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PROLOGUE


Rain battered the windows of the Rolling Thunder, creating a rhythmic pattern that filled the otherwise almost silent bar. The fact that it was a Wednesday, coupled with the torrential rain, meant that it was going to be a slow day for business. I didn’t mind, though. After a few weeks of jam-packed nights, I was looking forward to a slower change of pace.

Rhoda, however, wasn’t going to miss an opportunity to get stuff done. As I sat at the end of the bar nursing a glass of water and staring idly at the TV in the corner, which was playing the local news channel, Hailey and Olivia worked to wipe down dusty bottles and scrub out the dark corners of the bar that hardly ever saw a clean rag. Hailey and Olivia were no longer under Rhoda’s training schedule, but that didn’t mean that Rhoda relaxed their responsibilities or washed her hands of the whole ordeal. If anything, Rhoda had stepped up and given the two new hires more responsibility.

Despite that, the energy in the bar was relaxed. Hailey and Olivia joked and laughed as they worked, and Rhoda was plenty busy herself checking stock and making lists of what we needed to revisit. I’d wanted to help, but Rhoda had refused and instead promised I’d have my own things to do once she was done. I looked at the paper in her hand and knew it’d eventually work its way over to me, so I decided to trust her process. Rhoda knew what she was doing.

I glanced out the window as the drumming against the glass increased in intensity. Not even my regulars were in today, and from the sounds of the storm, it would remain that way for a while.

No sooner had I thought that than the front door burst open with a bang. The sounds of the rain got much louder, and I whipped around to see Charlie’s sheepish grin as Ty scrambled to grab at the door handle to yank it shut. Mac stepped to the side as Ty worked against the wind to push the door shut again, and then the volume died down as the door slammed shut. The only difference now was that my three favorite customers were here, and probably a gallon of water was on the floor, dripping off of their raincoats.

“Oh, geez, sorry, guys,” Ty muttered as he followed my gaze to the floor.

“Don’t worry about it,” I assured him as I waved off his apology. “You can’t control the weather.”

“We’re still sorry, though,” Charlie insisted. “I didn’t mean to enter dramatically. It’s just… The wind ripped the door right out of my hand.”

“Seriously, it’s fine,” I insisted. “We’ll mop it up.”

“Yeah, it’s not like we have anything better to do,” Rhoda added as she came around the bar with a mop in her hand and a grin on her face. “We’re finding things to keep us busy. If anything, you made my day more exciting.”

The three Navy kids laughed and stepped aside as Rhoda mopped up the puddle, and then Mac found some largely unused coat hooks on the wall and punched Charlie in the arm to get his attention.

“Hang your crap up,” she instructed, not unkindly. “Let’s not make Rhoda chase us with a mop.”

The guys obliged, and a moment later, they looked much dryer as they came up to the stools beside me.

“Are we the only ones here?” Ty asked in disbelief.

“You’re surprised?” I asked. “I’m surprised anyone is here at all, although I should have guessed if anyone were to walk through those doors, it’d be you guys.” I patted Charlie on the shoulder as he sat beside me. “How have you guys been?”

Instead of looking at me, Charlie glanced down the bar toward where Hailey and Olivia were working.

“I’m, uh, I’m good,” Charlie replied distractedly before ripping his gaze away and turning toward me. “Work’s actually been boring.”

“Speak for yourself,” Mac muttered.

“Okay, yeah,” Charlie admitted. “Mac’s got some stuff on her plate, but Ty and I have been chilling.”

“Don’t say it out loud, though,” Ty warned. “That’s when it changes.”

“Too right,” Charlie agreed.

Out of the corner of my eye, I caught Olivia approaching us from behind the bar. She walked up with a smile, and I noticed her eyes lingered just a little longer on Charlie.

“Hey, guys!” She greeted them. “You weren’t kidding about being regulars.”

“Nope,” Charlie confirmed. “We might bring a cot with us next time.”

“Don’t you dare,” I joked.

Olivia giggled at his bad joke and then pointed in his direction. “If I remember correctly, you had a gin and tonic last time, right?”

“Yeah,” Charlie replied with a raised eyebrow. “I can’t believe you remember that.”

Olivia shrugged. “I’ve got a fairly good memory.” She then turned to Mac and Ty and rattled off their drinks, and the two of them looked equally impressed as they confirmed their choices.

“I’m on it,” she assured us before spinning on her heel and returning to where Hailey was waiting. They conferred for a second, and then they both got to work making drinks. It didn’t escape me that the green bottle of gin was the first thing Olivia reached for.

“So,” Ty interjected as he leaned forward to look at me past Mac, “the last time we spoke, you were taking a gaggle of women to a wedding, your missing ship was on some Cuban island, and everyone from the church was dead.”

“That’s…” Mac paused and let out a sigh. “All of that is so out of context.”

I laughed and shook my head. “It really is.”

“First of all,” Charlie clarified, “Ethan never confirmed or denied the gaggle of women. Second of all, the missing ship was still missing. We just learned that the island existed, and it was supposedly known for ship makeovers or something.”

“Ship makeovers?” Mac snorted.

“I mean, technically, he’s right,” I admitted, “although I wouldn’t have phrased it that way.”

“Me neither,” Ty quipped. “And the church thing is over, right?”

“Yeah, the church thing is over,” I confirmed.

“So what happened next?” Charlie asked, but he quickly shifted his focus as Olivia came strolling back over with two drinks in her hand—one for Charlie and one for me. He smiled widely as she set the drink down in front of him, and she gave him a warm smile in return. When I glanced over at Ty and Mac, they both had a brow raised as they watched their friend.

“He’s in trouble,” Ty mumbled.

Mac elbowed Ty in the ribs hard enough to make him yell.

“Ouch!” he shouted. “What was that for? You know I’m right!”

“Yeah, well, whatever,” Mac muttered uncomfortably. “Leave him alone.”

Hailey came over then with drinks for Mac and Ty, and after saying hello to everyone, she turned back toward the bar, only to pause mid-stride as she looked up at the TV.

“Oh, no,” she muttered. “Olivia, look, it’s back on.”

Olivia followed her coworker’s gaze, and so did I. There, on the news, was a photo of a young girl, maybe in her early teens. Beside her photo, the newscaster was speaking, though the volume was too low for me to catch what he was saying.

“What’s back on?” I asked.

“Oh.” Hailey turned back to me with a sheepish grin. “Sorry. I’ve just been following this story over the past few days. This girl went missing a few days ago, and no one has been able to find any clues as to where she might have gone. I don’t know why I’m so invested in this, but my heart aches for her and her family. I hope they find her soon.”

“Yeah, isn’t there a seventy-two-hour rule?” Charlie blurted. “Like, if they don’t find her in the first three days, she’s probably not going to be found?”

Hailey gasped, and Olivia turned to look at Charlie in disbelief, but this time, he was looking right at me, and I realized his question was directed at me.

“Yeah, something like that,” I admitted. “The odds of her being found and brought home alive and unharmed drop significantly after three days. It’s not impossible, but it’s far less likely.”

“That’s horrifying!” Hailey gasped again.

I shrugged and glanced over at Charlie. “It’s what the statistics say, anyway. I’ve worked cases where we’ve found people beyond that, and they’ve been fine. I’ve also worked cases where we discovered the worst far before that time limit was reached. The odds may go down dramatically, but we work the case just as hard for as long as we can. The odds don’t amount to much when you are out there working the case in real life. I always thought of it as my job to defy the odds, but the statistic exists for a reason.”

“Oh, my god,” Hailey breathed. She looked slightly horrified, but I hoped that my explanation would soften the blow of Charlie’s initial statement.

“Is that statistic just for kids or for adults too?” Olivia asked. She seemed far less emotionally invested in the news story, but she did seem intrigued by my response.

“Everyone,” I clarified. “Regardless of age or gender or race, the statistics are pretty consistent.”

“Working a missing person case with a kid involved has to be hard,” Olivia muttered.

“Oh, cases that involve kids are the worst,” I confirmed. “Time is of the essence, along with an innocent kid’s life, and you never feel like you can do enough. But when you find them, and they’re okay, it’s the most rewarding kind of case to work.”

“Wow,” Hailey replied as she ripped her eyes away from the TV screen. “Can you tell us one of those stories?”

“No,” Charlie spoke up before I could. “Ethan tells his stories in order. He doesn’t usually bounce around from case to case.”

“Actually,” I amended, “our next case after the church debacle was, in fact, a missing kid case.”

“It was?” Mac replied in surprise.

“It was,” I confirmed. “And it was one of the more challenging missing child cases I’ve worked.”

“Well, now we have to hear it,” Ty said with encouragement.

“I agree with Ty,” Charlie added.

“Of course you do,” Mac joked. Her face turned a bit more serious as she addressed my comment. “But I do want to hear about this case.”

“As long as we also talk about the ship,” Ty added.

“And the wedding,” Charlie teased.

“All right, all right,” I caved as Olivia and Hailey giggled. “Let’s do it. This is the perfect evening for a story, after all.” I looked around and took in the empty room. If ever there was a night to revisit an old case like this, it was tonight. “I can cover all of it at once.”

Every pair of eyes in the room were on me then, waiting to hear me elaborate. Even Rhoda had finished mopping and came over to join us.

“It all started when a girl got up early to go to school,” I began, “and what happened next had us all stumped.”
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ISABEL


The cool October morning wrapped around Isabel Martinez as she walked down the familiar streets of Pembroke Pines. At twelve years old, she knew every crack in the sidewalk, every oak tree that lined her route to school, and exactly how long it would take her to reach the campus: seventeen minutes if she walked at her usual pace, thirteen if she hurried.

Today, she wasn’t hurrying. The air carried the first hint of fall, even though the Florida palm trees swayed in perpetual summer glory. Isabel adjusted her backpack, which was heavy with her nearly finished science project on local marine life. Just a few more touches on her poster board after school, and she’d be ready for tomorrow’s presentation. Her teacher, Mrs. Anderson, had already praised her detailed drawings of the manatees that frequented their coastal waters.

The thought of her upcoming thirteenth birthday party next month brought a smile to her face. Her parents had finally agreed to let her host it at their house instead of the usual trip to the pizza arcade. This weekend, she planned to make the invitations, something special for each of her friends. Julie, who would be waiting for her outside of school as always, had already promised to help with the decorations.

The residential streets of Pembroke Pines stretched before her, lined with neat houses painted in soft pastels. Swimming pools sparkled in backyards, and sprinklers ticked rhythmically, maintaining the precise green of manicured lawns. Palm fronds rustled overhead as a morning breeze stirred the air, carrying the distant sound of traffic from Pines Boulevard.

Isabel loved these morning walks. Her parents had debated for months before allowing her to walk to school alone, but she’d proven herself responsible.

“You’re growing up,” her father had said. “But remember–”

“Always be aware of my surroundings,” Isabel had finished for him, having heard the instruction countless times.

Those words echoed in her mind now as she noticed something out of place. There was a white van parked at an odd angle near the corner of 84th Avenue. The vehicle’s once-white paint had yellowed with age, and rust crept along its edges like a disease. It hadn’t been there yesterday or any day before.

Something about the van made the hairs on the back of Isabel’s neck stand up. She picked up her pace, her Mary Jane shoes clicking against the concrete. The school was close now, just past the park and around two more corners. Julie would be waiting, probably playing that new game on her phone, ready to share whatever middle school drama she’d heard about since yesterday.

The van’s door slid open with a metallic groan.

Isabel’s heart jumped into her throat as a man stepped out. He was tall, too tall, really, with broad shoulders that seemed to block out the morning sun. A dark beard covered the lower half of his face, untrimmed and wild, matching the unkempt hair that hung past his ears.

“Excuse me,” he called out, his voice surprisingly soft for such a large man. “Could you help me find the library?”

Isabel’s steps faltered. Her mother’s voice filled her head, clear as if she were standing right beside her: “Always trust your gut, sweetie. If something feels wrong, it probably is.”

Right now, her gut was screaming.

“I’m sorry,” Isabel managed, her voice steadier than she felt. “I have to get to school. There’s a store on the corner. They can help you. Or the police station is just down⁠—”

The man moved faster than she thought possible for someone his size. One moment, he was by the van. The next, he was reaching for her with hands like steel vises. Isabel screamed and twisted away, but his fingers caught her backpack.

She slipped her arms free of the straps, ready to run, but his other hand clamped around her upper arm. His grip was crushing and painful. Isabel kicked and thrashed, remembering the self-defense class her mother had insisted she take last summer. But the man was too strong, too prepared.

As he dragged her toward the van, Isabel’s mind cleared for a crucial moment. Her phone, her lifeline, was in her pocket. With her free hand, she managed to slip it out and into her sock while the man focused on controlling her struggles. She pulled her pant leg over it just as he lifted her off her feet.

The smell of the van’s interior hit her at once: fish market, rotting bait, and something metallic underneath it all. But there were no fish and no obvious source of the nauseating odor. The floor was bare metal, scratched and stained. Heavy black fabric covered the windows, turning day into twilight.

The man roughly patted her down, his touches clinical and quick. Isabel held her breath, praying he wouldn’t notice the phone pressing against her ankle. His search was cursory, and he seemed more concerned with getting away from the scene quickly. He gave up just before he reached her ankle, and then he stepped out and slammed the van’s doors shut. Isabel heard him walk around to the other side of the van and open the driver’s side door. She couldn’t see out the front because of the solid partition that had been put up, but it didn’t isolate sounds. The weight of the van shifted as he apparently climbed into the front seat, and then the engine roared to life.

Isabel fought to stay calm and think clearly through her terror, but it felt impossible. Still, she focused on memorizing every turn, every sound. Left turn. Right turn. The subtle incline that meant they were getting on the highway. The vibration changed under the tires—I-95, she thought. Her father always complained about how the pavement felt different on that stretch.

Time became fluid, measured only in the changes of motion: an exit ramp, then slower streets, followed by the distinctive bump-bump of railroad tracks, and finally, the crunch of gravel under the tires. Then, the van stopped.

The door slid open, flooding the space with bright sunlight that made Isabel squint. Before she could focus, before she could get any sense of where they were, a pillowcase was shoved over her head.

The man guided her, not gently but not exactly roughly, over the gravel and then across what felt like wooden planks that creaked under their feet. A door opened, and the hinges protested. They took more steps as the air grew staler, then they went through another door.

The pillowcase came off. Isabel blinked in the dim light of a room that had seen better days. Hardwood floors, their varnish long gone, spread out beneath her feet. Floral wallpaper, yellowed and peeling, clung to the walls like dying ivy. A twin mattress lay in one corner, covered with a fitted sheet that had once been white. A flat pillow with compression lines betraying its age sat at one end. In another corner, a plastic bucket stood like a cruel joke.

“What do you want?” Isabel’s voice cracked, but she forced the words out. “Why are you doing this?”

The man looked at her for a long moment, his dark eyes unreadable.

“This isn’t about you,” he said finally, his voice still incongruously gentle. “You’re just a means to an end.” He stepped back through the doorway, and after the door closed, the lock clicked with terrible finality.

Isabel waited, listening as his footsteps retreated. She heard the groan of the outer door, the crunch of gravel, and then the van’s engine starting and then fading into the distance.

Only then did she reach down with trembling fingers and retrieve her phone. The screen lit up at her touch, but where the signal bars should have been, there was only an empty space with an X.

She had no service.

Then she remembered something her father had told her, back when he’d first given her the phone.

“Even if you don’t have service,” he’d said, “even if you’re in the middle of nowhere, emergency calls will still go through. The law requires it.”

Isabel’s fingers shook as she dialed three numbers: 9-1-1.
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Ileaned against the dock railing, staring at the empty slip where my houseboat used to be. The water’s rhythm looked wrong now, lapping against nothing instead of the familiar hull. Only the charred wood at the dock’s edge hinted at what had happened here. Part of me had known seeing the empty space would hurt, but I had to look before heading to the scrapyard where they’d hauled what remained of my home.

A yacht cruised past, its wake disturbing the water’s pattern. The sight sparked a memory of last week, of flames reflecting off that same water, the crackle of burning wood competing with gunfire. Nearly everything I owned had been on that boat. Years of research about the Dragon’s Rogue, family heirlooms, most of the evidence connecting Grendel to my ancestor… It was all gone.

“Morning, Mr. Marston.”

I turned to find Jackson, the dock manager, hovering nearby. His usually cheerful face was drawn with concern.

“The insurance adjuster came by earlier,” he said, fidgeting with his clipboard. “Left some papers at the office for you to sign.”

“Thanks.” I managed a nod, though paperwork was the last thing on my mind.

“Real shame about your boat.” He glanced at the empty slip. “Never seen anything like that fire. Started so fast...”

“Yeah.” I cut him off before he could continue. I’d been there. I didn’t need the replay.

Understanding crossed his weathered features. “Papers’ll be at the front desk whenever you’re ready.”

I watched him shuffle away, then pushed off from the railing. Time to face the next task: seeing what the salvage team had recovered. My grandfather’s compass had been in the main cabin. Maybe, if I was lucky...

My ‘67 Corvette sat gleaming in the parking lot, drawing admiring looks from passersby. I’d pulled it out of storage yesterday on impulse. After watching most of my possessions burn, I’d suddenly wanted something precious close at hand. The car was a souvenir from a case in Havana years back, and I usually kept it safely tucked away.

“Who knows when this will burn, too?” I muttered as I approached the car and slid behind the wheel. “Might as well enjoy it while I can.”

I turned the key in the ignition. The engine roared to life, and I pulled out onto Collins Avenue. Traffic was light for a weekday morning. My phone buzzed, probably Robbie checking in again. He’d been hovering since the attack, torn between giving me space and making sure I hadn’t completely lost it.

I hadn’t.

Not yet, at least.

I ignored the phone for the moment, focusing instead on the feel of the Corvette’s engine as I made my way over to the salvage yard. It wasn’t a long drive, and without traffic, I arrived in no time at all. The salvage yard sprawled across the industrial side of town, a maze of concrete and chain-link fences decorated with faded “No Trespassing” signs. I pulled up to the gate, flashed my badge at the security guard, and followed his vague wave toward the back lot. The Corvette’s tires crunched over gravel and broken asphalt as I wound through rows of crushed cars and twisted metal.

“Agent Marston!”

I turned to find Frankie Wagner hustling toward me, his weathered face creased with concern. He’d been in the salvage business longer than I’d been alive, and it showed in his sun-damaged skin and calloused hands. I shifted into park, shut the car off, and stepped out just as he reached me.

“Heard you might be stopping by,” he said, extending his hand. I shook it, noting how his grip was still iron-strong despite his age. “Hell of a job getting her out of the water, I gotta tell you.”

“That bad?” I asked as I shut my car door behind me.

“Come see for yourself. You can leave the car there.” He gestured for me to follow, leading the way toward my former home. “Fire did a number on her structural integrity. Started falling apart the moment we tried to lift her. Like trying to scoop up ash with a fork, if you know what I mean.”

Then I saw it. The blackened skeleton of my home, hauled onto dry land like a beached whale. The sight of it here under the harsh Florida sun instead of bobbing gently in the marina hit me harder than I expected.

We stopped a few yards from the wreck. The fire had been thorough. The upper deck was completely gone, leaving the charred bones of the main cabin exposed. The hull was scorched but mostly intact, a small comfort considering everything inside was destroyed. The stern, where the first explosion had hit, was barely recognizable.

“Pretty sure some smaller pieces got left behind,” Frankie continued, scratching his stubbled chin. “Nothing major, though. We got about ninety-five percent of her up. The rest of it’ll just become part of the local ecosystem. Fish love that kind of thing, you know? Makes great artificial reef material.”

I bit back a response about proper ocean stewardship and leaving no trace. After twenty years of diving and exploring marine environments, the idea of purposely leaving debris scattered across the seafloor went against everything I believed in. But Frankie was trying to help in his own way, trying to find a silver lining in all this destruction.

“Mind if I take a closer look?” I asked, already moving toward the wreck.

Frankie’s hand shot out, catching my arm. “Whoa there, boss. That’s not exactly OSHA-approved. The whole thing’s about as stable as a house of cards in a hurricane. One wrong step, and you could bring the whole mess down on yourself.”

“I’ll be careful,” I said, meeting his concerned gaze. “I just need to see it up close. One last time.”

“Agent Marston...” He shook his head, clearly wrestling with his professional responsibilities versus his human sympathy. “Look, that thing is seriously dangerous. Structural integrity is completely shot. One shift in the wrong direction, and you could end up under a few tons of charred debris.”

“Frankie.” I kept my voice level. “I lived on that boat for years. I know every inch of her. Let me do this.”

He stared at me for a long moment, then threw his hands up in exasperation. “I ain’t seen nothing!” he shouted, already turning away. “And I definitely didn’t see any federal agent ignore basic safety protocols and common sense! I’m going to go organize some paperwork that suddenly needs urgent attention!”

I watched him storm off, his boots kicking up dust as he retreated toward his office. Then I turned back to the wreck of my home, studying the familiar lines now twisted by fire and violence. Time to see what, if anything, had survived.

I approached the wreck cautiously, years of exploring shipwrecks having taught me to read structural damage like a book. The charred supports creaked ominously in the morning breeze. Most of the hull’s remaining sections were one good shake away from collapse and were definitely not something I wanted to climb into.

Fortunately, I didn’t have to. A massive hole had been torn in the port side, right where my bedroom used to be. The edges were blackened and curled inward like burning paper, giving me a clear view of what remained of my personal space. The familiar outline of my bed frame stood out against the destruction, its metal structure warped but still recognizable. A closet door hung crookedly from one hinge, somehow surviving both the explosion and the fire.

My eyes locked onto the remains of my dresser, and my stomach dropped. Only half of it remained, charred to carbon and barely holding its shape. The other half, the important half, was gone completely, burned away to nothing but ash and memory. My throat tightened as I thought about what had been stored in those now-missing drawers: all the paperwork related to the Dragon’s Rogue, carefully preserved, along with the handful of silver coins we’d managed to hold on to over the years, each one a hard-won piece of evidence linking my ancestor to the mysterious ship. Of course, that side of the dresser had also held my most prized possession: Grendel’s journal.

“Dammit,” I muttered, running a hand through my hair. The loss hit me fresh, and I felt a physical ache in my chest. Those artifacts had been more than just clues… they were tangible connections to my family’s history, to my grandfather’s dream. Now, they were either ash or sitting at the bottom of the marina, slowly being claimed by the sea.

I turned away from the wreck, unable to look at it anymore. The morning sun felt too bright, too cheerful for the hollow feeling in my gut. But as I walked back toward the Corvette, an idea started forming. Those coins were made of silver. The documents had been in sleeves and archival folders. And the journal… Well, I doubted that would be salvageable, but it had been in its own sleeve. If any of it had fallen through the hull during the fire or the salvage operation...

Before I could talk myself out of it, I pulled out my phone and hit speed dial.

Robbie answered on the second ring. “Please tell me you’re not still at the salvage yard,” he said by way of greeting.

“How’d you know where I was?” I asked.

“Because I know you, partner.” He sighed. “And because I may have pinged your phone’s location when you didn’t answer my calls earlier.”

“We need to talk about boundaries sometime,” I said, but there was no heat in it. “Hey, quick question. How’s your schedule looking today?”

There was a suspicious pause. “Why?”

“Feel like going for a dive?” I offered.

“A dive?” The wariness in his voice increased. “Where exactly?”

“The marina.” I started walking faster toward my car, the plan taking shape in my mind. “Look, the salvage team left some debris behind when they pulled the boat out. Including, possibly, some very important silver artifacts that might have survived the fire.”

“Ethan...” Robbie’s tone was equal parts concern and resignation. “You know how many regulations we’d be breaking? Not to mention the visibility down there is probably shot after all that activity.”

“Since when do you care about regulations?” I reached the Corvette and slid behind the wheel. “Come on, partner. Those coins are the best physical evidence linking my ancestor to the Dragon’s Rogue. And the documents were in archival sleeves. If they’re down there...”

“If they’re down there, they’ll still be there tomorrow,” he cut in. “Or next week. When we can do this properly, with proper equipment and proper permits.”

I started the engine but didn’t put it in gear yet. “Robbie. Please. I need this win right now.”

The silence stretched out so long that I thought he might have hung up. Finally, he let out a long breath. “Meet me at my place in thirty minutes. We can discuss it.” Another pause. “But you’re buying lunch after we do this. And none of that food truck stuff. I want a real restaurant with real chairs.”

“Deal.” I couldn’t help grinning as I pulled out of the salvage yard. “And Robbie? Thanks.”

“Yeah, yeah.” He sighed. “Just remember, when Diane asks, this was all your idea, and I tried to talk you out of it.”

“When has that excuse ever worked?” I asked with a grin.

His laugh carried a hint of resignation. “Never. But I live in hope. Thirty minutes, partner. Don’t be late.”

