me. “Ladies, I–”

“A toast!” Robbie’s voice boomed out, saving me from having to formulate a response. He raised his glass high. “To MBLIS, to justice, and to Ethan’s uncanny ability to attract beautiful, dangerous women!”

The room erupted in laughter and cheers, glasses clinking all around. I shot Robbie a glare, but I couldn’t help the grin spreading across my face. This was my team, my family. Complicated love life and all.

As the night wore on, the tension from the case slowly faded away. Stories were swapped, jokes were made at my expense—mostly by Robbie—and for a while, I allowed myself to forget about the complications looming on the horizon.

But as I looked around the bar, I noticed a subtle shift. People were drifting away from our little corner, finding reasons to be elsewhere. Even Robbie, usually the last to leave a party, suddenly remembered he had to make a call to Aurora.

Before I knew it, I found myself alone at a table with Tessa, Nina, and Catalina. The air was thick with unspoken words. I opened my mouth, not sure what I was going to say, but Nina beat me to it.

“All right,” she said, her voice carrying that no-nonsense tone I’d come to admire. “I think it’s time we hash this out, don’t you?”

Tessa nodded with a small smile. “I was wondering how long it would take for someone to bring it up.”

Catalina leaned forward, her eyes darting between all of us. “Let’s lay it all out, shall we? We’re all intelligent, attractive women who happen to be involved with the same man.”

Oh, no. I swallowed hard and forced myself to meet their gazes. “Look, I know this situation is... complicated. If you want explanations or apologies–”

Nina held up a hand, cutting me off. “That’s not what this is about, Ethan. We’re all adults here. No one was promised exclusivity, right?”

Tessa and Catalina nodded in agreement.

“The fact is,” Nina continued, “you’re a pretty special guy, Ethan. Special enough to have caught the attention of all three of us. And I don’t think any of us are ready to give that up just yet.”

I blinked, stunned by the turn this conversation had taken. “I... what are you saying, exactly?”

Catalina smiled, reaching out to pat my hand. “We had a little chat last night, Tessa and I. Cleared the air, so to speak.”

I turned to Tessa, surprised. “You did?”

She nodded, biting her bottom lip with a grin. “What, did you think we’d claw each other’s eyes out? Give us some credit, Ethan.”

“The point is,” Nina interjected, “we’re all on the same page here. None of us are looking for a full-time commitment right now. Our careers, our lives... they’re not conducive to traditional relationships.”

“But that doesn’t mean we can’t enjoy what we have,” Catalina added. “When our paths cross, when the timing works out...”

“We make the most of it,” Tessa finished.

I looked between the three of them, feeling a mix of emotions I couldn’t quite name… mostly relief, gratitude, and something that felt dangerously close to love, multiplied by three.

“I don’t know what to say,” I admitted. “You’re all... you’re incredible. I never meant to–”

“To charm us all into falling for you?” Tessa teased. “Too late for that, I’m afraid.”

Nina raised her glass. “So, what do you say, Ethan? Think you can handle three strong, independent women in your life?”

I laughed, the tension finally breaking. “I think the real question is, can you three handle me?”

We clinked glasses, sealing whatever this unconventional arrangement was. As we rejoined the rest of the team, I couldn’t help but marvel at the turn my life had taken. It wasn’t conventional, and it wasn’t simple, but then again, when had my life ever been either of those things?

The night wore on, filled with laughter, stories, and more than a few knowing glances between Tessa, Nina, Catalina, and me. As the crowd began to thin, I felt my phone vibrate in my pocket. Fishing it out, I glanced at the screen and felt a jolt of surprise.

Alejandra Garcia. Calling from the Dominican Republic.

For a moment, I hesitated, my thumb hovering over the answer button. I caught sight of Tessa laughing at something Robbie had said and saw Nina and Catalina deep in conversation by the bar. The room swam slightly, reminding me of just how much I’d had to drink.

Despite my inebriated state and my complicated situation, I knew I couldn’t ignore Alejandra. She was as much a part of my life as the women around me. With a deep breath, I answered the call.

“Alejandra,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady. “It’s good to hear from you.”

“Ethan?” Her voice came through, tinged with concern. “Are you alright? You sound... off.”

I chuckled, running a hand through my hair. “I’m fine, just... celebrating. We closed a big case today. You might have seen it on the news—Senator Paxten?”

There was a pause, and I could almost see Alejandra’s expression softening. “Ah, I did see that. Congratulations, Ethan. That’s quite an achievement.”

“Thanks,” I replied. “I’m sorry, I’ve had a bit to drink. Probably not in the best shape for a conversation.”

Alejandra sighed, but there was no anger in her voice. “That’s alright. I understand. I saw the news about Paxten, and I... well, I have something important to discuss with you. But it can wait until morning.”

My fuzzy brain latched onto her words. “Important? Is everything okay, Alejandra? If you need me, I can–”

“No, no,” she cut me off gently. “It’s important, but it’ll keep. Enjoy your celebration, Ethan. You’ve earned it. I’ll call you in the morning, okay?”

I nodded, then remembered she couldn’t see me. “Okay. First thing tomorrow, I promise. And Alejandra? Thank you for understanding.”

“Always,” she replied softly. “Goodnight, Ethan.”

As I hung up, I couldn’t shake my unease. Whatever Alejandra wanted to discuss, it sounded serious. But I supposed there was nothing to do but wait until tomorrow.

I rejoined my team, my family, basking in the glow of a job well done. As the night drew to a close and we began to say our goodbyes, I caught Mike’s eye behind the bar. He gave me a knowing wink, nodding toward Tessa, Nina, and Catalina.

“You’re playing with fire, Marston,” he said quietly as I settled up our tab. “But then again, I suppose that’s nothing new for you.”