I hung up and pointed the Corvette toward Robbie’s place, my mood lighter than it had been since the attack. The wreck of my home might be beyond saving, but maybe, just maybe, not everything was lost. And even if we found nothing, at least I was doing something besides staring at the empty spaces where my life used to be.

Sometimes, I reflected, the simple act of taking action was a victory in itself.
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Istood at the edge of the dock a couple of hours later, once more staring down at the empty slip where my home used to be. Robbie stood beside me, double-checking his gear with the methodical precision that had kept us both alive through countless dives. It was approaching late morning, but it felt much later, and I realized just then how early I’d woken up that morning.

“You sure about this?” He adjusted his weight belt, eyes scanning the markers we’d set up. Red and white dive flags dotted the water like warning signs, and yellow caution tape stretched across the slip itself. It may have been overkill, but it was better to be safe than sorry. This wasn’t exactly a designated dive spot.

“Diane didn’t give you the morning off just so we could admire the sunrise,” I said, checking the seal on my brand-new mask. The price tag still stung, but when your entire dive kit goes up in flames, you don’t exactly have options. “Thanks for calling in that favor, by the way.”

“More like she wanted to make sure you didn’t try this solo.” He grinned, but I caught the concern behind it. “Besides, it gives me an excuse to show up late to that mountain of paperwork on my desk.”

Movement caught my eye, and I spotted the Davises on their yacht, giving us a thumbs up as they kept watch. I’d made the rounds earlier, explaining what we were planning. The marina community had stepped up immediately, volunteering to help keep the area clear. Now boats were strategically positioned around us, extra eyes making sure no early morning traffic caught us by surprise.

My gaze drifted to the parking lot, where Robbie’s gleaming Mustang sat next to my Corvette. The question had been nagging at me since I’d spotted it in his condo’s parking lot, but when he opened his front door, he’d launched straight into a story about Baker’s latest mishap with the coffeemaker, and somehow, I still hadn’t found the right moment to ask about the new ride.

“So, what exactly are we looking for down there?” Robbie asked, not for the first time. “Besides tetanus.”

“The Dragon’s Rogue research.” I knelt beside the stack of waterproof containers I’d bought yesterday during my post-fire shopping spree. “Coins, documents, the journal…” I paused and looked up at him pointedly, and I saw the realization set in behind his eyes. “Basically, anything that might have survived. If they fell through during the fire or the salvage...”

“Right, right.” He nodded, having already heard this part. “Just try not to get your hopes up too high, partner. That water’s going to be a mess after they dragged your boat out.”

I adjusted the straps on my new BCD, trying not to think about how my old gear was probably scattered across the bottom somewhere below us. Even if we found it, I’d never trust it again… not after what it had been through. Some things you just don’t risk.

“Ready?” Robbie asked, settling his mask into place.

I nodded, performing one last equipment check. Around us, the neighbors waved from their boats, maintaining their protective perimeter. We waved back, then stepped off the dock together with practiced synchronization.

The initial shock of the water faded quickly as our suits did their job. We surfaced, exchanged OK signs, and then began our descent into the murky unknown. Whatever was left of my past was down there somewhere. Time to find out what could be salvaged.

The visibility deteriorated as we descended, the shallow water churned up by recent boat traffic and salvage operations. Years of diving experience kicked in automatically. I kept my bearings fixed on the dock’s shadow above, using it as a reference point while we dropped deeper into the murk.

Twenty feet down, the water cleared slightly. Shafts of early morning sunlight penetrated the gloom, creating ethereal beams that illuminated swirling particles. Our bubbles rose toward the surface, and each breath was measured and steady through the regulators. The familiar weight of my new gear felt strange. It was too crisp, too stiff, and missing the comfortable wear of equipment broken in over years of use.

Robbie gestured downward, his light beam cutting through the murk where darker shapes were becoming visible. I adjusted my buoyancy with a small exhale, checked my gauges, twenty-eight-hundred PSI, plenty of air, and gave him the OK sign. We descended in sync, maintaining visual contact as the pressure built in our ears. Twenty feet down, then twenty-five. The bottom was coming up fast. This was a shallow marina slip, after all.

The silt was worse than I’d expected. Each fin kick had to be precise and controlled to avoid stirring up more of the gray soup around us.

The debris field materialized out of the gloom. My throat tightened despite my regulator. These weren’t just random pieces of wreckage. That twisted mass of metal was my kitchen table, where I’d had coffee every morning. The splintered wood poking from the sand was part of my deck, where I’d spent countless evenings watching the sunset. This was more than five percent of my boat. The guy at the salvage yard had grossly underestimated the amount left behind.

I signaled to Robbie, pointing to the heaviest concentration of debris. We’d practiced this pattern a hundred times on wreck dives. He went left while I went right, our lights sweeping methodically across the bottom. The waterproof case bumped against my hip with each kick, ready for anything we might find.

The debris field stretched before us like an underwater graveyard, which, thankfully, it wasn’t. Well, not exactly, anyway. I unclipped the metal detector from my BCD, fighting the current that kept trying to push me off balance. Robbie moved into position above me, his light beam cutting through the murk to give me a better view of the search area.

We’d done this dance before, hunting for artifacts in much deeper waters. But this was different. This was personal. Somewhere in this wreckage were thirty pieces of silver that connected my family to one of the greatest mysteries of the colonial era. Each one was a piece of history, a tangible link to the Dragon’s Rogue.

The detector’s shriek pierced the water, tinny through the liquid medium. It was a false alarm: just a fork. I adjusted the sensitivity and kept sweeping, trying to ignore how the silt continued to bloom with each movement. The visibility was already terrible; one wrong kick, and we’d be working blind.

There was another signal, stronger this time. I hovered carefully above the target area, using my knees to maintain position while keeping my fins up to avoid disturbing the bottom. Robbie’s light joined mine, illuminating what looked like the remains of my bathroom door.

Something glinted beneath it.

My heart rate spiked. It was not the dull sheen of modern metal but the distinctive gleam of old silver. I signaled to Robbie—two fingers to my eyes, then pointing. His response was immediate, moving into position to help stabilize the debris while I worked.

The first coin emerged from the sand like a ghost materializing. Despite the heat damage and tarnish, the colonial-era markings were unmistakable. My hands trembled as I secured it in the mesh bag at my hip. One down, twenty-nine to go.

The detector led us on a meticulous hunt through the wreckage. Each signal had to be investigated carefully because the coins had scattered across the bottom during the fire or salvage operation. Four more appeared near what remained of my kitchen cabinets. Three had gotten wedged under a section of deck planking. The current kept trying to push us off target, but years of practice kept us steady.

Twelve coins. Fifteen. Twenty.

The detector screamed again, its strongest signal yet. This time, we found a cluster of seven coins nestled together in the sand, like they’d fallen as a group. Twenty-seven total now. The mesh bag at my hip grew heavier with each discovery.

Robbie tapped my shoulder urgently. When I turned, he was pointing to something half-buried under a twisted piece of metal I couldn’t even identify anymore. Two more coins. Twenty-nine.

The last one proved elusive. We swept the area twice more, fighting deteriorating visibility as our movements stirred up more silt. Just when I was starting to lose hope, the detector gave one final weak chirp. There, barely visible through the murk, was a glint of silver.

Thirty pieces.

Once they were all together in the mesh bag, I secured them in the waterproof case at my hip, my hands still shaking from the adrenaline of finding them all. When I turned to give Robbie the OK sign, I found him already gesturing excitedly past my shoulder.

I pivoted in the water, and my heart nearly stopped. Wedged between chunks of debris was a familiar sleeve, larger than the others I owned. Even through the murk, I recognized it instantly and knew what it held.

Grendel’s journal.

The sleeve was scratched and burned but intact. I carefully worked it free, trying to ignore how the debris shifted ominously around us. When I finally had it clear, I almost dropped it. That was when I noticed the sleeve was cracked along one edge, allowing water to seep in.

The journal would be damaged. But maybe, just maybe, some of it could be saved.

I checked my gauge again. I was still at two thousand PSI. I had plenty of air, but we had what we came for. There was no sense in pushing our luck with unstable debris and deteriorating visibility. I signaled to Robbie, who unclipped the recovery case from his BCD. We carefully transferred our find into it, double-checking the seals. The last thing we needed was more water damage.

My chest felt tight as we started our ascent, and it had nothing to do with the pressure change. In that case were the only surviving pieces of my grandfather’s dream that I’d had on the boat. It was years of research, reduced to a handful of waterlogged artifacts, but they had survived. It was something.

Even at this shallow depth, we maintained our safety stop at fifteen feet. Old habits die hard. For three minutes, we hung suspended in the cloudy water, watching our gauges and letting our bodies adjust.

The dock emerged from the murk above us, and soon, we were breaking the surface. The Matthews waved from their yacht, and other neighbors called out greetings as we hauled ourselves and our precious cargo onto the dock.

“Good hunting?” Mr. Davis called as we shed our gear.

“Better than expected,” I replied, already working to remove the flags and markers we’d set up.

Robbie helped me gather everything, making quick work of clearing the area. After thanking my old neighbors for all of their help and saying our goodbyes, we hauled the gear up to the parking lot, where I’d lined my Corvette’s trunk with heavy plastic sheeting in preparation for wet equipment.

“Not bad for a morning’s work,” Robbie said, checking his watch after we’d stored everything. “I need a shower before heading in to face that paperwork, but are you still in for lunch? I’m starving.”

“Sandy’s?” I suggested, naming a nearby sandwich shop.

“Perfect.” He grinned, heading for his suspiciously new-looking Mustang. “And yes, I’ll explain the car over lunch. Don’t think I haven’t noticed you eyeing it.”

“About time,” I called after him. “Meet you there in thirty?”

He waved in acknowledgment as he slid behind the wheel. I watched him drive off, then glanced back at the marina one last time. The water looked innocent now, sunlight dancing across its surface as if nothing had ever happened there.

In my trunk, secured in waterproof containers, a piece of my past had been rescued from those depths.
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Sandy’s was packed with the usual lunch crowd when we arrived, but our favorite corner booth was conveniently empty. Without needing to discuss it, Robbie and I both headed right toward it.

“Looks like you got most of the harbor mud off,” Robbie said as we slid into the booth. His hair was still damp from his shower, and he’d changed into his usual work attire of dark slacks and a blue button-down that probably cost more than my entire wardrobe—another gift from Aurora, no doubt.

“Mostly.” I glanced at the menu out of habit, though we both knew it by heart. “I still need to clean my gear properly later.”

The waitress, Jenny, appeared with our usual orders already in hand. Cuban for me, Italian for Robbie. Some things never changed. We thanked her as she set our plates down, and I looked down at my sandwich with a fresh wave of hunger.

“So,” Robbie said once she’d left. “Was it worth it? The dive?”

I continued to stare at my sandwich, turning the question over in my mind. “Yes and no.” The image of Grendel’s waterlogged journal flashed through my memory. “The coins survived, thank God. But the journal...” I shook my head. “Half the pages are just... gone.”

“Hey, half is better than none,” Robbie said gently. “And we got something, which is more than we had this morning.”

The reality of everything I’d lost was finally starting to hit me. During the case, there hadn’t been time to process it. I’d been too busy staying alive, chasing leads, and dodging bullets. But now, sitting in this familiar booth with my best friend, it all felt real in a way it hadn’t before.

“I know how it feels,” Robbie said quietly, reading my expression. “After the bomb in my apartment... it took me weeks before I could sleep through the night. I kept wondering what else they might have touched, what else they might have seen.”

“Yeah.” I picked at my sandwich. “At least you got to keep your coffee maker.”

He snorted, and just like that, the heavy moment passed. It was time to change the subject before we both got too deep in our heads.

“Speaking of things you’ve kept,” I said, “want to explain what happened to the Mitsubishi? Because that is definitely not what you’re driving now.”

Robbie’s face lit up like a kid at Christmas. “Still have it! But, uh, Aurora wanted to get me something for my birthday...”

“And you let her buy you a Mustang?” I raised an eyebrow. “What happened to ‘I can’t let her spend that kind of money on me?’”

“Have you tried saying no to an Italian heiress?” He grinned. “Besides, she wanted to get me a Ferrari. This was actually a compromise.”

I nearly choked on my sandwich. “You turned down a Ferrari? For a Mustang?”

“Hey, I wanted American muscle! Although...” He glanced out the window at his car. “The paint job was her contribution to the compromise.”

I followed his gaze. The Mustang gleamed in the midday sun, its blue paint shifting and changing with every angle. What looked like a simple bright blue at first glance revealed deeper complexities. Purples and greens shimmered across the surface like an aurora borealis caught in metal.

“Why am I just seeing it now?” I asked. “Your birthday was months ago.”

“Custom order to my specs, then the paint job, then some aftermarket modifications... It took forever. But it was worth every minute of waiting.” He gave me a smug grin. “And now I finally have a cooler car than you.”

“Excuse me?” I set my sandwich down. “Are you suggesting that your factory-fresh pony car is somehow superior to a classic ‘67 Stingray?”

“Well, for one thing, mine has functioning air conditioning...” He shrugged.

“It’s called windows, Robbie. They roll down.” I mimed the motion. “It’s a time-honored cooling system.”

“Right, because nothing says ‘professional federal agent’ like showing up to a crime scene drenched in sweat.” He smirked.

The debate escalated from there, ranging from the eternal Chevy versus Ford argument to the merits of modern technology versus classic engineering. By the time we finished lunch, we’d drawn several other customers into the discussion, with battle lines being drawn between old-school and new-school camps. Eventually, the argument settled, and we paid for our food and made our way out of the sandwich shop.

“Come on,” Robbie said as we headed to the parking lot. “Take her for a spin. See what modern American muscle can do.”

I circled the Mustang slowly, appreciating the aggressive lines and custom touches. The paint really was something else.

“Engine mods?” I asked.

“Few things here and there.” Robbie’s casual tone couldn’t hide his pride. “Nothing too crazy. Just enough to make things interesting.”

He tossed me the keys, and I had to admit that sliding behind the wheel felt pretty damned good. When I turned the key in the ignition, the engine roared to life with a sound that definitely wasn’t factory standard. He slid into the passenger seat beside me, and we both shut the doors.

“Not bad,” I admitted as I backed out of the spot and pulled onto the main road. “Though I still say...”

Robbie’s phone cut me off, its ring tone competing with the engine’s rumble. He checked the screen and groaned. “It’s Diane.”

“You’re late,” I guessed, taking the next turn with perhaps a bit more enthusiasm than necessary.

“Apparently, the paperwork is piling up too high.” He answered the phone. “Hey, boss. Yeah, I’m on my way... Yes, that was engine noise... No, I’m not street racing the government vehicle...” He covered the phone. “She wants to know if you’re coming in.”

I thought about the waterlogged journal and coins waiting to be examined, then about spending the afternoon alone in my too-clean house with all its preserved memories.

“Tell her I’ll be right behind you.” I shrugged. It wasn’t like I had anything better to do.

He passed the information along, then hung up shortly thereafter.

“She says that you know you’re supposed to be off this week, right?” Robbie asked after ending the call.

I pulled back into Sandy’s parking lot beside my car. “Since when has that ever stopped me?”

“Workaholic,” he called as he climbed out.

“Says the man who’s already late getting back to his paperwork.” I laughed.

We split up, each getting into our own cars. As I followed the shimmer of his paint job through traffic toward the office, I felt lighter than I had in days. The dive had been partially successful, lunch had been exactly what I needed, and now there was work to focus on.

Sometimes, the best way to deal with loss was to keep moving forward. And having a partner who understood that made all the difference.
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Ifollowed Robbie’s Mustang into our cars’ temporary home since the bombing—the public parking garage two blocks over. The echoes of the engines bounced off the concrete walls as we found our now-familiar spots on the third level. It wasn’t as convenient as our old setup, but it beat parking these beauties out in the sun exposed to the elements, and at least the walk gave us time to grab coffee from a little place on the corner.

“You know she’s going to send you home,” Robbie said as we finished making the two-block trek to headquarters.

“Maybe,” I said as we entered. I hit the button for the fourth floor. “But I’d rather be working than sitting around that empty house.”

The elevator doors opened to the familiar controlled chaos of our floor. Agents moved purposefully between desks, phones rang, and the constant hum of conversation filled the air. Nothing had changed in the few days I’d been gone, but somehow it felt different. Or maybe I was the one who’d changed.

Bonnie waved from Muñoz’s desk as we passed. “Ethan! Did the dive—” She caught herself, glancing around. “I mean, did your morning go well?”

“Found what I was looking for,” I said, managing a smile. “Most of it, anyway.”

Her face lit up. “Come by our lab later? I want to hear all about it.”

“If the boss lets me stay that long.” I smirked.

Diane’s office door was open, but she was deep in conversation with Baker, who looked more disheveled than usual. His tie was askew, and paper coffee cups littered his desk outside her office. Whatever case he was working on clearly hadn’t been kind to him.

“—need the forensics report by tonight,” Diane was saying as we approached. She looked up, her expression shifting from focused to surprised. “Ethan! I thought I told you to take the week off.”

“You did.” I leaned against her doorframe. “I got bored.”

Baker seized the opportunity to escape, gathering his coffee cups and shooting me a grateful look as he retreated. Diane sighed and waved us into her office.

“Close the door,” she said, which was never a good sign.

Robbie complied, then dropped into one of her visitor chairs. I took the other, noting how the sunlight through her window cast interesting patterns on the stack of files on her desk.

“How did the recovery operation go?” she asked, her tone softening slightly.

“Better than expected.” I didn’t elaborate. She’d given us unofficial permission for the dive, but the less detail in the official record, the better.

“Good.” She shuffled some papers, then fixed me with her patented ‘I’m about to tell you something you won’t like’ stare. “Now go home.”

“Come on, Diane. I’m fine.” I smiled brightly. “Whatever you need Robbie for, I can help.”

“Robbie needs to review some surveillance footage,” she said firmly. “You need to go home and get your house in order. Properly this time.”

“I’ve already⁠—”

“Have you unpacked anything besides your coffee maker?” She arched an eyebrow at me.

I glanced at Robbie for support, but he was suddenly very interested in his phone.

“Some friend you are,” I muttered. “Traitor.”

“Hey, don’t drag me into this,” he said, not looking up. “I’ve got actual work to do.”

“And I don’t?” I asked.

“Nope.” He grinned. “You’re on vacation, remember? Some of us don’t have that luxury.”

Diane’s lips twitched, but she maintained her serious expression. “Go home, Ethan. Deal with your insurance paperwork. Organize your house. Process what happened. That’s an order.”

I knew that tone. There would be no arguing with it.

“Fine,” I said, standing up. “But when this case breaks open, and you need backup...”

“We’ll call,” she assured me. “After you’ve had at least two full days off.”

“Two days?” I protested.

“Would you like to make it three?” she asked, and suddenly I felt about four years old.

“No, Mom,” I grumbled.

I retreated before she could follow through on that threat. Outside her office, the floor was buzzing with activity. Muñoz and Birn were huddled over a computer screen, arguing about something. Bonnie was gone. Baker had also vanished, probably in search of more coffee. Rivers from Cyber Crimes caught my eye and gave me a questioning thumbs up. I returned it with a shrug.

“Agent Marston!”

I turned to find Clyde hurrying toward me, lab coat flapping. “Whatever it is, save it for next week,” I said. “Boss’s orders.”

His face fell. “But I think I found something about⁠—”

“Next week,” I repeated firmly. “Unless you want to explain to Diane why you’re helping me work during my mandatory vacation?”

“Right. Yes. Next week,” he said quickly, retreating toward his lab.

I made my way to the elevator, dodging well-meaning colleagues who looked ready to draw me into conversations about cases or express sympathy about my boat. The doors were almost closed when a hand shot through, forcing them open.

“Hey,” Robbie said, slipping in. “You good?”

“Yeah.” I leaned against the wall. “Just hate feeling useless.”

“Take the time, partner. Get your head straight.” He punched my shoulder lightly. “Besides, you’ve got that fancy new kitchen to figure out.”

I laughed despite myself. “Yeah, yeah. Get back to your surveillance footage.”

Robbie laughed and rolled his eyes, and he waved me off as I exited the elevator.

A short walk later, I slid behind the wheel of my Corvette and considered my options. Home felt too quiet, too empty. Too full of unpacked boxes and preserved memories.

“Grocery store it is,” I muttered, starting the engine. “Time to figure out what the hell to buy.”

At least that was one mystery I might actually solve today.

The drive to Publix was uneventful, my mind wandering between thoughts of the recovered coins and all the empty cabinets waiting at home.

I pulled the Corvette into a spot near the entrance, cutting the engine just as an elderly woman with a cart full of flowers gave me an appreciative nod. Probably more for the car than me, but I’d take the ego boost where I could get it.

A moment later, I stood in the Publix parking lot, staring at the shopping carts like they were about to attack. My usual grocery runs involved grabbing coffee, sandwich stuff, and maybe some frozen dinners. But now I had a whole house to stock, with actual cabinets that needed actual things in them, like spices. But what ones?

“Screw it,” I muttered, grabbing a cart. The front wheel immediately started squeaking, because of course it did.

Inside, the blast of air conditioning hit me, along with the overwhelming reality of my task. The store stretched out before me like an unexplored territory, filled with other shoppers who all seemed to know exactly what they were doing. A woman with three kids expertly maneuvered her cart while solving what sounded like a complex custody dispute over Pop-Tart flavors. An elderly couple debated the merits of different bread types with the intensity of nuclear arms negotiators.

I headed for familiar territory first: coffee. This I knew. Dark roast, whole bean, the good stuff. As I reached for my usual brand, a voice beside me asked, “Please tell me you’re not just buying coffee and calling it groceries.”

I turned to find a woman about my age reaching for her own coffee. She had dark hair pulled back in a casual ponytail, and her green eyes danced with amusement. She wore yoga pants and a University of Miami t-shirt, and something about her expression suggested she’d caught me in the act of a crime.

“I was going to get bread too,” I defended, then gestured at my empty cart. “And... other things. Eventually.”

She laughed. “Uh-huh. Let me guess… recently single? Divorce?”

“Recently boat-less, actually.” I sighed. “Moving back into a house with actual kitchen storage.”

“Ah.” She dropped her coffee in her cart, which I noticed contained actual food, and studied me with new interest. “That explains the deer-in-headlights look. I’m Maria.”

“Ethan.” I smirked. “And I do not have a deer-in-headlights look.”

“You’ve been staring at coffee for five minutes like it holds the secrets of the universe.” She gestured at me. “I was trying to wait for you to move, but it took forever.”

“Maybe it does.” I shook the bag at her. “Have you tried this brand?”

She grinned. “Changing the subject won’t save you. Come on, your kitchen needs more than coffee.”

Before I could protest, she was leading me toward the produce section, her cart somehow gliding smoothly while mine continued its squeaky rebellion.

“First rule of real shopping,” she said. “Never get the cart with the squeaky wheel.”

“Now you tell me.” I sighed. “I just assumed they would all be that way.”

“Nope,” she said, popping the p. “That’s a beginner mistake.”

The produce section looked like a green maze of decisions. Maria grabbed one of those thin plastic bags, snapped it open with practiced ease, and started selecting tomatoes.

“How do you know which ones to pick?” I asked, watching her reject perfectly good-looking tomatoes.

“Feel them. Not too soft, not too hard.” She held one out. “Here, try.”

I took the tomato, acutely aware of her watching me. “Seems... round?”

She laughed again. “You’re hopeless. Okay, cooking basics first. What do you actually know how to make?”

“I make an excellent grilled cheese.” I held out my hand as I counted things off my fingers. “Canned soup, hot dogs, oh—mac and cheese. Reheated Chinese food, does that count?”

“Sure. It’s very impressive. What else?” she arched an eyebrow at me.

“I can microwave with the best of them?” I offered.

“Oh, honey.” She shook her head, but her eyes were sparkling. “We have work to do. Get a cart with a better wheel and meet me by the onions. You’re getting a crash course in actual cooking.”

Ten minutes later, I had somehow accumulated a variety of vegetables I couldn’t name, plus detailed instructions on how to turn them into actual meals. Maria handled produce like a bomb disposal expert, checking for ripeness and explaining why certain things mattered.

“See these spots?” She held up an apple. “This means it’s too ripe. You want firm, no soft spots. Unless you’re making sauce, then it doesn’t matter as much.”

“There’s a lot more to this than I thought,” I admitted, watching her expertly twist one of those wire ties around a bag of herbs.

“Just wait until we hit the spice aisle.” She grinned maniacally.

We worked our way through the store, my cart filling with things I’d never bought before. Maria turned out to be a lawyer who stress-cooked to unwind from cases. She had strong opinions about everything from pasta brands to the proper way to select garlic.

“No, put that jar back,” she commanded when I reached for minced garlic. “Pre-minced is cheating. Fresh garlic only.”

“Yes, ma’am. No jarlic,” I said, earning another laugh. “I didn’t know it was that serious.”

In the meat department, she introduced me to the butcher as if they were old friends. “Dave, this one needs help. He’s upgrading from boat life to actual cooking.”

Dave, a burly guy with impressive forearms, nodded sagely. “Ah, starting from scratch then. What kind of prep time are we talking about?”

I looked between them. “Prep time?”

“How long are you willing to spend cooking after work?” Maria clarified.

“Uh...”

“Start him with the basics, Dave,” she said with a smirk. “Nothing too ambitious yet.”

I ended up with various cuts of meat, each wrapped in white paper with cooking instructions written on them in Dave’s surprisingly elegant handwriting. Still, I was pretty sure I could figure them out. I had grilled before, anyway.

The spice aisle nearly broke me.

“How are there this many different kinds of salt?” I stared at the options. “What the hell is fleur de sel?”

“Fancy French salt. You don’t need it yet.” Maria reached past me for normal sea salt. “Start with the basics. Salt, pepper—actual peppercorns, not pre-ground—garlic powder, Italian herbs...”

Her arm brushed mine as she reached for various spices, explaining each one’s use. The contact seemed deliberate but casual enough to maintain deniability.

“You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?” I complained as she added something called “smoked paprika” to my cart.

“Teaching a hopeless case? Maybe a little.” She smiled. “Plus, it’s nice to share cooking knowledge with someone who actually wants to learn. My ex used to just eat everything straight out of the microwave.”

“His loss,” I said, then immediately wondered if that was too forward.

Her smile suggested it wasn’t.

The pasta aisle turned into a lecture on sauce pairings. The dairy section required multiple brand comparisons. By the time we hit cleaning supplies, my cart was full of actual groceries. I also managed to sneak in a few of my favorite hot sauces, some bread, mayo, mustard—but the fancy Dijon kind—and some sliced lunch meat and cheese.

“You’ll need these,” Maria said, adding various cleaning supplies to the cart. “Unless you want your house smelling like a boat.”

“I liked that smell,” I protested.

“No one else does.” She laughed. “Trust me on this.”

The checkout line was its own adventure. The cashier raised an eyebrow at the quantity of groceries, clearly used to my usual bachelor shopping list. As she rang everything up, Maria wrote her phone number on the back of an end-cap recipe card.

“In case you have cooking emergencies,” she said. “Or, you know, want to practice sometime.”

“I might need a lot of practice,” I said. “Could be dangerous to cook alone for the first time.”

“Smooth,” the cashier muttered, not quite under her breath.

I paid for everything, then rolled out to the parking lot alongside Maria.

Loading everything into the Corvette required tactical planning worthy of a SEAL mission. As I closed the trunk on my adult groceries, I caught Maria watching me.

“What?” I asked.

“Just wondering if you’ll actually cook anything or if it’ll all go bad while you eat takeout.” She sighed. “That would make me sad. Not for you, mind you, but those poor groceries.”

“Hey, I’m invested now. I bought fancy salt and everything.” I smirked. “And I have nothing but time on my hands.”

She laughed. “I’ll send you a few recipes. Text me how the first attempt goes. Pictures required.”

“What if it’s terrible?” I asked.

“Then I’ll have blackmail material.” She headed to her own car, then turned back. “Or an excuse to come over and give hands-on lessons.”

I watched her drive away, then looked at my grocery-laden Corvette. What had I gotten myself into?
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Istood in my kitchen, unpacking groceries into cabinets that hadn’t held food in months. The house still carried that artificial lemon scent from the cleaning crew who’d blitzed through earlier while I’d been out at the salvage yard and on the dive. Everything sparkled—floors gleaming, windows crystal clear—but it still felt foreign. This place, my actual house, had been little more than storage for years while I lived on the houseboat.

I looked around at my grandfather’s old house. Well, my house, technically. It had been for years, though I’d barely lived in it. The neighbors, the Hendersons, had kept an eye on the place for me, making sure no pipes burst or windows broke while I was living on the houseboat. The arrangement had worked perfectly: I kept my official address here to keep the houseboat off the books, and they made sure the place didn’t fall apart. Now, it looked like I’d be making use of more than just the mailing address.

I grabbed another bag of groceries, focusing on the simple task of filling the cupboards. The kitchen looked too pristine, too untouched. The granite countertops reflected the evening sunlight streaming through the windows. When was the last time I’d actually cooked here? I couldn’t remember.

Diane had ordered me to take the rest of the week off after my earlier check-in, and for once, I hadn’t pushed back—at least not too hard. After weeks of dodging hired guns and nearly getting killed more times than I could count, even I had to admit I needed time to put my life back together.

I pulled out some beer that I’d purchased the day before, wondering what the hell I was going to do with myself for the next few days. The lunch with Robbie earlier had helped. The casual banter and car debate had really taken my mind off of everything else going on.

I continued to work through the groceries as my mind wandered. So far, I’d bought dive equipment and watertight cases, plenty of beer to stock the fridge, a coffeemaker, and some basic wardrobe items to get me back to work and into my regular routine. I definitely still needed a larger wardrobe, but I had enough to get me started, and now that I had a fully stocked kitchen, I figured the majority of my spending was now behind me.

The doorbell rang, cutting through my thoughts. My hand dropped automatically to my holstered pistol. Old habits die hard when you spend weeks as a moving target. I moved silently to the door, keeping to the side as I checked the peephole.

“What the hell?” I yanked the door open.

Tessa Bleu stood on my doorstep, a rolling suitcase at her side and that ever-present camera bag slung over her shoulder. Her bright smile lit up her whole face. She wore jeans and a light blue button-down that made her eyes pop, looking fresh despite what must have been hours of travel.

“Surprise!” She gave a little wave. “I heard you might need some help getting settled.”

Something caught in my throat. After everything that had happened, seeing her here hit me harder than I expected. Tessa had always been there through every breakthrough and setback in the search for the Dragon’s Rogue. She understood what that ship meant to me, what losing all that research would cost.

“Tess.” I pulled her into a hug, breathing in the familiar scent of her shampoo. “I can’t believe you’re here.”

“Where else would I be?” She squeezed me tight before pulling back. “Now, come on, let me in.”

I grabbed her suitcase while she swept past me into the kitchen. Within seconds, she had taken command, organizing everything with an efficiency that put my haphazard attempts to shame. She pulled items from bags, creating neat little zones on the counter before distributing them to their proper places.

“When did you get in?” I asked, handing her a stack of canned goods.

“About an hour ago. Grabbed an Uber straight from the airport.” She stretched up on her toes to arrange spices in a cabinet. “I took some time off. Figured you could use the company while you readjust to land life.”

“You didn’t have to do that.”

She turned, fixing me with a look. “I wanted to. Besides, I brought something that might cheer you up.”

“If it’s more of those awful protein bars you’re always trying to get me to eat, I’ll pass,” I said with a laugh.

“Please. As if I’d waste valuable suitcase space on those,” Tessa said. She went over to her suitcase, opened it up, and pulled out a package of fresh pasta, the Italian label catching the light. “Brought this straight from Florence. I’m starving, and I bet you haven’t eaten a proper meal in days.”

I watched as she moved around my kitchen like she belonged there, pulling out my grandfather’s old pots and pans. The setting sun painted everything in warm gold, catching the highlights in her hair as she worked.

“I actually went to lunch with Robbie earlier,” I said. “But I wouldn’t say no to your cooking.”

“Good to know you have a solid diet of fast food,” she said as she checked out the contents of the fridge. She paused, holding up a bunch of fresh herbs. “Ethan Marston, did you actually buy fresh basil?”

“Is that what that is? The sign said herbs,” I said.

She laughed. “What exactly was your plan for all this?”

“I figured I’d figure it out,” I said, leaning against the counter. “The lady at the store kept suggesting things. I started to feel bad saying no.”

“So that explains the fennel,” she said, holding up the strange bulbed vegetable. “And the...” She squinted at another package. “Swiss chard?”

“Look, I was trying to branch out from boat food,” I said.

“Boat food?” she asked.

“You know. Things that come in cans. Things you can microwave,” I said.

She shook her head, still grinning. “Well, lucky for you, I actually know what to do with these.” She handed me a cutting board. “Here. Chop these tomatoes. Even you can’t mess that up.”

“I’ll have you know I’m excellent with a knife,” I said.

“Field stripping a weapon isn’t the same as cooking, Agent Marston,” she said.

We moved around each other in the kitchen, bumping hips as we navigated the space. She rolled her eyes every time she discovered another random ingredient in my grocery haul, but she somehow worked magic with them. The kitchen filled with the smell of garlic and herbs, and watching her cook was its own kind of entertainment. She hummed while she worked, giving me instructions and teasing me about my lack of cooking skills.

“You know,” I said, coming up behind her as she stirred the sauce, “this is a lot more fun than eating cold sandwiches on the boat.”

She leaned back against me. “Just wait until you taste it. Real food in a real kitchen. You might get spoiled,” she said.

We fell into an easy rhythm as we cooked, and it felt good. Normal. Something I hadn’t had much of lately.

“Time to eat,” Tessa said, setting down two steaming plates. The pasta glistened with olive oil and fresh herbs, and cherry tomatoes bursting with color popped against the pale noodles. “And yes, I found the wine glasses. Though I’m impressed you even own them.”

“Previous tenant,” I said, pulling out her chair. “Also known as my grandmother.”

She laughed and poured us each a glass of red wine she’d brought. “From the same shop as the pasta. The owner said it would be perfect for a romantic dinner.”

“Planning this whole thing out, were you?” I asked.

“Maybe,” she said, taking a sip. “Try the food before it gets cold.”

I twirled the pasta onto my fork, the aroma of garlic and fresh basil making my mouth water. The first bite was incredible. The pasta was tender but firm, the sauce rich with wine and herbs. It was nothing like the boxed stuff I usually ate on the boat.

“This is amazing,” I said. “Though I’m starting to think you brought the fancy pasta just to show up my cooking skills.”

“What cooking skills?” Tessa asked, her eyes sparkling over the rim of her wine glass.

“I’ll have you know I make an excellent grilled cheese.” I grinned.

“Wow. Be still my heart,” she said, but her smile was warm. “Though I have to admit, your grocery shopping provided some interesting ingredients. I haven’t had this much fun in a kitchen in ages.”

“See? Method to my madness,” I said, reaching for my wine. “Though I still have no idea what that fennel thing is for.”

“Tomorrow’s lesson,” she said, her foot brushing against mine under the table. “If you’re lucky.” Tessa’s expression shifted to something more serious. “So, remember that marine archaeologist I mentioned? Dr. Marcus Blackwood?”

I nodded, twirling pasta onto my fork. “The one who specializes in colonial-era shipwrecks?”

“That’s him. He’s coming to Miami next week.” She took a sip of wine. “I may have mentioned your search for the Dragon’s Rogue. He seemed very interested.”

I sat up straighter. “How interested?”

“Interested enough that he wants to meet,” she said, leaning forward. “I thought maybe we could all get together and compare notes?” A playful smile tugged at her lips. “He’s been researching pirate activity around Camdon Bay. Apparently, he found some new documents about Sandy Red’s territory.”

“Tess, that’s perfect timing,” I said. The candlelight caught the highlights in her hair as she reached for her wine glass. “We already know Grendel made Smithson walk the plank there, right between the Witch’s Tit and Dragon’s Fang.”

She grinned, clearly pleased with herself. “I had a feeling you’d be interested. I’ll contact him tomorrow.” Her foot brushed against mine under the table. “He’s particularly interested in why Grendel would risk bringing the Dragon’s Rogue into those waters just to execute a traitor in Sandy Red’s territory.”

“Sandy Red wasn’t exactly known for his hospitality,” I said.

“He wouldn’t say much over the phone. He wanted to discuss it in person.” She took another sip of wine, her eyes meeting mine over the rim of her glass. “But when I mentioned what we’d found about the connection between Grendel and Sandy Red, he couldn’t contain his excitement.”

“Hell, I can barely contain mine,” I said with a laugh.

The pasta was perfect, the wine even better, but I couldn’t fully focus on either. My mind kept drifting to everything I’d lost when the houseboat went down. Years of collected documents, artifacts, and photos were all gone in an instant. That diary entry about Smithson’s execution between the karst formations had been one of my favorite finds. I tried to force the thoughts aside as I finished my meal, but eventually, I ran out of pasta, which I’d been using to distract myself.

“God, all those photos you took.” I rubbed my face. “The detailed shots of everything we found. That’s all gone, too.”

Tessa’s smile turned mysterious. She pushed back from the table and hurried out of the room. I followed, watching as she unzipped her suitcase for the third time so far and pulled out a laptop.

“Come here.” She ran back to the dining room table, shoving our now-empty plates aside to make room. Her perfume caught my attention as I sat next to her and watched her fingers fly across the keyboard.

She opened a folder labeled “Dragon’s Rogue Archives,” and my breath caught. Photos filled the screen. Every single item we’d ever found had been photographed in perfect detail. The silver coins we’d found with the cannonball in Camdon Bay. The journal pages about Sandy Red dropping off the radar just before the Dragon’s Rogue disappeared. The maps we’d found showing the karst formations of the Witch’s Tit and Dragon’s Fang.

“Wait.” I leaned closer, my shoulder brushing hers. “Is this...”

“A complete catalog.” Pride colored her voice as she scrolled through the numbered list. “Every photo, every item, where we found it, and the story behind it. Look.” She clicked on an image, and her face glowed in the screen’s light. “Remember this? The thirty coins we found near the cannonball, thirty pieces of silver, just like in the story. And here’s all the research Emily and Bill Meyer did on them.”

I stared at the screen, then at her. “How long have you been working on this?”

She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, a faint blush creeping across her cheeks. “Since the beginning. Since I took those first photos of your collection. I always thought it might come in handy someday, having everything documented and organized. I’ve used it myself when talking to contacts about the search.” Her voice softened. “I never imagined we’d need it because you lost everything.”

She started to stand. “I know it’s not the same as having the actual items. The sentimental value can’t be replaced. But at least this way, we still have records of everything; we can keep the search going...”

I was on my feet before she could finish, pulling her into my arms. She made a small sound of surprise that turned into a contented sigh.

“Thank you,” I whispered into her hair. Her hands slid up my chest as she lifted her face to mine. Time seemed to stop as our eyes met, and when our lips finally came together, it felt as natural as breathing. Her fingers curled into my shirt as I deepened the kiss, heat building between us.

I walked her backward through the living room and down the hallway to my bedroom, never breaking contact. She followed willingly, and we left a trail of discarded clothes in our wake.

Some losses, it turned out, made room for something better.
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Iwoke to the faint sound of my phone ringing somewhere in the house. For a moment, I was disoriented. There was no gentle rocking of the houseboat, no sound of water lapping against the hull. Just the stillness of a house on solid ground.

The phone stopped ringing, then started again almost immediately.

Beside me, Tessa slept peacefully, her blond hair spread across my pillow. She’d been here less than twenty-four hours. She’d shown up at my doorstep only yesterday with that suitcase and her promises of home-cooked meals. The remnants of last night’s incredible pasta dinner were probably still in the kitchen sink. We’d been too... distracted to clean up properly.

The alarm clock on my bedside table read 8:17 AM.

The phone finally stopped its second round of ringing. I relaxed back against the pillows, studying the familiar family photos on the walls. My grandmother had arranged them meticulously, and I remember her telling the story of our family in chronological order when I was very little. There were also report cards, sports trophies, and Dad’s police commendations. They were all preserved like artifacts in a museum dedicated to a life I’d mostly abandoned in favor of living on the water. I idly wondered why she’d chosen the bedroom to display all these things.

The phone started up a third time.

“Dammit,” I muttered. Three calls this early could only mean one thing: Diane. She knew I was supposed to be off this week. She wouldn’t be calling unless it was important.

I glanced at Tessa again before carefully extracting myself from the covers, trying not to wake her.

The hardwood floors were cool under my bare feet as I pulled on a pair of jeans. I grabbed a white t-shirt from the dresser, one that actually lived in a proper drawer now instead of a storage bin on the boat.

I padded quietly through the hallway, passing more family photos. Everything was exactly where it had always been. Even the slightly crooked frame of my high school graduation photo that no one had ever quite managed to straighten.

My phone lay on the kitchen counter next to last night’s wine glasses and the empty pasta box from Florence. The granite countertop reflected the morning sunlight streaming through the spotless windows, highlighting the debris from last night’s meal. When I looked down at my phone, Diane’s name and photo lit up the screen.

“Hello?” I answered quickly, keeping my voice low so as not to wake Tessa.

“Where have you been?” Diane’s familiar tone carried equal parts authority and friendly concern. “Your house isn’t that big, Marston.”

I couldn’t help but laugh as I ran a hand through my sleep-mussed hair. The house might not be big, but it was still foreign territory after so many years on the boat. “Sorry about that. I was... occupied.” No need to explain further. “What’s going on?”

The slight amusement in her voice vanished. “We have a missing girl. She managed to get a call through to 911, but we don’t have enough information. The responding officer got some details, but...” She paused, and I could picture her at her desk, probably in one of her impeccable pantsuits despite the early hour. “I have a recording of the call. I need you to come in.”

I leaned against the counter, my mind already shifting gears. Just yesterday, Robbie had been updating me on office gossip over lunch, complaining about paperwork, and telling me how his car was cooler than mine. Now, it seemed the paperwork would have to wait. “Why me? Aren’t Muñoz and Birn available?”

“They’re working another case. So is Baker.” The tension in her voice increased slightly. “I wouldn’t be calling you on your time off if I had another option, Ethan. But this feels like something you and Robbie would be the best fit for.”

My eyes drifted toward the bedroom. Tessa was in there, probably still sleeping peacefully. We had talked about spending the morning going through her archived photos of my research, piecing together what we could salvage of my grandfather’s dream. The Dragon’s Rogue was still out there somewhere, and Tessa’s meticulous documentation of everything we’d found over the years was our best chance at picking up the trail again.

“I’ll be right in,” I said finally, “but I need some time to get myself together.”

“Hurry,” Diane replied, her tone leaving no room for argument. “Time isn’t our friend right now.”

“Understood.” I hung up and set the phone back on the counter, pressing my palms against the cool granite surface.

“What’s going on?”

I turned to find Tessa in the hallway, wearing one of my old Navy t-shirts. Her hair was charmingly disheveled from sleep, and seeing her there in my family’s house, surrounded by all those preserved memories, made my heart ache in an unexpected way.

“That was Diane,” I explained, straightening up. “There’s a missing girl. They need me to come in. I’m so sorry about the timing.”

Tessa’s expression softened with understanding. “Hey, it’s okay. I didn’t come down here just to spend time with you, you know.” She crossed the kitchen to stand in front of me, her blue eyes bright with purpose. “I came down to help. And actually, I was hoping to meet up with Bonnie, anyway. We need to discuss some wedding details.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Wedding details?”

“Bonnie and Rivers’ wedding,” Tessa explained with a small laugh. “She wants my help with some of the planning. Would you mind giving me a ride in with you? I can meet with her while you’re working.”

The tension in my shoulders eased slightly. After everything that had happened recently… nearly getting killed multiple times, losing the houseboat and all my possessions, moving back into this museum of my past… Tessa’s presence was like an anchor. She understood the demands of my job, just as I understood her need to chase stories across the globe. We had learned to be flexible and to adapt our plans when necessary.

“Of course, I’ll give you a ride,” I said, reaching out to tuck a strand of hair behind her ear. My fingers lingered against her skin, remembering last night. “But Diane said to hurry, so we need to move quickly.”

“Give me five minutes to throw some clothes on,” Tessa said, already turning back toward the bedroom. She paused in the hallway, glancing at the family photos. “Do you want coffee before we leave?”

I checked the microwave clock. “No time. We’ll grab something on the way.” I followed her back to the bedroom, my mind already racing ahead to what might be waiting at the office. A missing girl who had managed to call 911... That meant she had a phone, but if it was that simple, Diane wouldn’t have called me in.

While Tessa disappeared into the bathroom, I quickly changed into more appropriate work clothes. I strapped on my holster, checking my pistol before sliding it home. The backup piece went into my ankle holster. After the past few weeks of being a moving target, I wasn’t taking any chances.

Tessa emerged from the bathroom in record time, dressed in white capris and a flowing blue top that made her eyes pop. Her hair was pulled back in a neat ponytail, and she’d somehow managed to apply light makeup, though she never needed much. She grabbed her camera bag from beside the bed, then paused to watch me check my weapons one last time.

“That bad?” she asked quietly.

I straightened up, meeting her concerned gaze. The past few weeks had taught us both not to take anything for granted. “Just being prepared. Ready?”

She nodded, and together, we moved quickly through the house, gathering what we needed. I grabbed my keys from the hook by the door while Tessa collected her purse and laptop. That laptop now held the only remaining records of my years of research, every photo and document meticulously archived.

The morning sun was bright as we stepped outside, promising another beautiful Florida day. But my mind was already far from thoughts of pirate ships and archived photos.

A girl was missing. She had managed to call for help, and now it was up to us to find her before it was too late.
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The bullpen hit me like a wall of chaos the moment Tessa and I stepped through the doors. Something was definitely off. In my years at MBLIS, I’d seen plenty of hectic mornings: drug busts gone sideways, human trafficking rings cracked open, and even that mess with the zombie drug that had nearly taken down half of Miami Beach. But this felt different. The energy crackling through headquarters had an edge to it I couldn’t quite place.

“I haven’t seen it this busy in a long time,” Tessa murmured beside me, her shoulder brushing mine. She’d planned on meeting with Bonnie, but something told me wedding plans were about to take a back seat.

“Me neither...” I nodded toward Birn’s desk, where Birn was noticeably absent, but Bonnie and Clyde huddled around Dr. Liam Reeves. The Secret Service forensics analyst’s shock of red hair stood out against his pristine lab coat as he gestured at something on a tablet. “What’s he still doing here?”

“Is he new?” Tessa asked.

“No, he doesn’t work here,” I said, scanning the room.

Over by the break room, Price and Rivers were deep in conversation with Baker. Their voices were too low to hear, but I recognized Baker’s stance. His shoulders were tight, hands shoved in his pockets. The kid had grown into his role since his rookie days, but right now, he looked as unsettled as I’d seen him since the incident with his last partner.

“Something’s definitely up,” I muttered. “Baker only gets that look when things are serious.”

“He looks like he has it handled, though,” Tessa pointed out.

She was right. Baker had earned his place on the team the hard way, but ever since his last partner turned out to be corrupt, he’d developed a sixth sense for trouble. Right now, that sense was clearly screaming.

Robbie stood by his desk, coffee mug in hand, practically vibrating with impatience. The second he spotted me, his expression shifted from annoyed to relieved. He started to wave me over and then immediately looked over toward Diane’s office.

“I should find Bonnie,” Tessa said, squeezing my arm. “Even if wedding plans are off the table, she looks like she could use a friend right now.”

“Good luck competing with Dr. Surfer Boy over there,” I said, nodding toward Reeves. Despite his lab coat, the guy still looked more suited for catching waves than analyzing evidence.

“Please.” Tessa laughed. “Bonnie’s got Rivers. Though I have to admit, in another life...” She winked and headed toward the lab tech huddle.

I started toward Robbie, but Diane’s office door swung open before I could take two steps. Muñoz and Birn emerged looking like they’d just gone ten rounds with a hurricane. Their usual dynamic, Muñoz’s playful energy bouncing off Birn’s stoic presence, was nowhere to be seen. They made a beeline for the group around Reeves, immediately launching into hushed conversation.

“Man, am I glad to see you,” Robbie said when I reached his desk. His coffee mug looked empty, but he was gripping it like a lifeline. “It’s been absolute chaos since–”

“Marston! Holm! My office, now!”

Diane’s voice cut through the bullpen noise like a knife. She stood in her doorway looking decidedly un-Diane-like, her usually perfect suit slightly rumpled and her hair escaping its typical neat arrangement. I’d seen her handle multiple crisis situations without breaking a sweat, but something about this morning had clearly gotten under her skin.

“That can’t be good,” I muttered to Robbie as we headed for her office.

“You have no idea,” he replied under his breath. “Wait till you hear what landed in our laps this time.”

The door clicked shut behind us, muffling the bullpen chaos. Diane’s office was its usual pristine self. Awards and commendations were perfectly arranged, and the desk was organized with military precision. It made her disheveled appearance even more striking.

“What’s going on this morning?” I asked, taking one of the chairs across from her desk. “Looks like someone kicked over an anthill out there.”

Diane waved off my question as she returned to her seat, but I caught the slight tremor in her hand. “Everything’s fine. I’m just juggling three different cases at the moment.” She ran a hand through her hair, further disturbing its arrangement. “We’ve had breaks in two of them, which is good, but it’s got everyone moving at once. And now this new case...” She shook her head. “A girl named Isabel has been taken.”

“And after some jurisdiction ping-pong,” Robbie added, settling into the other chair, “it landed squarely in our lap.”