I chuckled, shaking my head. “What can I say, Mike? Life’s too short to play it safe.”

As we spilled out onto the Miami streets, the warm night air enveloping us, I felt a sense of contentment tinged with a hint of apprehension. The case was closed, the bad guys were behind bars, and I was surrounded by people I cared about deeply. But Alejandra’s call lingered in the back of my mind. It was a reminder that life was never simple, especially not mine.

Tessa slipped her hand into mine, Nina’s arm wound around my waist, and Catalina walked close on my other side. It was a bit unusual, but it was mine. And for now, that was enough.

Little did I know, as we made our way through the neon-lit streets of Miami, that the challenges we’d faced were just the beginning. Alejandra’s call would prove to be more significant than I could have imagined, and the delicate balance I’d struck in my personal life would be tested in ways I never saw coming.

But those were problems for another day. Tonight, we celebrated. Tomorrow... well, tomorrow would bring what it would. And whatever it was, I knew I’d face it head-on, just like always.

After all, that’s what Ethan Marston did best.


EPILOGUE


“Wow,” Charlie said with a sigh as I finished the story. He chugged the last dregs of his drink, then set the glass back down on the bar top with finality. “I think I messed up reading what I read before you told the story.”

“Yeah, you definitely did,” Ty replied as he laughed at his friend’s expense. “You should have known better.”

“That was a wild ride,” Mac added.

“I’ve been wondering for quite some time how you managed to keep all your women separate,” Charlie said with a guffaw, “and here you are, having them all meet and actually like each other!”

“Yeah, how long did that last?” Ty added, amusement apparent in his voice. “Can’t have been long.”

“Who did you end up picking in the end?” Mac pressed.

“Ooh, we should make our own deadpool!” Charlie exclaimed.

“No, you most certainly will not,” I insisted. “And I definitely don’t care to reveal all my secrets in one night.”

“Aww, come on!” Charlie shouted in exasperation. “You can’t leave me hanging like that!”

“It’s what he does best,” Ty replied wisely.

“At least we know he got Paxten in the end,” Mac added helpfully. “Although it did seem a bit easy considering his political influence.”

“Funny you should say that.” I leaned forward and rested my forearms on the edge of the bar top. “It did seem easy because we did everything right. We had all the intel and kept a lot under close wraps to ensure no one knew the amount of knowledge we had. But, also, that wasn’t the end of Paxten.”

“What?!” Rhoda gasped. It was the first I’d heard from her since my story had ended, and I turned to give her my full attention.

“Paxten,” I repeated. “That wasn’t the end of him.”

“No, it was,” Charlie amended. “The article I read even said that he was in jail.”

“You may have read an old article,” I posited.

The kids all stared at me in shock.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Ty muttered.

Mac looked deep in thought for a moment while Ty and Charlie went back and forth about the validity of the article he’d read. I watched and waited, knowing that the next question she asked would be a smart one.

“Wait a minute…” she muttered after a minute or two. “You connected Varela and Paxten through the church.”

“Yep,” I replied with a grin. She was on the right track.

“So, what happened with the church?” she asked. “Obviously, someone within the church had to be corrupt to be mismanaging funds like that.”

“Oh, yeah,” Ty muttered thoughtfully as Charlie frantically searched for the article on his phone. “The church had to be involved to be at the center of all that.”

“You’re right,” I assured them. “But we had no idea what the extent of their involvement was. We were focused on Paxten at the time.”

“I suspect there’s more to that story,” Rhoda guessed. She raised an eyebrow at me, then started collecting empty glasses and bottles off the bar top.

“Of course there is.” I laughed as Charlie paused and looked up at me.

“Does that story explain what happened to Paxten?” he asked.

“It might,” I hedged. “Are you going to try to find out the ending before I tell it?” I looked down at his phone, and he immediately put it away.

“Not a chance,” he announced. “I learned my lesson.”

I chuckled as I pushed myself off the bar top and grabbed a bar rag to help Rhoda wipe down the bar.

“I’m trying to figure out if your next story is going to be about Alejandra’s phone call or the church,” Mac mused as she sat back and let us wipe the surface in front of her.

“Probably Alejandra,” Ty guessed. “He’ll make us wait for the rest of the Paxten story.”

“No way,” Charlie argued. “He wouldn’t leave me hanging that long.”

“It’s like you don’t even know the guy,” Ty retorted as he threw his hands up in the air.

I laughed and shook my head as I turned back to the bar and let them bicker. The truth was that Alejandra’s phone call revealed a lot that I wouldn’t have otherwise uncovered, and the kids definitely wouldn’t see the story coming. As I cleaned up the bar and listened to the chatter going on, I thought back to that time. I was grateful that, despite all the chaos going on around me back then, I came out of it with at least one good thing. It was a thing that I still kept with me to this day.

I reached into my pocket and pulled out my car keys. There was no key fob, just a set of metal keys that I cherished just as much as the set for my cherished Corvette.

It was Alejandra’s phone call that had set all this in motion, and to this day, I thought of her warmly each time I got behind the wheel of this particular car.

But there was a lot of turmoil that happened before I’d acquired these keys.

And it was a story I wouldn’t soon forget.


AUTHOR’S NOTE


Hey, if you got here, I just want you to know that you’re awesome! I wrote this book just for someone like you, and if you want another one, it is super important that you leave a review.

The more reviews this book gets, the more likely it is there will be a sequel to it. After all, I’m only human, and you have no idea how far a simple “your book was great!” goes to brighten my day.

Also, if you want to know when the sequel comes out, you absolutely must join my Facebook group and follow me on Amazon. Doing one won’t be enough because it relies on either Facebook or Amazon telling you the book is out, and they might not do it.

You might miss out on all my books forever, if you only do one!

Follow me on Amazon.

Follow me through e-mail.

Check out my Facebook Group.
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