I leaned forward. “How does a random missing girl become our jurisdiction? That’s not exactly our usual beat.” Usually, we dealt with more specialized cases involving maritime law enforcement or disputes over international waters.

“That was the heart of the dispute at first,” Diane said, turning to her computer. The glow from the screen highlighted the dark circles under her eyes. “When the 911 call came in, Isabel mentioned her father was a Marine or used to be. That, combined with her description of the location...” She tapped a few keys. “Well, we believe she’s somewhere on the water.”

“Potentially in international waters,” Robbie added grimly.

The pieces clicked into place. “Which means jurisdiction nightmares if someone has to hand it off mid-investigation.”

“Exactly.” Diane looked up from her screen. “The only agency equipped to handle all these factors without risking a jurisdiction shuffle is us. Would you like the details, or should I just play you the 911 call?”

“You have the call?” The pit in my stomach deepened. Most kidnapping cases didn’t come with audio evidence. The ones that did usually didn’t end well.

“It was transferred to one of their more experienced MPD officers,” she said, clicking something on her computer. “Listen.”

A man’s professional voice filled the office: “This is Officer Jack Matthews.”

The voice that responded was young and frightened but fighting to stay calm: “Hello? Can... can you help me?”

“I’m here to help,” Jack said, his tone gentle but firm. “You can call me Jack. Can you tell me your name?”

“Isabel. Isabel Torres.” A shaky breath. “I’ve been kidnapped.”

Something in her voice reminded me of Baker during that shootout, standing over our wounded lab techs, refusing to leave them exposed.

“You’re very brave to call us, Isabel. Are you somewhere safe right now?”

“I’m locked in a room. I can hear the ocean outside.”

Jack’s voice remained steady, but I caught the slight shift in tone. He was recording mental notes, just as we all were. “That’s good information, Isabel. Can you tell me how you’re calling?”

“My phone. I still have it, but there’s no service. 911 is the only number that works.”

Smart girl. Most kids her age would have panicked when they lost service.

“You’re doing great. Can you tell me anything about how you got there? Any sounds or details you remember?”

“We drove over train tracks,” Isabel said. “And gravel. I think we were on the highway for maybe forty-five minutes? The van... it smelled like fish. Like the fish market.”

Robbie was already scribbling notes on a notepad he’d snatched off of Diane’s desk. We both knew every detail could matter.

“Can you describe the person who took you?”

“He’s big. Tall and kind of heavy. Gray hair and a beard.” Her voice got quieter. “There’s a scar on his face. Like a crescent moon.”

The description tickled something in my memory, but before I could chase it down, Isabel continued.

“Thank you, Isabel. That’s very helpful. Can you tell me about your parents?”

“My dad is Robert Torres. He used to be a Marine, but now he’s a firefighter. My mom is Elena. She teaches third grade at Palm Crest Elementary.” Her voice cracked. “They must be so worried.”

“We’ll contact them right away,” Jack assured her. “How old are you, Isabel?”

“Almost thirteen. Next month.”

My jaw tightened. The same age I’d been when I’d first started helping my grandfather research the Dragon’s Rogue. The age when you’re just starting to feel grown up, but the world can still be terrifying.

“And where do you live?”

“Pembroke Pines. I was walking to school when...” She paused. “He asked for directions. He parked his van a few blocks from my house. I was only four blocks from school, but... I couldn’t run away.”

Suddenly, Isabel’s breath caught. “Oh, no. I hear the van. He’s coming back!”

“Listen carefully,” Jack said quickly. “Call again when you’re alone. Ask for me, Jack Matthews, and they’ll connect you right away. Can you do that?”

“Yes. I have to go!”

The recording ended, leaving Diane’s office in heavy silence. I could feel the weight of time pressing down on us.

“How long ago was this?” I asked, already knowing I wouldn’t like the answer.

“Almost two hours,” Diane replied grimly. “We haven’t heard from her since.”

“She could have been moved,” Robbie said, now pacing behind my chair. His coffee mug sat forgotten on Diane’s desk. “If he figured out she had her phone...”

“Or worse,” I added quietly. We’d all worked enough kidnapping cases to know how quickly things could go wrong.

“Time is critical here,” Diane said, standing. “I need you two to get to Pembroke Pines PD. Find Officer Matthews. If she calls back, we need to be ready to intercept it.” She glanced at her watch, then out at the bullpen where our colleagues were still rushing around. “Most of our vehicles are either out of commission or in use. Take a personal car and submit for gas reimbursement.”

The recent shootout in the garage flashed through my mind: bullets flying, agents diving for cover, and the acrid smell of gunpowder mixing with leaking gasoline. We’d been lucky to only lose vehicles in that mess.

“What’s the deal with Dr. Reeves?” I asked, standing. Something about his continued presence nagged at me. “Something come up with the Paxten case?”

Diane shook her head. “Unrelated. He’s helping Birn and Muñoz coordinate with the Secret Service on their current case. He works well with our lab team, so I’m not complaining about the extra help.”

I nodded, already moving toward the door. Dr. Reeves was the least of my concerns. There was a young girl out there with nothing but a cell phone and her wits, somewhere near the ocean, in the hands of a scarred man. Time was definitely not on our side.

“Don’t worry, Diane,” I said, hand on the doorknob. “We’ve got this one.”

Her tired smile told me she was counting on exactly that.
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The bullpen’s chaos faded behind us as Robbie and I headed for the elevators. My mind was already mapping out our next moves. Isabel had given us good intel during that call—train tracks, gravel roads, and even the smell of fish. A kid her age thinking to note those details meant she had a level head. That could keep her alive.

“You thinking timeline?” Robbie asked, reading my expression as he jabbed the elevator button.

“Among other things.” I ran through the mental checklist. “Forty-five minutes on the highway puts her somewhere along the coast. Factor in the train tracks...”

“Marston! Hold up!”

Rivers’ voice cut through my planning. He broke away from where Price was still deep in conversation with Baker, moving toward us with the intense focus that meant Cyber Crimes had found an angle. The usual easy-going demeanor he showed around Bonnie was nowhere to be seen.

“We heard about Isabel,” he said, lowering his voice as he reached us. A pair of uniformed officers passed by, reminding us how many ears were in the bullpen. “Price is heading back down to the lab as soon as she’s done with Baker. We might be able to help.”

“What kind of help?” Robbie asked, jabbing the elevator button again. His patience with technology, even simple elevator buttons, had worn thin lately.

“Two kinds,” Rivers said, glancing back at his partner. Price was still gesturing emphatically to Baker, whose stance had only grown more tense. “We can try tracing the phone number from the 911 call. Even without service, the phone’s still trying to ping towers. More importantly, we can isolate and analyze the background noise. Sound processing might help narrow down the location.”

I nodded, remembering Isabel’s description of the ocean sounds. If we could match ambient noise patterns to specific areas along the coast... “How long?”

“Depends on what we find,” he replied. “Keep your phones on. Price will call as soon as we have anything solid.”

“Thanks,” I said, meaning it. Every minute counted in cases like this, and Price had pulled off miracles with less data before.

The elevator dinged, and Rivers headed back toward Baker and Price. As the doors slid shut, I scanned the bullpen one last time. Bonnie and Clyde were gone, along with Tessa and Dr. Reeves. Their absence meant they’d probably migrated downstairs. Tessa never could resist following a story, even if it meant hanging out with our forensics team while they processed evidence. Plus, I knew she needed to speak to Bonnie.

I pulled out my phone, typing a quick message: Heading out. Will call when I can. The screen showed the time. We’d already burned through plenty of minutes since we heard Isabel’s call.

“What’s got you so focused?” Robbie asked, watching me tap out the message.

“Just letting Tessa know where I’m going. Don’t want her wondering when she gets back upstairs.”

Robbie’s eyebrows shot up. “Tessa’s here? When did that happen?”

“Last night. Surprise visit.” I pocketed my phone as the elevator reached the ground floor. The lobby’s AC hit us like a wall of artificial winter before we pushed through to the heat outside. “Showed up at my door with a suitcase and some fancy Italian pasta.”

“Ah.” Robbie’s knowing grin made me want to smack him. “That explains why you were ‘occupied’ when Diane called.”

“Focus on the case, Holm.”

“Hey, I’m just saying, maybe we can wrap this up quick, get you back to your pasta dinner. Though knowing your cooking skills, maybe Tessa’s doing us all a favor by staying around.”

I shot him a look as we walked through the morning heat. “Don’t jinx it. Say stuff like that out loud, and next thing you know, we’re knee-deep in cartel business with bullets flying.”

The sun was brutal as we crossed the parking lot. With the garage still out of commission after the shootout, a lot of personal vehicles were scattered across the outdoor spaces. We still had a couple of blocks to walk, though, and it was sweltering outside.

“This is ridiculous,” he muttered, fishing out his keys. “It’s either mess up my paint job or walk two blocks to the nearest garage in this heat. When are they going to fix our garage? How long does it take to fix something that got blown up?”

“It didn’t get blown up, just shot up,” I reminded him. “Park here next time. They’ll have it running again before your car loses its shine.” I scanned the area out of habit, checking sight lines and possible cover spots. “Hell, I’ll prove it to you. I’ll park my Chevy out here.”

“Easy for you to say,” Robbie replied without missing a beat, although his sideways glance told me he didn’t believe I would do such a thing. “You don’t have to worry about a custom paint job anymore. Your boat’s already at the bottom of the ocean.”

The comment stung more than he probably intended. Everything I owned, years of research, and all those carefully preserved documents about the Dragon’s Rogue were gone. If it weren’t for Tessa’s meticulous photo archiving...

But Isabel didn’t have time for me to dwell on sunken treasures.

“Maybe Pembroke Pines PD has covered parking,” I said as we continued down the block toward the garage. “Wouldn’t want your baby getting sun damage.”

“Shut up.”

I laughed, and together, we reached the garage in amiable silence. We debated for a moment who would drive, but I ultimately won because my comment about Robbie’s paint job had gotten into his head.

The drive should have taken thirty minutes. Instead, we spent forty-five fighting our way through what felt like half of Miami’s tourist population. Every snowbird who’d ever dreamed of Florida sunshine seemed to be on the road, crawling along at speeds that made Robbie’s jaw clench tighter with each passing minute.

“I swear that’s the same license plate we saw ten minutes ago,” he muttered as we finally broke free of the worst traffic. “How are we getting passed by the same car of tourists?”

“They’re probably lost. Focus on navigating.” I checked my phone, but there were no updates from Price yet.

“Take the next exit,” he muttered.

When we arrived, the police station rose before us, a squat concrete building that had probably been impressive in the seventies. Time was pressing down on us like the humid air as we approached the front desk, badges already out.

“MBLIS,” I said to the officer behind the glass. His nameplate read ‘Officer Chen.’ “We’re here about the missing girl. Need to speak with Jack Matthews about the 911 call he took.”

Recognition flashed across Chen’s face. “Hold on, I’ll get him.”

The lobby was standard issue, with bland walls, uncomfortable chairs, and outdated notices pinned to a corkboard. A water fountain hummed in the corner, struggling against the heat. We’d barely had time to take it in before a door opened, and a young officer stepped out. He couldn’t have been more than thirty, with the kind of fresh-faced earnestness that hadn’t been worn down by years on the job yet. His uniform was precisely pressed, and his badge gleamed under the fluorescent lights.

“Sergeant Jack Matthews,” he introduced himself, holding the door for us. Dark circles under his eyes suggested he’d been here since Isabel’s call came in. “Come on back.”

We shook hands and introduced ourselves as we walked by him, and then he led us through their bullpen to a conference room off to the side. The space felt lived in, with coffee rings on the table and a whiteboard covered in half-erased notes. A map of the local area hung on one wall, already marked with possible routes from Isabel’s last known location.

“Any updates since the last call?” I asked as we sat down. The chair creaked—budget furniture at its finest.

Matthews shook his head. “Nothing from Isabel. But I did some preliminary work on the family.” He slid a printout across the table. His hands had the slight tremor of too much coffee and too little sleep. “Was about to make the call when they said you were coming. If you want to take point on that...”

The relief in his voice was clear. No cop liked making these calls, but some dreaded them more than others. The young ones especially—they hadn’t built up the calluses yet.

“We’ve got it,” I said, taking the paper. Contact information for Robert and Elena Torres stared up at me. A former Marine and a schoolteacher were about to get the worst news of their lives. The paper was already slightly worn at the edges where Matthews had been handling it, probably rehearsing what he’d say.

Matthews pushed the conference room phone toward me, then stood. “I’ll give you some privacy. Let me know if you need anything else. We’ve got officers ready to move once we have a direction.”

I stared at the numbers as the door clicked shut behind him. Beside me, Robbie shifted in his chair, equally aware of what was coming. With a deep breath, I reached for the phone and started dialing.

Some parts of this job never got easier. But right now, somewhere out there, a scared twelve-year-old girl was waiting for help. And every minute we spent dreading this call was another minute she spent waiting.

The phone began to ring.
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The phone rang three times before a woman’s voice answered, hesitant and slightly distracted. “Hello?”

“Mrs. Torres? This is Special Agent Ethan Marston with MBLIS.” I kept my voice steady and professional. These first moments would set the tone. “I need to speak with you about Isabel.”

There was a pause, then: “Isabel? She’s at school. I just dropped her off—Well, she walked, but I watched her leave. She’s fine.”

The certainty in her voice made my chest tight. Beside me, Robbie shifted in his chair, probably remembering similar calls from his own cases.

“Mrs. Torres, Isabel didn’t make it to school this morning.” I heard her sharp intake of breath. “She was intercepted on her way there. She managed to make a call to emergency services, and that’s how we became involved.”

“What do you mean intercepted?” Her voice rose, trembling. “Where is my daughter? What’s happened to my Isabel?”

“We believe she’s been taken, Mrs. Torres. We’re working to locate her now.” I forced each word out, hating what they meant. “Isabel is very brave. She managed to keep her phone hidden and call for help.”

A choked sob came through the line. “This can’t be happening. She was fine when she left. She was wearing her favorite shirt, the blue one with the dolphins. She has a science project about manatees that is due tomorrow. She can’t be—she has to be at school. Have you checked the school?”

“The local police have confirmed she never arrived.” I glanced at Matthews through the conference room window. He was hovering nearby, probably hearing the rising distress in Elena’s voice even through the closed door. “Mrs. Torres, is your husband available?”

“Robert? No, he’s—he’s at the firehouse. He’s working today.” Her breathing was becoming erratic. “Should I call him? I need to call him.”

“Yes, please call him. We need to speak with both of you.” I leaned forward, bracing my free arm on the table. “Once he’s home, call me back at this number.”

I recited my cell number slowly, hearing the scratch of pen on paper as she wrote it down. Her hand must have been shaking because I could hear the pen scratching against the paper multiple times at some points.

“Mrs. Torres—Elena,” I softened my tone. “I need you to think about anything that might help us find Isabel. Are there any relationships we should know about? Anyone who might want to harm your family?”

“No, nobody.” Her voice cracked. “Isabel is loved by everyone. Her teachers adore her. She has so many friends. She’s such a good girl.”

“What about extended family?” I asked. “Anyone who might have a grievance?”

“There’s nobody.” Elena’s voice steadied slightly as she focused on the question. “It’s just us. Me, Robert, Isabel, and my father. That’s all the family we have.”

I made a note on the pad in front of me. “Tell me about your father.”

“Dad? He’s retired now. He was a judge for years, but he mostly keeps to himself these days. He and Isabel are close. She visits him every weekend. They do puzzles together.” Her voice caught again. “Oh, God, how am I going to tell him?”

“Where does he live?” I asked.

“He has a house in Coral Springs. But he couldn’t—He would never—” she stammered.

“We have to explore every possibility,” I said gently. “Elena, call your husband. Get him home. Then call me back, and we’ll come speak with you both in person.”

“Yes, okay.” She took a shuddering breath. “I’ll call Robert right now. And I’ll think about everything, try to remember anything unusual. Please find her. Please.”

“We’re doing everything we can.” I meant it. “Call me as soon as your husband is home.”

After we hung up, I sat back in the chair, letting out a long breath. Robbie was already pulling out his phone, probably to look into the grandfather.

“A judge,” he mused. “That could be relevant.”

“Could be,” I agreed. “But let’s not fixate yet.”

Through the window, I could see Matthews waiting expectantly. The young sergeant had probably heard dozens of these calls during his career, but they never got easier. I stood, gathering my notes as I waved him back into the room.

It was time to coordinate with the local PD while we waited for Robert Torres to get home. Somewhere out there, Isabel was waiting for help.

And somewhere, a man with a crescent scar was watching the clock just like we were.

While I’d been on the phone with Elena Torres, Robbie had spread Matthews’ preliminary notes across the conference room table. He’d added his own observations in the margins, his usually messy handwriting even more rushed than normal.

“Nothing jumping out yet,” Robbie said, tapping his pen against one of the pages. “Mom’s a teacher at Palm Crest Elementary, clean record. Dad’s service record is solid. Two tours as a Marine before joining the fire department. No financial red flags, no custody disputes.” He looked up. “But we’re just scratching the surface.”

“Agreed.” I was about to suggest we dig deeper into the pages when my phone rang. Price’s name lit up the screen.

I put it on speaker. “Go ahead, Price. You’re on with me, Robbie, and Sergeant Matthews.”

“Sorry for the delay,” Price’s voice crackled through. “Had an emergency with Baker’s case. But I’ve got some updates on Isabel’s situation.” Papers rustled in the background. “Though it’s mostly complications, to be honest.”

“What kind of complications?” Robbie asked.

“The trace is giving us hell,” Price said. “We’re definitely dealing with an older model phone with basic functions only—no GPS, no internet connectivity. Probably either an old phone the parents had lying around or one of those ‘training’ phones parents get for kids these days.”

I remembered seeing ads for those stripped-down phones marketed as safe alternatives for children. “The kind that’s supposed to prevent tracking?”

“Exactly. Parents buy them thinking they’re protecting their kids from online predators or location tracking. Ironic in this case. That same protection is working against us.” More typing sounds came through the speaker. “The local PD was trying to get a trace during Isabel’s call with Jack, but...”

“No luck,” Matthews finished.

“Right. And even if she calls back, we’ll face the same issues. I’ll try, but...” Price let the implication hang.

Robbie leaned toward the phone. “What about the background noise analysis?”

“That’s more promising,” Price said, her voice brightening slightly. “I isolated some distinct sounds. Buoy bells, seagulls. Very specific coastal audio markers. Confirms what Isabel told you about being near water.”

“Can you use those to narrow down the location?” I asked.

“Working on it. She mentioned about forty-five minutes of drive time, but given her age and the circumstances, that’s a rough estimate at best. If we expand the search radius to about an hour from the abduction site and focus on coastal areas where we’d hear those specific sounds...” More typing. “It’s still a large area, but better than nothing.”

Matthews scribbled notes. “Those buoy bells could be crucial. Each one has a distinct sound pattern.”

“Exactly,” Price agreed. “I’m running the audio through some analysis programs now. Speaking of which, Sergeant Matthews, I’ll need your direct contact information. If Isabel calls back in, we need to coordinate immediately.”

I handed my phone to Matthews, who spent the next few minutes exchanging information with Price. Their conversation was quick and efficient, both of them clearly used to this kind of coordination. When they finished, Matthews excused himself and disappeared into the bullpen.

“Thanks, Price,” I said when she wrapped up. “Keep us posted.”

“Will do,” Price said. “And Marston? Rivers mentioned Tessa’s in town. Tell her I said hi.”

“You might get to do that yourself,” I replied. “I left her behind at the office.”

“You did?!” Price exclaimed. “Wow. I must be distracted. Okay, I’ll keep an eye out! You know where to find me.”

“I sure do,” I promised.

I ended the call just as Matthews returned, his arms full of rolled maps. He cleared space on the conference table, spreading out several detailed charts of the coastline.

“Thought these might help,” he said, weighing down the corners with coffee mugs. “We can start marking potential locations based on Price’s audio analysis.”

The maps showed the entire coastline in precise detail—every inlet, every marina, and every collection of docks and piers where someone might hide a kidnapped girl. Somewhere in all those blue lines and topographical markings was Isabel, waiting for us to find her.

Robbie stood, studying the nearest map. “If we assume forty-five minutes as a rough baseline...” He traced a route with his finger. “And factor in morning traffic...”

“Train tracks,” I added, remembering Isabel’s description. “She mentioned crossing tracks before hitting gravel.”

Matthews pulled out a red marker. “We can highlight all the railroad crossings within the search radius. Cross-reference those with access to water...”

I stared at the sprawling coastline, thinking about Isabel’s phone call. A scared twelve-year-old girl who’d managed to keep her head, hide her phone, and give us actual useful intelligence. The kind of details that could help us find her—if we could piece them together in time.

The maps seemed to swim before my eyes, every inch representing another place where Isabel might be held. Every dock, every warehouse, every abandoned building near the water could be the one. But somewhere in all this data—the audio analysis, the train tracks, the drive time—was the answer.

We just had to find it before her captor decided to move her again.

Or worse.

Matthews’ maps were spread across the conference room table like a paper ocean, dotted with old coffee mug rings and faded red marker lines. We took Isabel’s home address—a neat house in Pembroke Pines, according to the sergeant’s notes—and drew a rough circle marking an hour’s drive in any direction.

“If we focus on coastal areas within that radius,” Matthews said, tracing along the shoreline with his marker, “we can start eliminating unlikely spots.”

“How familiar are you with these waters?” I asked, noticing the confidence in his movements across the map.

“Pretty familiar. Got a boat docked nearby.” He capped the marker and then pointed to several busy areas. “These spots we can probably rule out. Heavy boat traffic, popular fishing spots. Too many witnesses.” His finger moved to another location. “And this whole stretch here—there’s a cliff face. Doesn’t match what she told me about wooden floors and being able to hear the ocean clearly.”

He paused, straightening up. “Sorry if I’m overstepping. I know it’s not our investigation anymore, but after talking to her...” He shrugged, the gesture making him look even younger. “She’s just a kid, you know?”

“No need to apologize,” I said, studying the areas he’d marked. “Local knowledge is invaluable. Especially when it comes to waterways.”

Robbie nodded, adding his own notes to the map’s margins. “Exactly. You talked to her directly. Plus, if you’re familiar with these waters, that’s information we need.”

“Well, in that case...” Matthews leaned back over the map, pointing to a series of isolated docks. “These areas might be worth checking. Private property, minimal traffic, easy water access–”

My phone buzzed, and an unknown number lit up the screen. “Marston,” I answered, already suspecting who it might be.

“Agent Marston?” Elena Torres’ voice was steadier than before but still strained. “Robert’s home. We’re... we’re ready whenever you can come.”

I caught Robbie’s eye, and he was already gathering his notes. “We’re on our way, Mrs. Torres. Try to think of anything unusual you’ve noticed lately—changes in routine, unfamiliar vehicles, anything that seemed even slightly off.”

“Yes, of course.” She took a shaky breath. “Please hurry.”

After I hung up, Robbie was already heading for the door. “I’ll contact the Coast Guard on the drive over and get them started on these areas Matthews marked.”

“Good.” I turned to Matthews, who was carefully rolling up the marked maps. “Think you could get copies of these to our office?”

“Already on it.” He handed me one of the rolls. “Take this one. I’ve got the originals on file.” He extended his hand. “Find her, Agent Marston.”

I shook it firmly. “We will. Keep your phone on. If she calls again...”

“I’ll coordinate with Price immediately.” He nodded to Robbie. “Good luck.”

The Florida sun hit us like a freight train as we exited the station. My car had been baking in the parking lot, and the heat rising from the pavement distorted the surrounding air. Somewhere out in that shimmer of heat and humidity was a scared twelve-year-old girl, counting on us to piece together the clues she’d managed to give us.

“Ready?” Robbie asked.

I nodded, already dreading the conversation ahead. Telling parents their child is missing was hard enough. Interviewing them after and watching them try to hold it together while answering questions that might help find their daughter—that was something else entirely.

But Isabel had given us good intel during her call. Now, it was time to see what her parents could add to the picture.

“Let’s go,” I said, climbing into the driver’s seat.

Robbie slid into the seat beside me. “Ethan? Drive fast.”

The car roared to life, and we pulled out of the parking lot, leaving Matthews and his maps behind. But the image of that coastline, marked with possible locations where Isabel might be held, was burned into my mind.

Somewhere along that shore, a man with a crescent scar was holding an ex-Marine’s daughter captive.

And time was running out.
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The Torres home was a modest ranch style. Its pale yellow paint was fading, but its lawn was meticulously maintained. Flower boxes hung beneath each window, bursting with bright petunias. Someone had recently edged the walkway with military precision.

I parked the Corvette across the street, and we approached the house together. Before we could reach the door, it swung open. Elena Torres stood in the doorway, one hand clutching the frame. Her dark hair was coming loose from its ponytail, and her eyes were red-rimmed.

“Please, come in,” she said, stepping back. Her movements were jerky and uncertain. “Robert’s in the kitchen.”

We each shook her hand and introduced ourselves as we crossed the threshold. The interior was neat but lived in. Family photos lined the hallway walls. Isabel’s school portraits showed her growing up year by year, her smile growing more confident with each frame.

Robert Torres stood as we entered the kitchen, his firehouse shirt still wrinkled from work. He was tall, maybe six-foot-two, with the kind of fitness that came from actual work rather than a gym membership. Salt and pepper hair was cut regulation short, and dark eyes assessed us with practiced attention to detail. Once a Marine, always a Marine.

“Agents,” he said, extending his hand. His grip was firm but controlled, like everything else about him. I could see the tension in his jaw and the careful way he held himself. This was a man used to crisis and trained to compartmentalize. But beneath that composure, panic lurked. “Thank you for coming.”

“Of course,” I said. “I’m Agent Marston, and this is Agent Holm.”

Elena gestured toward the dining room table. “Please, sit.” Her hands fluttered nervously as we settled into chairs. Suddenly, she bolted upright. “Can I get you something to drink? Water? Coffee?”

“We’re fine, Mrs. Torres,” Robbie said gently. “Please, sit with us.”

She sank back into her chair. Robert sat beside her, placing one steady hand over her trembling ones. The contrast between his forced calm and her barely contained anxiety was clear.

“Mrs. Torres,” Robbie began, pulling out his notebook. “Could you walk us through everything you remember about this morning? Every detail matters, even things that might seem unimportant.”

Elena drew a shaky breath. “I got up at six, like always. Made breakfast. Isabel had eggs and toast.” Her voice caught. “She was excited about her science project. She worked so hard on those manatee drawings.”

Robert squeezed her hand. The movement was subtle, but I caught the slight tremor in his fingers. His control wasn’t as complete as he wanted us to believe.

“She left at seven-fifteen,” Elena continued. “I watched from the window until she turned the corner. She always texts when she gets to school, but when I didn’t hear from her, I thought maybe her phone died, or she forgot...”

Her voice trailed off, and she looked at her husband. The carefully constructed wall behind his eyes wavered.

“Tell us more about Isabel’s normal routine,” I prompted. “Was she usually consistent about texting you?”

Elena nodded.

“When you called about Isabel,” Elena said, her fingers twisting a paper napkin, “I couldn’t believe it at first. Our daughter, taken? It didn’t seem real.”

“I was at the station when Elena called,” Robert added. His voice was controlled and measured. “She could barely get the words out.”

“I was hysterical,” Elena admitted. “But Robert, he just... He knew exactly what to do. He told me to stay put, that he was coming straight home.” She glanced at her husband. “He’s always been good in a crisis.”

Robert’s jaw tightened. “Training kicks in. Got home as fast as I could, and I found Elena pacing the living room.”

“He helped me focus,” Elena said. “Got me breathing normally again. That’s when I called you back.” She dabbed at her eyes with the shredded napkin. “Since then, we’ve been trying to piece everything together. Her route to school, her normal routine...”

Her voice broke, and Robert’s hand found hers again. I watched him carefully, understanding the rigid set of his shoulders and the carefully neutral expression. This was a man who knew exactly what his wife needed right now: a rock to break against. He was holding himself together by sheer force of will, allowing Elena the space to fall apart.

“Let me tell you what we know,” I said, keeping my voice steady and confident. “Isabel made contact through a 911 call. She was clear-headed enough to provide useful information, and most importantly, she was unharmed at the time of the call.”

Elena’s breath caught. “She really called? She’s okay?”

“She showed remarkable presence of mind,” I confirmed. “She managed to keep her phone hidden and make the call without her captor knowing.”

“That’s our girl,” Robert murmured, pride briefly breaking through his composed facade.

“She’s so smart,” Elena said, fresh tears spilling. “But I don’t understand. Why her? Why us?”

I leaned forward slightly. “That’s what we need to figure out. Right now, we’re working two angles: tracking Isabel’s location based on the information she provided and determining the motivation behind her abduction.”

“Our cyber team is analyzing the 911 call,” Robbie added. “And we will be coordinating with the Coast Guard based on Isabel’s description of her location.”

“You think she’s near the water?” Robert asked sharply.

“She reported hearing ocean sounds,” I confirmed. “We’re focusing our search on coastal areas within about an hour’s drive from here.”

Elena shook her head. “But why would anyone take her to the ocean? It doesn’t make sense. None of this makes sense.”

“That’s why we need your help,” I said. “We need to understand if there’s any connection or reason someone might target your family.”

Robert’s expression hardened. “We’re just ordinary people. I’m a firefighter, and Elena teaches third grade. Isabel is just a normal twelve-year-old girl.”

“There has to be a reason,” Elena whispered. “Doesn’t there?”

I met her desperate gaze. “We’ll find the reason, Mrs. Torres. And more importantly, we’ll find Isabel.”

The certainty in my voice seemed to steady her slightly, but the fear in her eyes remained. Beside her, Robert’s composure cracked just enough to reveal his own terror before he forced it back down.

Somewhere out there, their daughter was waiting for rescue. And somewhere in this room were the answers we needed to find her.

“Tell me about Isabel’s childhood,” Robbie said softly. When Elena looked confused, he added, “Don’t worry about why I’m asking. Just tell me about your daughter.”

Elena wiped her eyes, gathering herself. “She’s always loved the water. Ever since she was tiny. We’d take her to the beach, and she’d spend hours watching the waves, collecting shells.” A ghost of a smile crossed her face. “When she was seven, she announced she was going to be a marine biologist. Started checking out every book on sea life from the library.”

“Started learning Latin names before English ones,” Robert added, his composure cracking slightly. “Came home one day spouting off about Trichechus manatus. Took us a minute to realize she meant manatees.”

“That sounds like the same girl who kept her head during the 911 call,” Robbie noted.

Robert nodded, his jaw tightening. “We taught her to be aware. To trust her instincts.” His fingers drummed once on the table before he forced them still. “Made rules about keeping her phone charged and keeping it with her. Taught her about maintaining distance from strangers and watching her surroundings.”

“The walking to school...” Elena’s voice wavered. “She begged us. Said all her friends were doing it. The school’s so close, we thought...”

“Stop,” Robert cut in, his voice rough. “We can’t do this. Not now.”

“Your husband is right,” I said. “Self-blame won’t help Isabel. She used everything you taught her. That phone rule might have saved her life.”

“Seven thirty,” Robert said suddenly. “She always left at seven-fifteen. Walked the same route every day. Through the front door at three fifteen, like clockwork.” His military bearing slipped further. “I thought... the structure, the routine. It was supposed to keep her safe.”

Elena reached for his hand. “She’s strong, Robert. Like you.”

“Tell us about your father,” I said to Elena.

“Dad?” Elena straightened slightly. “Like I said, he lives up in Coral Springs. His name is Edgar Rivera. He retired from the bench years ago, but he still keeps up with legal journals and follows major cases.” She glanced at the family photos on the wall. “He comes down every other weekend. Spoils Isabel rotten.”

“They’re close?” Robbie asked.

“Very. They do puzzles together and talk about books.” Elena’s voice caught. “He’s taught her all about the legal system. Sometimes, they play court, with Isabel as the judge. She takes it so seriously...”

Robert shifted in his chair. “Edgar’s been a good influence. Taught her about justice and right and wrong.” His composure was a thin veneer now, stretched almost to breaking. “We should call him.”

“We will,” Elena whispered. “Soon.”

I pulled out my business card and slid it across the table. “Call us if you think of anything else. Any detail, no matter how small. And if Isabel makes contact...”

“Immediately,” Robert said, taking the card. His hands were steady, but his knuckles were white. “We understand.”

They walked us to the door, Elena leaning slightly against her husband. As we stepped onto the porch, I heard her composure finally break. Robert closed the door quietly, but not before I caught the sound of Elena’s sob and saw her collapse against his chest.

In the sudden quiet of the front yard, Robbie looked at me. “What are you thinking?”

I stared at the closed door, remembering the way Robert’s eyes had changed when we mentioned Edgar Rivera. “I’m thinking we need to know more about that judge.”

Behind us, through the door, Elena’s muffled crying continued. In my pocket, my phone remained silent, waiting for word about Isabel.

Time kept ticking away.
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Outside the Torres house, Robbie and I sat in the car. The interview kept playing through my mind… They didn’t seem to be a part of the kidnapping. Not with Elena’s barely contained panic and Robert’s military bearing cracking under the strain. No. They were just good people whose world had just been turned upside down.

“What are you thinking?” Robbie asked.

I drummed my fingers on the steering wheel.

“I think the parents are clean.” I watched a neighbor walk her dog past the house, probably wondering why a Corvette was idling in the street. “That kind of fear can’t be faked.”

“Agreed.” Robbie pulled out his phone, checking for messages. “Back to the station? We could set up in that conference room, get Price on the line for a brainstorming session.”

“Might as well. Matthews seemed sharp, and his local knowledge could be useful.” I shifted in my seat, thinking about Isabel’s 911 call. “You know what keeps bugging me? The fish market smell she mentioned.”

“In the van?” Robbie looked up from his phone. “What about it?”

“Could mean something. The guy works in maritime industries, maybe? Fisherman, market vendor...” I trailed off. “Might explain why he took her somewhere near the water.”

“Could be,” Robbie replied. “But here’s what’s really interesting to me. He grabbed her, drove her somewhere, and then just... left her there. If this was random, why not...” He didn’t finish the thought. We both knew how those cases usually ended.

“Maybe. Or maybe we just haven’t heard back from her because she can’t call again.” The words tasted bitter. “But you’re right. If he’s keeping her alive, he probably wants something specific.”

“Personal grudge?” Robbie asked with a shrug.

“Has to be,” I mused. “But against who? The family seems straightforward enough.”

I pulled away from the curb, heading back toward the station.

Robbie dug his phone out again. “Let me try the Coast Guard one more time. Lost service earlier when–” He frowned at the screen. “Damned reception out here.”

“Try now,” I said as we turned onto the main road. “Signal’s better.”

He dialed, putting it on speaker. After two rings, a crisp voice answered: “Lieutenant Commander Phillips.”

“Commander, this is Agent Holm with MBLIS,” Robbie said. “Following up about our missing girl.”

“Ah, yes. We’ve started preliminary sweeps based on your parameters.” Papers rustled in the background. “Given the timeframe and the train crossing detail, we’re focusing on these areas first.”

I leaned closer to the speaker but kept my eyes on the road. “Any thoughts on potential hiding spots? Places that would match what she described?”

“Several possibilities,” he replied. “After I lost contact with you, I reached out to Sergeant Matthews to obtain the rest of the details and to get a local point of view. There’s an old marina district that’s seen better days with lots of abandoned buildings and minimal traffic. Would explain the ocean sounds she reported.” Phillips paused. “And there’s a stretch of private docks further north. Perfect if someone wanted privacy.”

“What about commercial fishing operations?” I asked, thinking about that fish market smell. “Anywhere that would explain the van’s odor?”

“Could be Murray’s Processing Plant,” Phillips replied. “They’ve been shut down for health code violations, but there’s still activity around there. Lots of old dock space, easy water access.”

Robbie exchanged a look with me. “Sounds like you have everything you need. Let us know if you need anything further from us or if you find anything.”

“Will do. And agents?” Phillips’ voice hardened slightly. “We’re treating this as time-critical. I’ve got eyes on the water, and I’m coordinating with local marine patrol units.”

“Appreciated, sir,” Robbie replied.

After Robbie hung up, we rode in silence for a few minutes, both processing. The sun was climbing higher, promising another scorching day. Somewhere out there, Isabel was waiting.

“Fish market smell, ocean sounds, train tracks,” Robbie muttered, almost to himself.

“It’s a puzzle, but at least Isabel gave us good pieces to work with.” I watched the familiar streets roll past, leading us back to the station. “Smart kid. Kept her head, remembered details.”

“Let’s hope she gets another chance to use that phone,” Robbie said quietly.

I didn’t answer. We both knew what usually happened in cases like this. But Isabel had already beaten the odds once by getting that call out. Maybe she’d do it again.

She had to. Because right now, that phone was the only lifeline she had.

The Corvette’s engine purred as I guided us back toward the police station. Heat waves distorted the road ahead, making the asphalt look like it was melting.

“Traffic’s letting up, at least,” Robbie said as I changed lanes. “Think Matthews is still working those maps?”

“Hope so. His local knowledge could be crucial.” I watched palm trees blur past my window. “Especially with that fishing angle.”

“Speaking of which...” Robbie gestured at his phone sitting in the cupholder. “Could try Price again, see if she’s made any progress with the audio analysis.”

“Wait till we get there. Reception’s still sketchy out here,” I suggested.

The rest of the drive passed in comfortable silence, and when we arrived, the station’s parking lot was fuller than before when we pulled in. I parked the Corvette under the only shade tree available, but it wouldn’t protect the car fully from the strength of the sun.

We’d barely made it halfway to the conference room when Matthews spotted us and hurried over. A woman followed close behind him, and something about her caught my attention immediately. She had blond hair pulled back in a regulation-perfect bun and ice-blue eyes that had seen their share of darkness. Her face was warm and friendly, but those eyes... They held secrets.

“Sergeant Coleman,” she introduced herself, extending her hand. She was professional and deliberate. She offered no first name. Her grip was firm and assured, and I found myself intrigued by the contrast between her welcoming smile and those calculating eyes.

“Agent Marston,” I replied, matching her tone. “And Agent Holm.”

We each took a turn shaking her hand, and then I turned back to Matthews.

“Back to the maps?” Matthews asked, already heading for the conference room. We followed, Coleman falling into step beside me. Even her walk was measured. Usually, I could read people quickly, but something about her kept shifting just out of focus.

Inside the conference room, I reached for the phone in the center of the table. “Let’s get Price in on this.” I dialed, putting it on speaker. “Price, you’re on with Robbie and me, plus Sergeants Matthews and Coleman.”

“Hey, everyone,” Price’s voice crackled through. “I’m here. What have you got?”

Matthews spread his maps across the table while I brought everyone up to speed. “Coast Guard’s focusing their search patterns here and here.” I traced the routes we’d discussed. “They’re monitoring these waterways, which frees us up to concentrate on coastal structures.”

“These areas fit Price’s profile,” Robbie added, marking several spots with his pen. “Abandoned buildings, minimal traffic, easy water access.”

Coleman leaned over the map, her shoulder brushing mine. “What about these docks?” Her finger landed on the section the Coast Guard had mentioned. “Perfect hiding spot if someone knows the area. And it would explain the fish market smell. There used to be a processing plant nearby.”

“Yeah, Murray’s Processing Plant,” I replied, remembering our conversation with the Coast Guard officer. “The Coast Guard has the water covered, but obviously not the property itself.”

“That’s worth looking into,” Matthews said. “I’ve got contacts in the local fishing community. Could put out some feelers, see if anyone’s noticed someone matching our suspect description.”

“Crescent scar on his face,” I reminded them. “That’s distinctive enough that someone might remember seeing him.”

“We need more,” Robbie muttered, staring at the marked locations. “There are too many possibilities right now. We can’t cover them all effectively.”

Price’s voice cut through our discussion. “Let me take another pass at those background sounds. There’s something about the buoy patterns that might help narrow things down.”

“Do it,” I said. “Call us the second you find anything.”

After Price hung up, I studied the map again. Somewhere in all those marked locations was Isabel. The clock on the wall kept ticking, each second taking us further from her last contact.

Coleman shifted beside me, and I caught a hint of her perfume, something subtle and professional.

“Time isn’t our friend,” she said quietly, echoing my thoughts.

“No, it’s not,” Matthews agreed, rolling out another map. “But we’ve got the Coast Guard on the water, local PD ready to move, and your team’s resources. We’ll find her.”

“Then let’s get back to work,” I said with a nod.

For the next hour, we immersed ourselves in the details, marking potential locations and debating access points. Matthews called in a few favors, getting satellite imagery of the abandoned marina district. Coleman’s knowledge of local maritime operations proved invaluable since she knew which docks were truly abandoned and which ones still saw unofficial traffic. Even Price checked in twice with updates on the audio analysis, though nothing concrete yet.

The scent of stale coffee hung in the air as we pored over the maps. The door opened, and a dark-haired officer stepped in, delivery menu in hand. Her name tag read ‘Brooks,’ and she wore the determined expression of someone used to getting her way.

“Lunch orders,” she announced, waving the menu. “Everyone’s eating.”

Matthews started to protest. “We don’t have time–”

“Jack Matthews, don’t you dare.” Brooks cut him off with practiced ease. “You need food. All of you do.” She turned her attention to Robbie and me. “Agents? Department’s buying.”

Robbie perked up immediately. “Well, if you’re offering...”

I hesitated, but Brooks fixed me with a look that brooked no argument. “Agent Marston, right? You too. Can’t solve cases on empty stomachs.”

“She won’t leave until we order,” Matthews said with resigned amusement. “Trust me.”

Ten minutes later, Brooks had everyone’s orders and disappeared with the efficiency of a military operation. Matthews caught my questioning look.

“Brooks is... Brooks,” he explained, shrugging. “If she can’t directly help with a case, she makes sure everyone working it stays functional. Coffee appears like magic. Food materializes when needed.”

Robbie grinned. “Sounds like Bonnie back at headquarters.”

“God, you’re right.” I laughed, remembering our lab tech’s tendency to appear with snacks during long cases. “Remember the pastor recently? She even had him praying with her. Kept him calm and focused.”

“Speaking of Bonnie,” Robbie cut in, his expression turning mischievous. “Is it true she gave you a wedding invitation with a ‘plus four’ option?”

Heat crept up my neck. “How did you—I thought you were behind that.”

“Not me.” Robbie held up his hands, but his grin widened. “Though I kind of wish I was. That’s actually impressive.”

“I figured it had to be you or Rivers.” I shook my head, remembering my surprise at seeing the custom invitation. “Didn’t expect Bonnie to be that... direct about it.”

“Doesn’t feel like a joke, though,” Robbie mused, leaning back in his chair. “More like she wanted to make sure you didn’t feel pressured to choose.”

“That’s Bonnie,” I agreed. “Always thinking about everyone else.”

“So?” Robbie’s eyes gleamed with curiosity. “What are you going to do about it?”

I turned back to the maps, fighting a smile. “You’ll just have to wait and see, partner.”

“Oh, come on!” Robbie protested. “You can’t leave me hanging like that.”

“Watch me,” I said, focusing on the coastal markers we’d been discussing. “Now, about these dock locations–”

“This isn’t over,” Robbie muttered, but he followed my lead back to the case at hand. After all, somewhere out there, Isabel was still waiting. Our personal drama could wait.

But I had to admit, the brief moment of normalcy had helped clear my head. Maybe Brooks was right about needing that break.

Now, if we could just make some real progress before the food arrived.
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Ileaned back in my chair, the smell of Cuban sandwiches filling the conference room as Brooks passed around the takeout boxes. My stomach growled. I hadn’t realized how hungry I was until the food arrived.

“All right, new rule,” Brooks announced, settling into her chair with the authority of someone used to herding cops. “No case talk while we eat. I’ve seen enough lunches ruined by shop talk.”

Coleman snorted from across the table. “Good luck with that.”

“She’s right, though,” Matthews said, unwrapping his sandwich. “We’ll think clearer after some food and a mental break.”

I was about to respond when my phone buzzed. Diane’s name lit up the screen.

“Marston,” I answered, stepping away from the table.

“Catalina Hernandez is heading your way,” Diane said without preamble. “She wants to get up to speed on the case. Give me a quick recap of where we are.”

I filled her in on our progress, including the potential locations we’d mapped out, Price’s audio analysis of the 911 call, and the interview with Isabel’s parents. When I finished, I told her I’d keep an eye out for Catalina, and Diane thanked me and hung up.

“Catalina’s coming?” Robbie asked as I sat back down, a knowing grin spreading across his face. “Wonder what Tessa will think about that.”

I rolled my eyes. “Tessa’s fine. She texted earlier. She’s busy helping Bonnie with something.”

“Tessa?” Brooks perked up, clearly hoping for some office gossip to lighten the mood. “That your girlfriend?”

“It’s complicated,” I said, taking a big bite of my sandwich to avoid elaborating. The warm press-grilled bread crackled perfectly as I bit through layers of smoky ham, roasted pork, and melted Swiss cheese. Yellow mustard and crisp dill pickles cut through the richness, creating that perfect Cuban sandwich balance I’d grown addicted to since moving to Miami.

“Oh my god,” Robbie moaned around his own bite. “Where did you get these? I’ve had Cuban sandwiches before, but this is something else entirely.”

“Little place called Abuela’s, a few blocks from here,” Brooks said proudly. “Family-owned since the sixties. They roast their own pork and press the bread just right, not too flat like some places do.”

“The bread’s the key,” Robbie added, carefully wiping mustard from his chin.

“Indeed.” Brooks nodded, clearly pleased. “La Segunda Bakery delivers it fresh every morning. Real Cuban bread, not that fake stuff the chain places use.”

“I may never eat anywhere else for lunch again,” Robbie declared, already halfway through his sandwich.

I took another bite, grateful for the excuse to stay quiet while the conversation moved on. Thankfully, the sandwich really was perfect. It was a small bright spot in what had become a very long morning.

While we ate, Matthews’ phone buzzed, and he excused himself again. Hopefully, it was another contact from his marina network. While we’d waited for our food, he’d put the word out about the fish market smell and the scar Isabel had mentioned, hoping someone might recognize our suspect.

“So, how did you two meet? You and Tessa,” Brooks pressed, clearly not letting it go. “Work thing?”

“Actually, it started with a pirate ship,” Robbie chimed in helpfully. I shot him a look, but he just grinned wider.

“A pirate ship?” Coleman raised an eyebrow. “This I have to hear.”

I sighed, knowing there was no escape now. “It’s a long story. There’s this ship called the Dragon’s Rogue that disappeared in 1692. I’ve been trying to find it for years. It’s, uh, a family connection thing. Tessa’s a journalist who got involved in the search.”

“Wait, hold up,” Brooks said, leaning forward. “You’re telling me you hunt for pirate treasure in your spare time? Like, actual buried treasure?”

“Among other things,” I admitted. “Found some interesting artifacts over the years. Some old coins, maps, and journals. Still looking for the ship itself, though.”

“That’s way cooler than my hobby,” Coleman mused. “I collect vintage postcards.”

Matthews returned just then, shaking his head at whatever his contact had told him. “No luck at the docks. Though I did hear an interesting story about someone finding Spanish gold while dredging last week.”

“Oh?” I asked, quirking an eyebrow. “Whereabouts?”

“Don’t get him started on sunken treasure,” Robbie warned with a laugh. “We’ll never get back to work.”

“Too late,” Brooks declared, settling in with her sandwich. “I want to hear more about this pirate ship. What happened to it?”

I was saved from having to explain by another buzz from my phone, a text from Tessa this time: Still with Bonnie. Don’t worry about me. Find Isabel.

She was right, of course. As much as I enjoyed sharing the Dragon’s Rogue story, we had more urgent matters at hand. A scared twelve-year-old was counting on us.

“Maybe another time,” I said, standing up and gathering my trash. “Break’s over. Let’s get back to work.”

The others nodded, the brief moment of levity fading as we returned to the reality of our case. But I caught Brooks watching me with interest as we got back to our maps and theories. I had a feeling she wasn’t going to let the pirate story go that easily.

Looking at the sprawl of maps across the table, I couldn’t help but see parallels to my other search. Both involved piecing together clues, following trails that had gone cold, and racing against time. The main difference was that this time, failure wasn’t an option. The Dragon’s Rogue had waited three centuries. It could wait a little longer.

Right now, Isabel needed us more.

“All right,” I said, focusing on the coastal markers Matthews had identified. “Let’s figure out where these train tracks and docks intersect. Someone had to see something.”

Matthews’ phone buzzed again, but this time, his expression changed as he read the message. “Chief wants us to meet him. Channel 7’s running a breaking news story about Isabel. They’re claiming ‘inside sources’ have details about the investigation.”

“Damned vultures,” Coleman muttered, already gathering her things. “Who leaked?”

“Doesn’t matter now,” Brooks said, standing quickly. “We need damage control before this spooks our guy. Coming, Sergeants?”

Matthews nodded grimly and turned to me and Holm. “Keep working the maps. We’ll handle the media circus.”

I watched the three of them hurry out, remembering similar media frenzies from past cases. Nothing complicated an investigation faster than reporters claiming exclusive information.

“Well, that’s one way to clear a room,” Robbie said dryly after they’d gone. “Though I guess it beats another mysterious marina contact.”

“Speaking of distractions,” I said quietly, leaning closer to Robbie, “Tessa found someone in Colorado who claims he can help me with the Dragon’s Rogue search. He’s a marine archaeologist.”

“Whoa, that’s great,” Robbie muttered, careful to keep his voice down. “You going to follow up on it?”

I glanced at the maps spread across the table, guilt gnawing at me. “Not until we find Isabel. But there’s something else that’s been eating at me.”

I hesitated, not sure how to voice the theory that had been keeping me up at night. Robbie waited patiently, knowing me well enough to let me find the words.

“I found a reference to an island off southern Cuba,” I finally continued. “Apparently, pirates used it as a sort of shipyard to rebuild and modify vessels so they’d be unrecognizable.”

“Smart.” Robbie nodded. “Change the appearance enough, and you could sail right past the people hunting you.”

“Exactly. And it got me thinking about all the Dragon’s Rogue pieces we’ve found over the years. You know, the figurehead, the door, various artifacts. I know some of them were connected to that pirate treaty we found, but what if...” I swallowed hard. “What if the reason we can’t find the actual ship is because it doesn’t look like what we’re looking for anymore?”

Understanding dawned in Robbie’s eyes. “You think Grendel might have had it modified?”

“It would explain a lot.” I sighed. “Hell, we could have already found it without knowing. I could have swum right past it, thinking it was just another wreck. The thought of that… of having been so close without realizing...”

“Stop,” Robbie cut me off firmly but quietly. “You can’t think like that, Marston. That way lies madness, and you know it.”

“But–”

“No buts. Listen to me.” He gripped my shoulder. “The Dragon’s Rogue is out there. The real one, not some redesigned imposter. And you’re going to find it. You know why?”

I raised an eyebrow at him.

“Because you’re too damned stubborn not to,” he said with absolute conviction. “This ship has been playing hide and seek with your family for generations. But it picked the wrong Marston to mess with.”

Despite myself, I felt a smile tugging at my lips. “That’s surprisingly poetic coming from you.”

“Yeah, well, don’t get used to it.” He released my shoulder with a light punch. “The point is, you can’t give up. Not when you’re closer than anyone’s ever been.”

He was right, of course. The Dragon’s Rogue had become more than just a ship to me. It was a legacy, a mystery that had shaped my entire life. The thought of it being permanently beyond my reach was unacceptable.

“Thanks, partner,” I said quietly.

Robbie nodded, then gestured back to the maps. “Now, can we focus on finding one missing girl before you go chasing after your missing ship?”

“Yeah,” I agreed, pushing thoughts of modified pirate ships aside. “One mystery at a time–”

The door opened, and Coleman slipped back in, looking drained. “Well, that was fun. Nothing like watching Chief tear into the media relations team.” She made a beeline for the coffee pot, refilling her mug. “Brooks is still dealing with the fallout, but Matthews got another call he needed to take.”

“How bad was the leak?” Robbie asked, shifting some papers so she could sit.

“Could’ve been worse.” She settled into her chair, warming her hands around the mug. “At least they didn’t release any details about the 911 call. Speaking of which...” She pulled one of the maps closer, squinting at our marked locations. “I was thinking about these dock areas while Chief was ranting. If we overlay the train track patterns–”

Matthews burst through the conference room door, his phone still in his hand, eyes bright with excitement. The sudden entrance made Coleman jump, nearly knocking over her coffee.

“I think I’ve got something,” he announced, moving straight to the map we’d marked with possible locations. “My buddy Mike down at Harrison’s Marina just called back.”

“Oh?” I straightened in my chair, catching Robbie’s eye across the table.

“There’s this guy,” Matthews continued, tapping a spot on the map, “Marcus Brennan. Been causing trouble around the docks for months now. Mike says he’s gotten worse lately. Been more aggressive, more visible.”

“What kind of trouble?” Coleman asked, already pulling out her notebook.

“Started with small stuff like harassing other vendors, showing up at odd hours. But Mike thinks he’s been using his fish market business as a cover for drug running. Maybe theft, too.” Matthews traced a line between several of our marked locations. “And get this. He drives a beat-up van. Matches Isabel’s description perfectly.”

“Son of a bitch,” Robbie muttered, leaning forward. “Where’s he been spotted?”

Matthews grabbed a red marker and started circling areas. “Here, here, and here. All spots we’d already flagged as potential locations. Mike says Brennan’s got some kind of setup in one of the old processing buildings, but nobody knows exactly which one.”

I was already pulling out my phone, fingers flying over the keys as I texted Price: Got a name. Marcus Brennan. Fish market vendor, possible drug connection. Need digital footprint ASAP. Check camera feeds near Harrison’s Marina.

“This fits,” Coleman said, comparing Matthews’ circles to our earlier notes. “The timing, the locations, even the fish market smell Isabel mentioned. It all lines up.”

My phone buzzed with Price’s response: On it. Give me thirty. Already accessing traffic cams.

“We need to move fast,” I said, standing up. “If Brennan realizes we’re onto him–”

“Already coordinating with local PD,” Matthews cut in. “Mike’s keeping eyes on the marina, and I’ve got other contacts watching the usual spots.”

“Price is running digital surveillance,” I told the group. “If Brennan’s van has passed any traffic cameras in the last twenty-four hours, she’ll find it. Coleman, can you–”

“Already on it,” she said, phone to her ear. “Calling in for his records now.”

“All right, people,” I said. “Let’s find this bastard.”
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My phone rang, Price’s number lighting up the display. I hit the speaker button.

“Tell me you’ve got something good, Price,” I called out.

“Define ‘good,’“ she replied, and I could hear her fingers flying over keys in the background. “Because what I’ve got is definitely interesting. I looked into your Marcus Brennan, and let’s just say this guy’s got himself a nice little collection of properties.”

“Properties?” Robbie perked up, coffee mug forgotten in his hand.

“First up, we’ve got this absolute beauty of a fishing boat, and I use that term loosely. The thing looks like it’s one wave away from becoming an artificial reef. It’s moored up at Harrison’s Marina, right where you marked on the map.”

Coleman leaned forward. “That fits the profile. What else?”

“Patience, Sergeant,” Price chided. “Next on our tour of Brennan’s empire is his humble abode. And when I say humble, I mean the kind of oceanfront property that makes your average crack house look like the Ritz. Location matches another one of your marked spots.”

“And the van?” I prompted, thinking of Isabel’s description.

“Oh, you’re going to love this. Beat-up van registered to his fish transport business. Bet it reeks of fish.” Price paused, and I could practically hear her grinning. “But here’s where things get spicy. Our fish-mongering friend isn’t just your average small business owner. He’s a former U.S. Marine.”

My stomach dropped. “Former?”

“Dishonorably discharged,” Price confirmed. “And here’s the kicker. Guess who he served with before that discharge went down? None other than our friend Robert Torres.”

The room went silent. Matthews glanced between Robbie and me, clearly picking up on the shift in energy.

“Well,” Robbie drawled, breaking the tension, “that’s a hell of a thing to forget to mention in our little chat.”

“Unless he’s been completely off the Torres’s radar,” I suggested. “Any details on the discharge?” I turned back to Price, even though she couldn’t see me.

“Working on it,” Price said. “Military records are taking their sweet time, but I’m pushing. Want me to keep digging?”

“Yeah,” I said, already reaching for the conference room phone. “Find out everything you can about that discharge and why Torres might have left that detail out of our conversation.”

“You got it. And Marston?” Price’s voice took on that tone she got when she knew she’d delivered solid intel. “You’re welcome.”

“Don’t get cocky, Price,” I shot back, but I was already dialing the Torres number. “Just keep those records coming.”

After she hung up, Coleman shook her head. “A dishonorably discharged Marine with a connection to the victim’s father. That can’t be coincidence.”

“Especially not with the timing,” Matthews added, spreading out his marina maps again. “If Brennan’s been working the docks, he would have had plenty of time to plan this.”

“And plenty of places to hide someone,” Robbie muttered, studying the marked locations.

The phone started ringing in my ear. One ring. Two. On the third, Elena Torres answered, her voice tight with anxiety.

“Mrs. Torres,” I said, keeping my tone professional despite the adrenaline starting to pump through my system. “This is Agent Marston. I need to speak to your husband. It’s urgent.”

“What’s happened?” Her voice trembled slightly. “Did you find something about Isabel?”

“We may have a lead,” I said, “but I need to discuss it with your husband directly.”

“Of course, of course. He’s in the garage. Let me get him.” The phone clattered as she set it down, her footsteps fading away.

All these years of searching for lost pirate ships had taught me one thing. The past never stayed buried. Sooner or later, every secret surfaced. And right now, Robert Torres’s past had come back with a vengeance, driving a fish-scented van.

“Agent Marston.” Robert Torres’s voice came through the speaker a few moments later, clipped and controlled. Military bearing, even now.

“Mr. Torres, do you know a man named Marcus Brennan?” I asked.

There was a pause, which was heavy with unspoken history. “Yes. Yes, I knew Brennan.”

I caught Robbie’s eye across the table. My partner was already scribbling notes, his coffee going cold beside him.

“Tell me everything,” I said.

“Brennan was...” Torres took a measured breath. “He was a piece of work. He was a good Marine when he wanted to be, but he had demons. The kind that catch up with you, eventually.”

“And those demons led to his discharge?” I asked.

“I found him in the barracks.” Torres’s voice hardened with the memory. “Shooting up between deployments. Against everything we stood for, everything the Corps represents. I reported it. Had to.”

Coleman leaned forward, hanging on every word. Even Matthews had stopped fidgeting with his maps.

“He blamed you,” I said. It wasn’t a question.

“Oh, yeah. Said I betrayed him, that I should have looked the other way.” The bitterness in Torres’s voice was old but sharp. “But you don’t look the other way. Not with that. Not when lives depend on the man next to you being clear-headed.”

“And now?” I pressed. “After all these years?”

“Honestly? I can’t imagine...” His voice cracked slightly. “It’s been fifteen years. To take Isabel over something that happened so long ago? It seems impossible. But then again, Brennan never did think like normal people.”

“Would he hurt her?” I asked.

The silence that followed was deafening.

“I don’t know,” Torres finally admitted. “The Brennan I knew? No. But the man he became after? The one who blamed everyone else for his choices? That man...” He trailed off. “Look, if there’s even a chance he has my little girl, you follow that lead. You hear me? Whatever it takes.”

“We will,” I promised. “Stay by the phone. We’ll be in touch.”

After I hung up, I turned to Matthews. “I need a team. Something tells me Brennan isn’t going to come quietly.”

The young sergeant was already reaching for his radio, probably as eager as we were to bring Isabel home.

Matthews worked fast, assembling his team with practiced efficiency. Coleman was already checking her weapon, and Brooks had materialized from wherever she’d been hiding paperwork, ready for action. Two other officers I didn’t know joined us, Garcia and Thompson, according to their name tags.

“Home raid first,” I said, studying the map of Brennan’s waterfront property. “Less exposure than the marina, and–”

The conference room door opened, and my stomach did that familiar flip as Catalina Hernandez walked in. The ADA looked as sharp as ever in her charcoal suit, and she had her dark hair pulled back in a professional knot. Brooks, ever efficient, was already ushering her toward the table.

“Agents.” Catalina nodded to Robbie and me, then turned to Matthews. “Sergeant. Diane called me in.”

“Perfect timing,” I said, trying not to notice how her perfume cut through the stale coffee smell of the room. “We were just planning our next move.”

“So I hear.” Her eyes met mine for a moment too long before she looked away. “Bring me up to speed.”

We laid it out for her, everything from Isabel’s abduction, the 911 call, and Brennan’s connection to Robert Torres. Coleman handled the technical details while Brooks pulled up property records on her tablet. Throughout it all, Catalina listened with that laser focus that made her such a formidable prosecutor.

“And Torres confirmed the connection?” she asked, her pen hovering over her legal pad.

“Yeah,” I replied. “Brennan blamed him for the dishonorable discharge. Fifteen years is a long time to nurse a grudge, but...”

“But not unheard of,” she finished. “Especially if he’s been watching Torres all this time, waiting for the perfect moment to strike.”

Robbie cleared his throat. “The question is, what kind of evidence are we looking at here? Assuming we find Isabel–”

“When we find Isabel,” I corrected.

“When we find her,” Robbie continued smoothly, “what do you need to make this stick?”

Catalina straightened, all business now. “Everything. Documents, photos, surveillance footage if he has any. Any correspondence that shows premeditation. And, of course, physical evidence from both properties.”

“Both?” Matthews asked.

“The house and the boat,” she clarified. “We’ll need search warrants for both, which I can expedite. But fair warning, if this goes to trial, the defense will try to paint Torres as an unreliable witness due to the military history.”

“Hence the evidence gathering.” Coleman nodded.

“Exactly.” Catalina turned to me. “You’re thinking house first?”

“Fewer variables than the marina,” I explained, ignoring the way my pulse quickened when she leaned closer to study the map. “Contained environment, minimal civilian exposure.”

“Good,” she said. “I’ll have the warrants within the hour. Just...” She hesitated. “Be careful with the evidence collection. I want this ironclad.”

“Always am,” I said with a half-smile.

Robbie snorted. “Since when?”

“Agent Holm,” Catalina quipped, “perhaps you could focus on the raid preparations?”

Brooks hid a smile behind her tablet as Robbie mock-saluted. “Yes, ma’am. Though someone should probably remind Marston that evidence is usually more valuable when it’s not shot full of holes.”

“That was one time,” I protested.

“Three times,” Catalina corrected. “I have the case files to prove it.”

The room’s tension eased slightly as everyone chuckled, but we quickly got back to business. Garcia and Thompson started coordinating with SWAT while Coleman and Brooks mapped out entry points. Through it all, I could feel Catalina’s presence beside me, professional but somehow electric.

Time was still against us, but now we had a plan. Better yet, we had a prosecutor ready to nail Brennan to the wall, assuming we could find the evidence to connect him to Isabel’s disappearance.

First things first, though. We had a house to raid.
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The sun was sinking toward the horizon as we gathered outside Brennan’s house, painting the shabby oceanfront property in shades of orange and red. SWAT had taken position behind us. The salt air carried traces of rotting fish and seaweed—typical marina scents, but somehow more ominous now.

“Everyone clear on the plan?” I asked, checking my vest straps one final time.

“Crystal,” Robbie replied, adjusting his earpiece. “Though I still think you’re being dramatic about the back entrance.”

“You want to wade through that swamp of a backyard, be my guest.” I gestured toward the overgrown mess behind the house. “Pretty sure I saw something move in there earlier.”

“Children, please,” Coleman cut in, her voice crackling through our comms. “Save the marriage counseling for after we clear the house.”

“Focus, people,” Matthews called out, but I caught his slight smile. “Alpha team, you’ve got point through the front. Bravo takes the side entrance. Charlie team maintains the perimeter. Remember, we’re looking for any evidence of Isabel Torres, but Brennan is our primary target.”

I nodded to Robbie. “Ready to rock and roll, partner?”

“After you, sunshine.” He checked his weapon one last time. “Try not to shoot any evidence this time.”

“That was–”

“Three times,” came Catalina’s voice through our earpieces. She was monitoring from the command vehicle.

“See if I ever bring you coffee again,” I muttered, moving into position.

“You’ve never brought me coffee,” she replied.

“Exactly.” I smirked.

Matthews raised his hand, and the chatter died instantly. This was the part I loved: the moment before everything kicked into high gear, when the plan was still perfect, and anything was possible.

“Execute,” Matthews commanded.

We moved as one unit, closing the distance to Brennan’s front door in seconds. The wooden steps creaked under our weight—no chance of surprise now.

“MBLIS! Search warrant!” I announced, pounding on the door. “Open up, Brennan!”

I heard movement inside. A shadow passed behind the grimy windows. Then, a gruff voice called out: “Get off my property!”

“Not happening,” I called back. “We can do this the easy way or the hard way.”

“There’s always a hard way with you,” Robbie muttered beside me.

“Breach it,” I ordered.

The SWAT team’s ram made short work of the lock. We pushed in, weapons up, clearing corners with practiced efficiency. The house smelled of fish and desperation. It was a combination I’d come to associate with dead ends and bad decisions.

“Clear left!”

“Clear right!”

“Kitchen clear!”

I heard movement upstairs, then heavy footsteps and a crash.

“Contact!” Coleman’s voice crackled through comms. “Second floor, west side!”

“On it,” I replied, taking the stairs two at a time with Robbie right behind me.

We reached the second floor just as Brennan burst out of a room at the end of the hall. He was bigger than his photos suggested, all muscle gone to seed. His eyes were wild, darting between us like a cornered animal.

“This is private property!” he roared. “You have no right–”

“Actually,” I cut him off, “we have several rights. All nicely printed on this warrant. Want to read it, or should we skip to the part where you tell us where Isabel is?”

Something flickered in his eyes at Isabel’s name. Confusion? Fear?

Then he charged.

For a big man, he moved fast. I barely had time to brace before he slammed into me, sending us both crashing into the wall. My head cracked against the plaster, stars dancing in my vision.

“A little help here?” I managed, trying to maintain my grip on him.

“You know,” Robbie grunted, attempting to get a hold of Brennan’s arm, “for once, I’d like to meet a suspect who just surrenders quietly.”

“Where’s the fun in that?” I ducked a wild swing, catching Brennan with an uppercut that probably hurt my hand more than his jaw.

Coleman appeared at the end of the hall, weapon trained on Brennan. “On your knees! Now!”

“You don’t understand,” Brennan growled, still struggling.

“You’re right. I don’t understand why a little girl deserves to be kidnapped.” I slammed him against the wall.

“A girl?” He actually looked confused for a moment. “What are you talking about?”

“Isabel Torres,” Robbie said, maintaining his grip on Brennan’s arm. “Ring any bells? About twelve years old, taken on her way to school?”

The fight seemed to drain out of Brennan all at once. “Isabel? Who?” He sagged against the wall. “I didn’t... I would never...”

“Down on your knees,” Coleman ordered again. “Hands behind your head.”

This time, he complied.

“Well,” Robbie said as we cuffed him, “that was unexpected.”

“Sir!” Brooks called from downstairs. “You’re gonna want to see this!”

I left Robbie and Coleman with Brennan and headed down. Brooks stood in what appeared to be a home office, surrounded by papers and photos pinned to the walls.

“What’ve you got?”

She pointed to the photos. They showed Robert Torres at work, at home, and with his family. There were dozens of them, taken over what looked like years.

“Surveillance photos,” I muttered. “He’s been watching them.”

“That’s not all.” Brooks handed me a notebook. “Look at the dates.”

I flipped through pages of meticulous notes, all about Robert Torres’s daily routine. The latest entry was from this morning.

“Son of a bitch,” I said softly. “He’s been planning something. But if he didn’t take Isabel...”

“Then who did?” Brooks finished.

“Let’s find out. Clear the rest of the house,” I ordered, rubbing my jaw where Brennan’s elbow had caught me during the scuffle. “Every room, every closet. Check for hidden spaces, false walls, anything that could hide a twelve-year-old girl.”

The search teams moved with practiced efficiency. The house was a study in neglect. Water stains mapped the ceiling like alien continents, and the floorboards protested under our feet. In the kitchen, dishes filled a sink that had probably seen better days during the Carter administration. Empty beer bottles lined the counter like tiny amber soldiers.

“Sir?” Thompson called from upstairs. “Found something interesting in the master bedroom.”

I took the stairs two at a time, passing Coleman, who was photographing the surveillance setup in Brennan’s office. The bedroom was spartan. It had an unmade bed, clothes scattered across a chair, and a gun safe in the corner. Thompson stood by the closet, pointing to a wall of photos.

More surveillance shots of the Torres family, but these were different. Older. Some showed Robert Torres in his Marine days, others from what looked like base housing. In one, a younger Brennan stood next to Torres, both in uniform, grinning at the camera.

“Hell of a trip down memory lane,” Robbie said, appearing behind me.

“Got a laptop,” Brooks called from downstairs. “Password protected. Price is gonna love this.”

I headed back down to where Brennan sat cuffed in a kitchen chair, looking genuinely bewildered. His earlier rage had melted into something closer to confusion.

“Where is she?” I demanded.

“Who?” He looked up at me, brow furrowed. “The girl? Isabel?” He shook his head. “I swear I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Then why all the photos? The surveillance?” I gestured to his office. “You’ve been watching them for years.”

“Torres,” he spat the name, but there was more pain than venom in it. “Yeah, I’ve been watching him. Waiting for the right moment to... to...” He trailed off, then straightened. “But I wouldn’t hurt a kid. Never. Do you want to arrest me for stalking? Fine. But I don’t know where Isabel is.”

Matthews appeared in the doorway. “Basement’s clear. No sign of recent activity.”

“Attic, too,” Coleman added. “Just boxes and dead rats.”

I studied Brennan’s face, looking for any sign of deception. But all I saw was genuine confusion tinged with growing concern.

“Read him his rights,” I told Brooks. “Get him to the car.”

As she led him out, Brennan kept talking. “Look, if someone took Isabel, I’ll help. Whatever you need. Torres might be a backstabbing bastard, but his kid? That’s not right.”

The house creaked around us as the search teams finished their sweep. We’d found no hidden panels and no secret rooms. There was no Isabel. There was just the accumulated debris of a man who’d let vengeance consume him, but apparently not enough to harm a child.

Outside, the police lights painted everything in alternating red and blue. I leaned against my car, frustration burning in my gut.

“We really thought we had him,” I muttered.

“Hey.” Robbie squeezed my shoulder. “We’ve got his surveillance photos, his notes, his laptop. Price will tear through his digital life like tissue paper. And now we know there’s someone else in the picture.”

“Meanwhile, Isabel’s still out there somewhere.” I sighed.

“And we’ll find her.” Robbie’s tone left no room for doubt. “You heard Brennan. He’s willing to help. Maybe he noticed something during all that surveillance, something that could point us in the right direction.”

I watched as they loaded Brennan into a patrol car. He went quietly, head bowed, none of that earlier fight left in him. He was just a man whose obsession had finally caught up with him, but maybe not in the way we’d expected.

“You know what bugs me?” I said as the car pulled away. “He really did seem surprised about Isabel. Almost... worried.”

“Which means either he’s the world’s best actor...” Robbie shrugged.

“Or we’re looking at the wrong Marine.” I straightened up. “Get Price on the phone.”

The sun had fully set now, leaving us in artificial light and lengthening shadows. Somewhere out there, Isabel was waiting. We’d been wrong about Brennan, but every dead end brought us closer to the truth.

We just had to hope we’d find it in time.
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The fluorescent lights of the station hummed overhead as we trudged back in, the adrenaline from the raid giving way to a bone-deep weariness that even coffee probably couldn’t fix. Not that it would stop me from trying.

“You look like hell,” Catalina commented as we passed her in the hallway. She fell into step beside us, a case file tucked under her arm.

“Thanks,” I muttered, touching my jaw where Brennan’s elbow had connected. “You always know just what to say.”

“She’s not wrong, though,” Robbie chimed in, far too cheerful for someone who’d just helped tackle a former Marine. “You should see the other wall you hit.”

“Funny.” I shot him a look. “Weren’t you just complaining about the smell of fish getting on your designer shoes?”

“These are Italian leather!” he protested. “Do you know how hard it is to get that smell out?”

“Children,” Catalina interrupted, but I caught her fighting a smile. “Can we focus? Brennan’s in Interview Two, and his lawyer’s on the way.”

“Perfect.” I sighed, making a detour toward the break room. “Just enough time for coffee.”

“Make it quick,” she called after me. “I’ll be watching from observation.”

The break room coffee was as terrible as I predicted, but it was hot and caffeinated, which was all that mattered at this point. Robbie joined me a moment later.

“So what’s the play here?” he asked, dumping an obscene amount of sugar into his coffee. “Good cop, bad cop? Bad cop, worse cop? Your particular brand of smartass cop?”

“I’m thinking we just talk to him,” I said, watching the steam rise from my cup. “Did you see his face when we mentioned Isabel? That wasn’t an act.”

“Yeah, but he’s been stalking Torres for years.” Robbie took a sip of his coffee. “How does he not know about the kid?”

“That’s what we’re going to find out.” I drained half my coffee in one go, ignoring the burn. “Ready?”

“After you, partner.” He gestured toward the door. “Try not to antagonize this one too much. I just got these shoes cleaned.”

The interview room was standard issue: bare walls, a metal table, and uncomfortable chairs designed to make suspects squirm. Brennan sat quietly, his earlier rage completely gone. The cuffs seemed almost unnecessary now.

“Mr. Brennan,” I said as we sat across from him. “Ready to have a real conversation?”

He nodded slowly. “Look, I know how this looks. The photos, the notes... I can explain that.”

“We’ll get to that,” Robbie said, laying out his notebook. “Right now, we need to know about your movements this morning.”

“This morning?” Brennan frowned. “I was at the market. Fisherman’s Wharf. Ask anyone there. I’m always at my stall by five AM.”

I exchanged a glance with Robbie. “Anyone who can verify that?”

“Hell, half the dock workers.” He leaned forward slightly. “Look, I know I messed up with the surveillance thing. But this thing with Torres’s kid? I swear on my mother’s grave, I don’t know anything about it.”

Through the two-way mirror, I could feel Catalina watching, analyzing every word.

“What kind of van do you drive, Mr. Brennan?” Robbie asked casually.

“White Ford. Got it cheap at auction last year when my old white Chevy finally died.” He paused. “Why?”

Another glance between Robbie and me. Isabel had been very specific about a white van, but she hadn’t mentioned anything about the make or model.

“And you’re sure about your whereabouts this morning?” I pressed. “Between seven and eight specifically?”

“Positive. Had a delivery come in around seven-thirty. Big order for the Sandpiper Resort. Check with Miguel at the loading dock. He helped me unload it.”

I sat back, studying him. Everything about his body language screamed honesty, which was exactly the opposite of what we’d expected walking in here.

“Mr. Brennan,” I said carefully, “why were you watching Robert Torres?”

His face darkened. “That’s... complicated. And I think I should probably wait for my lawyer before we get into that.”

“Fair enough,” I conceded, standing up. “We’ll verify your alibi and be back.”

Outside the interview room, Catalina was waiting. “Well, that was interesting.”

“Yeah,” I agreed, running a hand through my hair. “Robbie, can you–”

“Already on it,” he said, pulling out his phone. “Calling Fisherman’s Wharf now.”

“I’ll have Price check traffic cams,” I added. “If he was making deliveries, we should be able to verify it.”

Twenty minutes later, we had our answer. Multiple witnesses placed Brennan at his market stall during Isabel’s abduction. Price called back and confirmed traffic cameras showed his van making deliveries exactly when he claimed. The man might be a stalker with serious issues, but he wasn’t our kidnapper.

“Dammit,” I muttered, staring at the case board we’d set up. Isabel’s school photo smiled back at me, innocent and trusting. “We really thought we had him.”

“Hey.” Catalina’s hand touched my arm briefly. “At least now we know where not to look.”

“Yeah, but we’re running out of good places to look at all.” I turned to find her watching me with those dark eyes that always seemed to see right through me. “There are too many possibilities. Time’s not on our side here.”

“When is it ever?” She smiled slightly. “But if anyone can figure this out, it’s you and your partner. Speaking of which...” She glanced over my shoulder. “Incoming.”

Robbie approached with coffee in hand again. This was his second cup within an hour, so I knew he was as tired as I felt.

“So, good news and bad news,” he announced.

“Hit me,” I said, though I had a feeling I knew what was coming.

“Good news is Brennan’s lawyer just arrived, and he’s willing to cooperate fully regarding the Torres surveillance. Might give us some useful background.” He took a sip of coffee. “Bad news is, Price just called. No hits on facial recognition for our actual suspect. The traffic cams near Isabel’s abduction site were all conveniently malfunctioning this morning.”

“Conveniently, how?” Catalina asked sharply.

“As in, someone knew exactly which ones to take offline,” Robbie replied. “This wasn’t random.”

I felt my pulse quicken. “So we’re looking at someone with technical knowledge. Someone who planned this.”

“Someone who knew exactly how to avoid detection,” Catalina added. “That’s... concerning.”

“You think?” I started pacing, mind racing. “Okay, so we’ve got a guy who can disable traffic cams, who knows Isabel’s route to school, who drives a white van that smells like fish, and who has a distinctive scar that nobody’s seen before?”

“When you put it that way...” Robbie trailed off. “Wait. What if the scar isn’t real?”

I stopped pacing. “What?”

“Think about it,” he continued, warming to his theory. “If you were planning something like this, wouldn’t you want witnesses to remember something distinctive? Something that would lead us in the wrong direction?”

“Like a fake scar and a van that smells like fish,” I finished. “Making us think it was someone connected to the marina district.”

“While our actual suspect could be anywhere,” Catalina concluded. “That’s... actually brilliant.”

“And terrifying,” I added. “Because if this guy’s that methodical...”

“Then Isabel’s abduction was just the beginning of whatever he has planned,” Robbie finished grimly.

We stood there in silence, letting the implications sink in. Our suspect pool hadn’t just widened… it had exploded. And somewhere out there, a twelve-year-old girl was in the hands of someone smart enough to play us from the start.

The clock on the wall kept ticking, each second taking us further from Isabel’s last known location. And now we had to start over, this time looking for someone who’d deliberately led us down the wrong path.

“Well,” I said finally, “I guess we better tell Diane we need to expand the search parameters.”

“I’ll make more coffee,” Robbie offered.

“I’ll update the warrants,” Catalina added.

It was going to be a long night.
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Istood in the hallway, the Torres’s number pulled up on my phone, dreading the call I had to make. How do you tell parents that their best lead just evaporated? That we were basically starting over? The fluorescent lights buzzed overhead, making everything feel somehow worse.

“Just rip the Band-Aid off,” I muttered to myself, finger hovering over the call button.

Suddenly, Brooks burst out of the conference room, her eyes wide with urgency. “Marston! Get in here now!”

My heart jumped into my throat as I sprinted back to the room. Everyone was clustered around the conference phone, and Matthews was already speaking.

“Isabel? This is Sergeant Matthews. Jack. Are you safe right now?”

“Yes,” her voice came through clearly, stronger than before. “He left again. I don’t know for how long, but I wanted to try calling while I could.”

Robbie caught my eye across the table, both of us hardly daring to breathe. Coleman was already taking notes, her pen flying across the page.

“That’s good, Isabel,” Matthews said, his voice steady and calm. “Can you tell us what’s been happening?”

“I’ve been working on the window,” she replied. “There’s this covering on it, but I found a weak spot. I’ve been picking at it really carefully so he won’t notice.”

“Smart girl,” Coleman murmured.

“Can you see anything through it yet?” Matthews asked.

“No,” Isabel sounded frustrated. “But I’m going to keep trying. I just have to be really careful. He checks everything when he comes back.”

“You’re doing exactly right,” Matthews assured her. “How are you holding up? Is he feeding you?”

“Yeah, he brings food. Sandwiches mostly. I’m still kind of hungry, though.” There was a slight tremor in her voice. “And it’s a little cold in here.”

My fists clenched under the table. A hungry, cold kid, locked in a room somewhere. But at least she was alive.

“Isabel,” Matthews continued, “did he say anything about why he took you?”

“I asked him,” she said. “He just said I’m a ‘means to an end.’ I don’t really know what that means, and he wouldn’t explain it.” She paused. “Are... are my parents okay?”

“They’re worried about you,” Matthews said gently, “but they’re staying strong. We’re all working very hard to find you.”

“I know you are.” Her voice strengthened slightly. “I’m trying to help. I’m remembering everything you said about paying attention to details.”

“You’re doing amazing,” Matthews assured her. “Can you call again when you’re able?”

“I promise,” Isabel said. “I have to go now. I think I heard something.”

“Stay safe,” Matthews said quickly. “Remember, you can call anytime-”

The line went dead.

The room erupted into motion. Price was already on the line, trying to trace the call. Apparently, Robbie had called her when the call came through. Coleman rushed out to update the chief. Brooks was coordinating with the patrol units.

“A means to an end,” Robbie repeated thoughtfully. “That’s an odd thing to say to a kid.”

“Yeah,” I agreed, mind racing. “Almost like he was quoting something. Or someone.”

“Or like this is part of something bigger,” Catalina added from the doorway. She must have come in during the call. “Something where Isabel isn’t the actual target.”

I caught Robbie’s eye. “You thinking what I’m thinking?”

“That maybe this isn’t about Isabel at all?” He nodded. “Yeah. But then, what’s the real play here?”

“I don’t know,” I said, watching the organized chaos around us. “But at least we know she’s still okay. Still fighting.”

“Still giving us intel,” Robbie added. “That window covering... if she can get us any kind of visual...”

“One thing at a time,” I said, though hope was starting to replace some of the earlier despair. “First, I need to call her parents. They should know she’s okay.”

“Want company?” Robbie offered.

I shook my head. “Nah, I got this one. You help Price with that trace.”

As I stepped into the hallway again, my phone felt lighter somehow. The news wasn’t all good, but it was something. Isabel was alive, unharmed, and still able to help us look for her.

I found a quiet corner of the station to make the call. The phone only rang once before Elena Torres answered.

“Agent Marston? Did you find something?”

“Mrs. Torres,” I said, keeping my voice steady. “I have some news. Is your husband there?”

“Yes, yes, hold on.” I heard rustling, and then Robert’s voice joined the line. They must have put me on speaker.

“Agent Marston,” Robert said. His military bearing was evident even through the phone. “What happened with Brennan?”

I took a deep breath. “The raid didn’t pan out the way we hoped. Brennan wasn’t our guy.”

“I was afraid of that,” Robert said quietly. “Marcus... he’s got his demons, but hurting a kid? That was never his style, at least not to my knowledge. Is that all?”

“No,” I confirmed, grateful for the opening. “We heard from Isabel again.”

Elena’s sharp intake of breath was followed by a choked, “When?”

“Just now. She managed to call while her captor was out.” I could practically feel their tension through the phone. “She’s okay. He’s feeding her, and she hasn’t been hurt.”

“Oh, thank God,” Elena whispered.

“She asked about you both,” I continued. “She’s being incredibly brave.”

“That’s our girl,” Robert said, his voice rough with emotion. “Did she... did she say anything else?”

I told them about the window covering, carefully editing out the parts about her being cold and hungry. They didn’t need that image in their heads right now.

“Smart,” Robert said. “Working on the window but being careful about it. That’s smart thinking.”

“She’s going to call again when she can,” I assured them. “We’re monitoring the line constantly.”

“Thank you,” Elena said. “For telling us. For everything.”

After a few more assurances, I ended the call and headed back to the conference room. The energy had shifted noticeably. Hearing Isabel’s voice had given everyone a second wind.

“Torres family okay?” Robbie asked as I walked in.

“As okay as they can be,” I replied, dropping into a chair. “Robert actually seemed relieved about Brennan.”

“Makes sense,” Catalina said, gathering her files. “Better to eliminate a suspect than waste time on the wrong trail.” She checked her watch and grimaced. “I need to head out, but I’ll be back first thing tomorrow. We should look into that ‘means to an end’ comment.”

“Already on it,” Price called from Robbie’s phone on the table. “Running linguistic analysis on similar phrases in our case database.”

“Get some rest, people,” Matthews announced from the doorway. “We’re no good to Isabel if we’re running on fumes.”

Slowly, the room began to clear out. Brooks made one last coffee run. Coleman organized tomorrow’s search grid. Thompson and Garcia coordinated with the night shift.

“Want a drink?” Robbie asked as we walked to the parking lot.

“Nah, I want to meet Tessa.” I shrugged as we approached my car. “Besides, you probably need to go home and polish those Italian shoes.”

“You’re hilarious,” he deadpanned. “Try to actually sleep tonight, partner. Tomorrow’s another day.”

“Yeah,” I agreed. “Another day closer to finding her.”

The night air was thick with humidity as we climbed into my car. Isabel’s voice played in my head, scared but determined, doing everything she could to help us find her. Tomorrow, we’d start fresh, following new leads and checking every angle.

But tonight, at least, we knew she was alive. Tonight, we had hope.

Sometimes, that was all we got in this job. And sometimes, it was enough.

At least until morning.
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JACK MATTHEWS


Jack Matthews liked the quiet of the early morning. The sun was just starting to peek through the windows of his modest ranch-style home as he went through his morning routine. Everything had its place and its purpose, just like his father had taught him. The coffee maker burbled cheerfully in the kitchen while he straightened his shirt, making sure his tie was adjusted just right.

His mind kept drifting back to Isabel’s voice from the night before. Something about her determination, her clear-headed approach to a terrifying situation, had struck a chord with him. In all his years on the force, he’d never had a case get under his skin quite like this one.

The thought that had nagged at him just before sleep hit him again as he poured his coffee into his father’s old Thermos. The marine community was always listening, always watching. And nobody knew the waters better than the folks who lived on them.

Jack headed down the hallway to his radio room, what his mother kept calling his “ham shack” whenever she visited. The spare bedroom had been transformed into a carefully organized collection of radio equipment, each piece meticulously maintained. His pride and joy, a restored Hallicrafters SX-101A that had belonged to his grandfather, sat front and center.

“Let’s see what the morning crew has to say,” he muttered, settling into his chair and powering up the equipment. The familiar warm hum of tubes and static filled the room, bringing a smile to his face. Modern technology had its place, but there was something special about these old radios. They had character and history.

The early morning frequencies were already active, with fishing crews heading out for the day. Jack listened for a while, getting a feel for the rhythm of their conversations before breaking in with his own call sign.

“KN4YRX calling any vessels in the greater Tampa Bay area. Looking for information on unusual activity in the past forty-eight hours. Over.”

For several minutes, he got only routine chatter about weather conditions and fish movements. A couple of people answered him and mentioned noticing a larger-than-usual Coast Guard presence up and down a stretch of the eastern Florida coast, but, of course, Jack already knew about that. Then, a gravelly voice cut through.

“KN4YRX, this is KC5BLM. You asking about strange activity? Over.”

“Affirmative, KC5BLM,” Jack replied, reaching for his notepad. “Anything out of the ordinary. Over.”

“Well...” The voice paused thoughtfully. “Now that you mention it, I heard some odd chatter last night about movement around that old lighthouse near Shell Key. Strange time for anybody to be out there. Over.”

Jack’s hand tightened on his pen. The lighthouse wasn’t within their search radius—as a matter of fact, it was on the complete opposite coast—but it checked every other box. Isolated location, water access, clear sight lines for watching approaching vessels.

“Can you elaborate on the type of movement? Over.”

“Boat engine. It sounded like a smaller craft. Probably under thirty feet. Unusual hours for recreational boating. Over.”

“Copy that,” Jack replied as he thought it over. “Much appreciated, KC5BLM. Clear.”

“Clear.”

Jack sat back in his chair, looking at his notes. The lighthouse had been decommissioned years ago, but it still had living quarters that could easily hide a twelve-year-old girl. And if someone was making regular trips out there...

He glanced at his watch. It was still early, but this couldn’t wait. He powered down his equipment with practiced care, and each dial and switch was returned to its proper position. His grandfather’s voice echoed in his memory: “Treat your gear right, Jackie, and it’ll never let you down.”

Outside, his F-150 sat in the driveway, morning dew still clinging to its navy blue paint. The truck had been a splurge when he made sergeant, but he’d never regretted it. Like his radio equipment, it was solid and dependable, the kind of vehicle his father would have approved of.

As he drove to the station, Jack’s mind kept circling back to the lighthouse. It hadn’t even been on their radar, but now... Now they might have something. And if he was right, if this lead panned out, maybe they could bring Isabel home.

He’d promised her they would find her, and Jack Matthews always kept his promises.

The morning traffic was light as he guided his truck toward the station, the sunrise giving everything a renewed sense of possibility. Sometimes, the old ways, ham radios, fishermen’s gossip, and simple human connection still worked best. His grandfather would have appreciated that. Now, he just had to convince the others to expand their search area. And maybe, just maybe, they’d finally get the break they needed.

The station was quiet when Jack arrived. Most of the morning shift wasn’t due for another hour. He liked these peaceful moments before the day really began, though today, his mind was too full of lighthouses and boat engines to appreciate it properly.

Through the conference room’s glass walls, he spotted Brooks and Coleman huddled over coffee cups, deep in conversation. They glanced his way and quickly looked away, triggering that peculiar sixth sense that told him he was the topic of discussion. Brooks said something that made Coleman laugh, and Jack felt his neck warm slightly as he settled at his desk.

His email inbox was mercifully light, with just a few updates from the night shift and a reminder about next week’s departmental meeting. He was halfway through reading his final email when he caught movement in his peripheral vision.

“Morning,” Coleman said, leaning against his desk. Jack noticed Brooks had mysteriously vanished from the conference room. “You’re in early.”

“Could say the same about you,” he replied, trying to keep his tone casual despite the odd tension in the air. “Everything okay?”

Coleman fidgeted with her coffee cup, something very un-Coleman-like. “Actually... Brooks may have told me something interesting.” She paused, then seemed to steel herself. “She has a bit of a crush on you.”

Jack blinked, his mind momentarily derailed from thoughts of lighthouses. “Brooks? Really?”

“Really.” Coleman smiled. “She’d kill me for telling you, but...” She shrugged. “Anyway, you seemed kind of distracted when you came in. Something on your mind?”

Jack allowed himself a moment to process the Brooks revelation. That was definitely something to think about later after focusing on the more urgent matter at hand. “Actually, yes. Think you could grab those maps from yesterday? I might have something.”

They relocated to the conference room, where Jack spread out yesterday’s search grid. He found Shell Key on the map and traced his finger to the lighthouse.

“It’s outside our original search radius,” he explained, “but hear me out. This morning, I was on my ham radio–”

“Your what now?” Coleman interrupted, eyebrows raised.

“Ham radio. Amateur radio?” At her blank look, he sighed. “You know what? It’s not important. The point is, I heard from some local boaters about strange activity around this lighthouse last night. Small boat, unusual hours.”

Coleman leaned over the map, her expression shifting to focused interest. “The old Shell Key lighthouse? That’s... actually perfect. The isolated location, clear views of approaching vessels...” She straightened up. “And if someone’s making regular trips out there...”

“Exactly.” Jack felt a surge of excitement at having someone else see the possibility. “Plus, it fits with what Isabel described. Wooden floors, ocean sounds. These old lighthouses were built to last, and the keeper’s quarters would be an ideal place to hide someone.”

“We should wait for the others,” Coleman said, though Jack could tell she was as eager to move on this as he was. “But Jack? Good work with the... ham thing.”

“Amateur radio,” he corrected automatically, then felt himself flush slightly at her amused look.

“Right.” She smiled. “Maybe you can tell me more about it sometime. Like, say, over coffee?”

Jack felt his ears warm. “That... Yeah, that would be nice.”

“Good.” She headed for the door, then paused. “Oh, and Jack? Maybe don’t mention to Brooks that I told you. Let her tell you in her own time.”

As she left, Jack found himself staring at the lighthouse on the map, though his mind was suddenly occupied with more than just the case. Brooks had a crush on him? And Coleman wanted to get coffee?

He shook his head, forcing himself to focus. First, they had to find Isabel. Everything else—ham radio explanations, coffee dates, workplace crushes—could wait. But maybe, he thought as he studied the map, today would be a good day for more than one kind of breakthrough.

The station had come alive by the time Marston and Holm showed up. Jack had barely waited for them to get coffee before gathering everyone around the map.

“Shell Key lighthouse,” he said, pointing to the location. “Got word this morning about unusual boat traffic out there.”

“That’s well outside our search radius,” Marston noted, but his eyes lit up with interest. “But otherwise...”

“Otherwise, it’s perfect,” Holm finished.

“Price needs to hear this,” Marston said, pulling out his phone. He dialed quickly and put it on speaker. “Price? Matthews may have something. Tell him about those audio markers you isolated.”

“The ones from Isabel’s calls?” Price’s voice crackled through. “Lots of echoes, suggesting high ceilings or empty spaces. Distinct water sounds, but muffled, like through thick walls. And there was this weird periodic noise I couldn’t place...”

“Like a mechanical hum?” Jack asked eagerly.

“Yeah, actually. How did you–”

“The lighthouse mechanism,” Jack explained. “Even decommissioned, those old gears are still there. They make a distinctive sound.”

“Son of a bitch,” Price muttered. “Let me run a quick analysis against some lighthouse acoustic profiles...”

While they waited, Brooks moved closer to the map, her shoulder brushing Jack’s. He felt his ears warm, remembering Coleman’s revelation, but he kept his focus on the task at hand.

“This could be it,” Marston said, already planning. “We’ll need boats, obviously. Coast Guard support. Maybe–”

The station’s front desk phone rang, and Thompson burst into the room. “Matthews! Isabel’s on the line!”

Jack was moving before Thompson finished speaking, racing to the nearest phone. His hands shook slightly as he picked up the receiver.

“Isabel? It’s Sergeant Matthews. Jack.”

“Hi, Jack,” she said, her voice smaller than before. “He’s gone again, but... something happened.”

Everyone in the room seemed to hold their breath.

“Tell me,” Jack encouraged gently.

“I got the covering off the window last night,” she said. “I was really careful, worked on it for hours while he was gone. And I saw... There was this light. Like blinking, but slow? Every seven or ten seconds, I think. But that’s all I could see.”

Jack’s heart leaped. That was it: a rotating lighthouse beacon, still operational despite the building being abandoned.

“The man came in early this morning to check on me,” Isabel continued, her voice wavering. “He got really mad about the window. He taped it all up again, stronger than before. Then he just... left. He seemed really angry.” She paused. “Was what I saw helpful at all? I’m scared he’ll be even madder when he comes back.”

“Isabel, listen to me,” Jack said firmly. “What you saw was incredibly helpful. We know where you are now, and we’re coming to get you. You just need to hold on a little longer, okay?”

“You really know where I am?” The hope in her voice was almost painful to hear.

“We do,” Jack assured her. “You’re being so brave, and it’s helping us find you. Can you stay strong for just a bit longer?”

“Yes,” she said, sounding more determined. “I can do that.”

“Good girl. Call again if you can, but if not, just know we’re on our way.”

After the call ended, Jack turned to find everyone staring at him.

“The lighthouse,” Marston said. “She just confirmed it.”

“The rotating beacon would be visible from the keeper’s quarters,” Jack explained. “Seven to ten seconds between passes is standard for that class of lighthouse.”

“But if it’s abandoned, then why does it have a light?” Holm wondered out loud.

“Oh, that’s easy to explain,” Jack replied with a wave of his hand. “That lighthouse has been operating for years. Toward the end of its time, they’d upgraded the light and converted the power going to it to solar power. Now, it still stands, and the solar power allows it to continue to operate automatically, but it’s unmanned. It’s decommissioned since no one lives there or actively maintains it, but it still operates.”

“What happens when the solar power system fails or the light goes out?” Holm asked.

Jack shrugged. “Then that’ll be the end of that lighthouse entirely, I guess.”

Holm nodded and accepted the information at face value.

“Well, then, what are we waiting for?” Marston asked, already reaching for his phone. “Let’s get a team together.”

The next thirty minutes were a blur as Jack coordinated the emergency meeting. Every available agent and officer crammed themselves into the conference room, maps spread across the table and coffee cups abandoned half-empty as everyone focused on the task at hand.

Catalina arrived just as they were getting started, slightly breathless and clutching her briefcase. “Did I miss anything?”

“Perfect timing,” Marston told her. “Matthews is about to lay it out.”

Jack stood at the head of the table, trying to project calm authority despite the urgency thrumming through his veins.

“We have confirmation that Isabel Torres is being held at the Shell Key lighthouse,” he announces with an air of authority. “Based on her last call, we believe the suspect may be spooked and planning to move her.”

“It’ll be the same tactical approach as the Brennan raid,” Holm added, “but we’re looking at about an hour and a half’s drive, maybe more with traffic.”

“We’ll need boats,” Coleman said, already marking water approach routes on the map. “And Coast Guard support for any water escape attempts. We’ve already been in contact with them, and they are sending a team out.”

Brooks appeared with a stack of bulletproof vests, distributing them efficiently. “SWAT’s already gearing up,” she reported. “ETA twenty minutes.”

“Price is coordinating with traffic control,” Marston called out as he looked up from his phone. “She’s trying to get us a clear route.”

Jack watched as everyone fell into their roles with practiced precision. This was what they trained for, what they lived for. But something else was driving them today—the voice of a brave twelve-year-old girl who’d done everything right to help them find her.

“Marston,” Jack called out. “Can you coordinate with your director? We’ll need local PD support on that side of the bay.”

“On it,” Marston replied.

“I’ll start the warrant process,” Catalina said, pulling out her laptop. “Given the circumstances, we should be able to get emergency authorization within minutes.”

Jack felt a surge of pride in his team as they moved with coordinated efficiency. Garcia and Thompson were already checking weapons and radio equipment. Coleman and Brooks huddled over the tactical approach plans, marking entry points and potential hazards.

“Remember,” Jack announced, raising his voice slightly. “This suspect is smart. He’s been potentially playing us from the start with false leads and deliberate misdirection. We have to assume he’s prepared for us.”

“But he wasn’t prepared for Isabel,” Marston added grimly. “He didn’t count on her being so resourceful.”

“Exactly,” Jack agreed. “Let’s make sure her courage pays off. Gear up and move out in fifteen minutes. We’ll finalize the tactical plan en route.”

The room emptied quickly as everyone rushed to prepare. Jack caught Brooks’s eye as she passed, and she gave him a quick smile that made his ears warm despite the tension of the moment.

“Good work with the ham radio,” she said quietly as Jack gathered his gear. “Sometimes the old ways are the best ways.”

Jack nodded, watching as his team prepared for what could be the most important raid of their careers. Somewhere out there, in an old lighthouse keeper’s quarters, Isabel was waiting. She’d done her part and given them everything they needed to find her.

Now, it was their turn to bring her home.
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The lighthouse loomed above us as we approached, its white-washed walls almost blinding in the late morning sun. Pinellas County Sheriff’s vehicles were already in position, their deputies maintaining a perimeter while we geared up. The lighthouse keeper’s quarters attached to the base looked exactly like something you’d use to hide a kidnapped girl. Isolated, defendable, and with clear views of anyone approaching by land or sea.

“Water approaches all secured,” Robbie’s voice crackled through my earpiece. Through my binoculars, I could see the Coast Guard vessels positioned strategically around the peninsula. Two larger cutters blocked the main channels while smaller rigid inflatables patrolled the shallows. “If he’s still here, he’s not getting out by boat.”

Matthews materialized beside me, his tactical vest pristine despite the sweltering heat. The rest of us were already sweat-soaked, but Matthews somehow maintained his professional composure.

“Thermal imaging from air support shows no heat signatures inside,” he reported, “but those walls are three feet thick in places. Could mask a reading.”

I nodded, adjusting my own vest. The extra armor plates made it heavier than our standard gear, but after the last few cases, none of us were taking chances. “SWAT in position?”

“Ready on your mark.” Matthews keyed his radio. “All teams, sound off.”

The responses came in quick succession:

“Alpha team, east corner secure.”

“Bravo holding west approach.”

“Charlie team on road coverage.”

“Delta ready for breach.”

Pinellas County Sheriff’s deputies had established a wider perimeter, their vehicles blocking the access road and service paths. Two K-9 units waited in the shade of their SUVs, the dogs unusually quiet, as if they sensed the gravity of the situation.

“Remember,” Matthews said as we moved into stack position at the main door, “the subject is considered armed and extremely dangerous. Clear every room, every closet, every crawl space. This building dates back to 1917, and there are lots of hidden storage areas and false walls.”

Coleman appeared on my left, her carbine at low ready. “That window Isabel described is on the east side on the second floor. Matches the period blueprints exactly.”

“On my mark,” I said into my comm, raising my fist. The SWAT team’s breacher moved up with the ram, its polished steel head gleaming. “MBLIS! Search warrant!”

The only response was the mocking cry of seagulls and the steady whisper of waves against the shore.

“Breach!”

The ram made a sound like thunder, and the ancient door blew inward in an explosion of splinters and rusted hardware. Flashbangs followed, their concussion dampened by the thick walls.

“Move, move, move!”

We flowed into the building like mercury. The main room spread before us, heavy with the musty sweetness of abandonment. Dust swirled in the shafts of sunlight that penetrated the grimy windows, dancing in our weapon-mounted lights.

“Clear left!”

“Clear right!”

“Kitchen clear!”

The ground floor yielded nothing but cobwebs and memories: a forgotten coffee mug, a newspaper from 2019, and a dead palm frond that had blown in through a broken window.

Then Coleman’s voice cut through the tactical chatter: “Contact! Second floor, east side! You need to see this!”

I took the narrow stairs two at a time, conscious of every creak in the worn wood. Coleman stood in a doorway near the top, her expression visible even through her tactical gear. The room beyond matched Isabel’s description perfectly. It was maybe ten by twelve, with a single window overlooking the water. Tattered paper and packing tape still clung to the glass in ragged strips, and blue painter’s tape marked where more covering had been.

“There.” Coleman indicated the floor with her weapon light.

A pink elastic hair tie lay in the dust like a tiny noose, bright against the weathered floorboards. Nearby, the dust showed other signs. Rectangular marks where something had sat, scuff patterns from pacing feet. The ceiling rose high above us, creating the exact acoustic environment Price had identified from Isabel’s calls. Through the walls came the muffled sound of waves and, underneath it all, the steady mechanical heartbeat of the lighthouse’s ancient gears.

“This is it,” I said, my voice tight. “This is where she was held.” I keyed my radio. “Price, are you getting this?”

“Cataloguing everything now,” she replied. “The room dimensions match the audio analysis perfectly. And that mechanical sound in the background? It’s exactly the same frequency as the lighthouse mechanism.”

Matthews joined us, his usual composure cracking slightly. “Forensics is en route. We’ll process every inch.”

“Boss!” Thompson’s voice echoed from below. “Got something out back. Fresh tire tracks, heading toward the service road.”

I was already moving, taking the stairs faster than was strictly safe. Thompson met us behind the building, where clear tire tracks cut through the sandy soil.

“Double axle, heavy vehicle,” Thompson reported, indicating the depth of the impressions. “Based on the mud splatter and oxidation, these are hours old at most. And look here.” He pointed to a distinctive pattern. “Custom off-road tires. Very specific tread.”

“He moved her right after that last call,” Matthews said grimly. “Just like we feared.”

“Ethan.” Robbie’s voice was in my earpiece. “I found something. Northwest side.”

The hot sun felt like judgment as I jogged around the building. Robbie stood by a small dock I hadn’t noticed before, partially concealed by a cluster of mangroves. The wooden structure looked recently repaired.

“Check the pilings,” he said, indicating the support posts. Fresh rope marks scored the weather-grayed wood, and small patches of green algae had been scraped away. “Someone had a boat tied up here. Recently.”

“So he’s mobile on water and land,” I muttered, studying the marks. “Perfect.”

“Hey.” Robbie gripped my shoulder, and his voice was pitched for my ears only. “We confirmed she was here. We’re not chasing shadows anymore.”

He was right, but it didn’t make the empty room upstairs any easier to accept. Isabel had been here, fighting, leaving us clues, trusting us to find her. And we’d been just a few hours too late.

“Get Price checking satellite imagery,” I told him. “Traffic cams, too. That vehicle had to show up somewhere. And have her coordinate with the Coast Guard. If he used a boat, they might have picked it up on radar.”

“Already happening,” he assured me. “What’s our next move?”

I looked back at the lighthouse, its white walls gleaming in the bright sun.

“We process everything,” I said decisively. “Check every fingerprint, every fiber, every grain of sand that’s out of place. This guy’s careful, but nobody’s perfect. He had to leave something behind.”

“And Isabel?” Matthews asked quietly.

The anger I’d been holding back surged up, but I channeled it into determination.

“Isabel’s still fighting,” I said firmly. “Which means we keep fighting too. We’re closer than we’ve ever been. Now we just need to be faster.”

As if in agreement, a Coast Guard helicopter thundered overhead, beginning its search pattern over the bay. The lighthouse stood sentinel behind us, its secrets scattered to the wind and waves. But somewhere out there, Isabel was waiting. We weren’t going to let her down.

I watched the Pinellas County forensics team do their thing. The techs moved through the room like a swarm of meticulous ants, every surface getting the full CSI treatment. Blue-gloved hands dusted for prints, UV lights swept across the floor, and cameras flashed like a paparazzi convention. The smell of fingerprint powder filled the air, that weird chemical tang mixing with the lighthouse’s musty odor.

“Holy shit, we’ve got a hair!” one of the techs practically squealed, brandishing his tweezers over the pink hair tie like he’d just won the lottery. The single dark strand dangled under the harsh work lights before he carefully slipped it into an evidence bag, marking it with precise documentation.

“I’ll handle getting a comparison sample from the parents,” Brooks said, phone already in hand.

“Good thinking,” Matthews said, and I caught the way his expression softened when Brooks smiled at him. There was definitely something there, though neither seemed ready to acknowledge it openly.

“Matthews?” Garcia called from the back of the building. “You might want to see this.”

We followed him to what must have been a storage area. Fishing equipment was scattered across old shelves, but something about it caught Matthews’ attention immediately.

“This doesn’t make sense,” he muttered, moving closer to examine the gear. “Look at this, Marston. Deep sea fishing reels next to fly-fishing equipment. Bottom fishing weights mixed with surface lures.” He picked up a specialized hook. “This is for grouper, but these lines over here are for tarpon. Nobody fishes for both in the same spots.”

I studied the collection, seeing it through his eyes now. “Different types of fishing, different locations?”

“Different marinas,” Matthews finished. “Each type of equipment could tell us where our guy operates.” He carefully bagged a distinctive lure. “This? This is specific to a shop over in Madeira Beach. And these weights? They’re custom-made at a place down in Pass-a-Grille.”

“You can tell all that just by looking at them?” I was impressed.

Matthews shrugged, but I could see he was pleased. “Been fishing these waters since I could walk. Every area has its specialties and preferred gear. No serious fisherman would mix equipment like this unless...”

“Unless he’s collecting from different locations,” I finished. “Building a cover story.”

“Exactly.” He continued bagging items, marking each with careful notes about potential origins. “Give me a few hours with my contacts, and I bet I can track down where each piece came from.”

I watched him work, grateful for his expertise. This wasn’t just evidence to Matthews. It was a story told in fishing gear, and he knew how to read it. I was also impressed with the vast knowledge the man had. I’d originally thought his expertise was specific to Florida’s east coast, but he’d just proven me wrong. I wondered idly if he purposely traveled both coasts of the state to fish or if he’d simply moved around a lot in his younger years.

“You really think this will lead us somewhere?” I asked.

“Every piece tells us something about where he’s been,” Matthews replied confidently. “And people remember serious fishing customers. They talk about equipment and share tips about good spots.” He sealed another evidence bag. “Trust me, somebody’s going to remember selling these items.”

“All right,” I said. “Let’s get everything documented and packed up. The sooner we can start running down these leads...”

“The sooner we find Isabel,” he finished.

Around us, the forensics team continued their careful work. Every hair, every fiber, every piece of unusual fishing gear could be the key to finding her. We might have missed her at the lighthouse, but she’d left us breadcrumbs to follow.

The forensics team was still processing evidence when we finally wrapped up our part at the lighthouse. My stomach growled loud enough for Robbie to hear it over the waves.

“Lunch?” he suggested, checking his watch. “We’ve got at least two hours before the lab starts giving us results.”

“God, yes,” I agreed. “Hey, Matthews, Coleman. Want to grab something on the way back?”

Coleman shook her head, already heading for her car. “Got my uneaten lunch waiting at the office. Besides, someone needs to be there when the preliminary results start coming in.”

“I’ll join,” Brooks called out, appearing from nowhere like she had some kind of food radar. I caught Matthews trying to hide a smile, and suddenly, her enthusiasm made more sense.

“I know a sandwich place near the station,” Matthews suggested.

“Rosa’s?” Brooks perked up. “Oh God, yes. Their food is amazing.”

“Is that the same place where we got lunch yesterday?” I asked. Variety was nice, but yesterday’s sandwich had been something else.

“No,” Brooks said with a sly smile. “That place was awesome, wasn’t it? But this place is good, too.”

“Worth the drive back to Pembroke Pines first?” Matthews asked, clearly trying to sound casual despite his obvious pleasure at Brooks joining us.

“Definitely worth it,” I confirmed. “I can hold out for the drive back. Plus, we’ll be close to the station when the results start coming in.”

“Sold,” Brooks declared. “Meet you there in, what, an hour and a half?”

We watched Coleman drive off as we finalized plans. The way Matthews kept glancing at Brooks when he thought no one was looking was almost comical.

“Sure you don’t mind the wait?” Matthews asked her.

“For Rosa’s?” Brooks grinned. “I’d wait twice as long.”

Yeah, this lunch was definitely about more than just sandwiches. But hey, if it took good food to get these two to acknowledge whatever was brewing between them, I was all for it.
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Rosa’s Sandwich Shop sat wedged between a discount furniture store and a nail salon, looking exactly like it probably had for the past thirty years. The faded mint-green exterior paint and weathered sign didn’t hint at the magic happening inside, but the line of people stretching onto the sidewalk told the real story. Good thing we had an in.

“Back door,” Matthews told us as we pulled into the cramped parking lot. “Rosa will kill us if we wait in line like tourists.”

The kitchen entrance opened onto servers darting past with loaded plates, and the rapid-fire Spanish of Rosa’s kitchen staff punctuated the rest of the noises coming out of the kitchen. The smell alone made my stomach growl embarrassingly loud.

“¡Jackie! ¡Mi amor!”

Rosa materialized from the kitchen like a culinary apparition, all five feet of her radiating the authority of a drill sergeant despite the flour dusting her apron. Her silver-streaked hair was escaping its bun, and she had that look in her eye that meant we were about to be aggressively fed.

“Too skinny!” She pinched Matthews’ cheek hard enough to make his eyes water. “What is wrong with you, eh? You trying to disappear? And missy!” She turned to Brooks. “You let him skip meals?”

“I try to feed him, Rosa, but you know how he gets on cases⁠—”

“Bah!” She waved off the excuse and then turned her attention to me and Robbie. “New friends? Good, good. Follow me. I have your table.”

She led us to a booth in the corner. The worn leather seats cracked with age but were somehow more comfortable than any modern furniture. The walls around us were covered in decades of photos from celebrations, birthdays, graduations, and more than a few shots of various law enforcement teams. I spotted Matthews in several, progressively aging through his career while Rosa remained eternally unchanged.

“You sit, you eat,” Rosa commanded. “No menus. I know what you need.”

“Does anyone actually get to order here?” Robbie asked as we settled in.

“Only if you want to break Rosa’s heart,” Matthews replied. “Trust me, just wait.”

Brooks smoothed her shirt with unusual attention to detail as she slid into the booth across from us.

“It smells amazing,” I acknowledged. “I can see why you frequent this place.

“Oh, you sweet summer child.” Matthews grinned. “You haven’t seen anything yet.”

The first plates arrived before I could respond. The sandwiches were served on long rolls, but they were warm, with crusty bread and melty cheese. The meats were stacked thickly, and an unfamiliar golden sauce oozed out from right beneath the top half of the bread.

Robbie took his first bite, and his eyes went wide. “Good Lord.”

“Wait for it,” Matthews said as he reached for his own sandwich. “It gets better with each bite.”

Rosa’s next set of plates arrived a few moments later. Brooks and I each grabbed a plate, and I took a moment to appreciate the craftsmanship of the sandwich before picking it up and taking my first bite.

The combination of flavors was immediately overwhelming. The crisp bread, the warm meats, the melted cheese, and the flavorful sauce all met to form a heavenly combination, and I closed my eyes as I savored my bite.

“I’m going to need a bigger belt,” Robbie groaned happily.

“Pace yourself,” Matthews advised. “Rosa takes it personally if you can’t finish.”

Brooks took a bite of her sandwich and made a sound that was decidedly unprofessional. Matthews watched the motion with obvious interest, then quickly looked away when she caught him staring.

“So,” I said, trying to keep my grin under control, “about that fishing equipment we found at the lighthouse.”

“Yeah,” Robbie added after swallowing his bite. “I’m pretty familiar with fishing equipment, but it’s just a weekend hobby of mine. It sounds like you take it much more seriously, Matthews.”

Matthews gratefully seized on the shop talk, pulling out his notebook while carefully protecting it from errant sauce drops. “I’ve been fishing since I could walk,” he informed us. “I love it, and I love learning new things and traveling to new places to do it. A lot of this is high-end stuff… custom rod holders mounted on the dock, deep sea grade. Recently used, too.”

“The kind you’d use for big game fish,” Robbie added, expertly constructing the perfect bite of sandwich. “Marlin, tuna. Not your typical weekend warrior equipment.”

“And definitely not standard lighthouse keeper supplies,” Brooks noted, carefully wiping sauce from the corner of her mouth. Matthews watched the motion with such focus that he completely missed his sandwich.

Robbie elbowed me none too subtly. “Hey, partner, didn’t you want to show me that thing in the car?”

“What thing?” I asked through a mouthful of bread, then caught his meaningful look. “Oh, right, that thing. Excuse us for a minute.”

We retreated to the small bar on the other side of the restaurant, settling in where we could watch our colleagues through the decorative room divider. Rosa mysteriously appeared with fresh fries and two Cuban coffees.

“For the show,” she said with a wink before disappearing back into her kitchen kingdom.

“Smooth,” I commented to Robbie. “You’ve gotten better at the strategic retreat.”

“Lots of practice.” He watched the spot where Rosa had appeared. “Since I’ve been your partner, I’ve mastered the art of the discreet exit.”

I elbowed him. He grunted. It was worth it.

“I think Rosa has been onto those two for a while,” I said as I turned back toward our table.

“Yeah, and she was totally prepared for us to sneak off, too,” Robbie said admirably as he took a sip of coffee.

“I’m not complaining about the service.” I laughed as I snagged a fry off the small plate.

Through the divider, we could see Matthews leaning in to say something that made Brooks laugh, her usual professional demeanor softening visibly. She touched his arm lightly, and his ears turned pink.

“Ten bucks says he asks her out by the end of the week,” I wagered.

“No bet,” Robbie replied. “Coleman already told me Brooks has had a crush on him for months. I’m just glad they’re finally doing something about it. According to my sources, the pining was getting painful to watch.”

“Your sources?” I quipped. “And look who’s talking. How long did you moon over Aurora before making a move?”

“That was different,” he protested. “She’s Italian royalty. I had to work up to it.”

“She’s a winery heiress, not a Medici,” I pointed out.

“Yeah, who lives literally across the world.” He waved it off. “Doesn’t exactly scream practical for a relationship. Speaking of which, how’s Tessa?”

“Low blow, partner.” I watched Matthews carefully tuck a strand of hair behind Brooks’ ear. “Think we should rescue them?”

“Give them another minute,” Robbie said. “Besides, Rosa’s bringing out flan.”

Sure enough, Rosa emerged from the kitchen bearing four small plates of flan, the caramel sauce catching the light like liquid amber. She headed for Matthews and Brooks first, then brought two portions to us with a knowing smile.

“Young love,” she said, patting my cheek. “Is beautiful thing, no? Like good food. Needs time, patience, right ingredients.”

“And sometimes,” Robbie added with a grin, “it needs a little help from friends who know when to get out of the way.”

The flan was perfect, of course. But watching Matthews and Brooks finally start to bridge the gap between colleagues and something more was pretty sweet, too.

Even if we had to hide behind a room divider to see it happen.

My phone buzzed just as Rosa was bringing a third round of coffee. Price’s name flashed on the screen:

DNA results back from lighthouse. + satellite imagery. Need you guys to get everyone together ASAP.

“And the real world beckons.” I sighed, showing Robbie the text. “Price has something.”

“Of course she does,” Robbie groaned, patting his stomach. “Right when the cafecito was hitting just right.”

We made our way back to Matthews and Brooks, who had somehow drifted closer together during our absence. Matthews’ tie was slightly askew, and Brooks’ perfect lipstick had the faintest smudge at one corner. Neither of them seemed to notice.

“Sorry to break up the party,” I said, “but Price has updates on the lighthouse evidence.”

Brooks checked her watch and frowned. “I need to stop by my place first. Bandit hasn’t been out since this morning.” At our looks, she added, “My German Shepherd. He’s still technically in training, but he gets antsy if he’s cooped up too long.”

“We can drop you on the way,” Matthews offered quickly. “Your place is right off Pines Boulevard, right?”

She nodded gratefully.

Rosa appeared with our checks, though they were considerably lighter than they should have been. When I tried to protest, she just gave me a look.

“Jackie brings nice people to eat, you work hard to protect people, you let Rosa take care of you.” She pinched my cheek and then turned to wag a finger at Matthews. “But next time, don’t wait so long to visit, eh?”

Outside, the afternoon heat hit like a sledgehammer after the restaurant’s air conditioning. Brooks’ lipstick smudge had been fixed, but Matthews was still sneaking glances at her when he thought no one was looking.

“I’ll drive,” Robbie announced.

I opened my mouth to protest, but I immediately remembered taking Robbie’s Mustang for a test drive the other day, so I figured fair’s fair.

We piled into my Corvette, Brooks giving directions from the back seat. As we pulled away from Rosa’s, I caught Matthews checking his reflection in the side mirror and adjusting his tie.

The drive to Brooks’ place was quick, with Robbie masterfully navigating the traffic along Pines Boulevard. As we pulled up to her townhouse complex, excited barking greeted us through an open window.

“That’s my boy,” Brooks said fondly. “I’ll meet you all at the station in thirty.”

“I can wait,” Matthews said quickly. “Make sure you get there okay.”

“I have a second car,” she assured him. “But to keep things simple, I may just call a cab.”

“A cab?” Matthews balked. “I don’t like that idea.”

“It’s fine, Jack, really,” she assured him.

“I’d feel better if I took the cab back with you,” Matthews offered.

Robbie caught my eye in the rearview mirror. “You know what? That’s probably smart. Ethan and I will head back and start looking at Price’s findings. You two can catch up.”

Brooks was already climbing out of the car, but I swore I saw a small smile playing at the corners of her mouth. Matthews followed, obviously trying not to look too eager.

As we pulled away, I watched them in the side mirror. Brooks was unlocking her door while Matthews stood just slightly closer than strictly professional boundaries would dictate.

“I still say ten bucks says they’re dating by the end of the day,” Robbie said.

“Come on,” I said with a roll of my eyes, turning away from the mirror. “Let’s go see what she found at the lighthouse. And maybe grab some coffee on the way?”

“Absolutely not,” Robbie declared. “I drank way too many of those things at lunch. I’m vibrating out of my skin.”
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“Miami?” I groaned as we approached the Pembroke Pines PD building. “You’re telling me Price’s urgent update requires us to drive to Miami?” I dropped my phone in my lap, and the recently ended call was still showing on my lit screen.

“She says the thermal imaging files are too big to send securely,” Robbie replied, even though I’d heard the same thing he had. “Plus, she’s got multiple systems running analysis patterns.”

“Fine. But you’re driving.” I was still riding the caffeine high from Rosa’s coffee.

I shot a quick text to the group: Matthews, you and Brooks can coordinate with Pinellas forensics from the Pines office?

Of course, Matthews replied quickly. Almost too quickly. Brooks and I can handle things here.

I bet they could.

Coleman’s already heading to Pines, Brooks texted. We’ll start working the law enforcement background angle while you’re at MBLIS.

“Ready for a road trip?” I asked Robbie.

“As long as you promise not to sing this time.” He smirked.

“That was one time, and it was a really good song⁠—”

“Hour to Miami?”

“Hour and a half,” I replied as the GPS updated. “Accident on 95. Need to take the turnpike instead.”

“Let’s do it,” he confirmed, and before long, we were speeding down the turnpike toward Miami.

The GPS was fairly accurate, and we arrived at headquarters about 90 minutes later. Robbie slowed by the public parking garage, but I encouraged him to park in the lot by the office instead. I didn’t think we’d be lingering here long enough for me to be worried about my car’s paint job.

Price didn’t even look up from her monitors when we walked into her office. She just held up one finger while her other hand flew across the keyboard. Three empty Red Bull cans formed a neat triangle beside her mouse pad.

“Good lunch?” she asked, still typing.

“Delicious,” I told her. “Worth the drive, even from here. Also, what was so urgent that you interrupted my flan?”

“This.” She finally turned around, dark circles under her eyes suggesting she’d been at it for hours. “Satellite footage from the lighthouse area. Check out these heat signatures.”

She pulled up a thermal image on the main screen. Blotches of red and orange showed movement around the lighthouse in the hours before our raid.

“Two vehicles,” Robbie noted, leaning in. “That tracks with the tire marks Thompson found.”

“Three,” Price corrected. “Watch this.” She advanced the footage. “See that smaller signature here? Motorcycle, probably. Comes in from the north access road at 2:47 AM, leaves nineteen minutes later.”

“Scout,” I said. “Making sure the area was clear for the main move.”

“Exactly. But here’s where it gets weird.” She switched to a different view. “The motorcycle shows up again three hours later, just before dawn. Parks here, behind these trees. Stays for exactly twelve minutes.”

“Like they were supervising,” Robbie mused. “Making sure everything went according to plan.”

“What about the boat?” I asked.

“That’s the frustrating part.” Price pulled up a coastal radar map. “There’s a twenty-eight-minute gap in coverage. Maintenance window for the nearest station. Right when our targets would have been moving.”

“Convenient,” Robbie said dryly.

“Too convenient?” I looked at Price. “Could someone have known about the maintenance schedule?”

“Already checking,” she confirmed. “But Coast Guard systems are pretty secure. It would take someone with serious skills to⁠—”

My phone buzzed. Brooks.

“Pinellas County forensics just called,” she reported. “Hair strand from the lighthouse is human, consistent with Isabel’s age.”

I put the phone on speaker, so Robbie and Price could hear.

“Anyway,” Brooks added, “Matthews and Coleman are already pulling records of anyone with law enforcement or military background who might know that area. We’ll keep you posted.”

After we hung up, Price pulled up a new set of satellite images. “Okay, let me show you what else I found. We might be able to establish a pattern with these boat movements...”

We spent the next hour going through Price’s data, which included three vehicles, professional timing, and coordinated movements. The motorcycle headed north, but we lost sight of it near Howard Frankland Bridge. The rider rode a black sports bike, was decked in full gear, and had no plate visible. Everything screamed professional operation.

“Send what you can to the Pines office,” I told Price. “We need to get back there and coordinate with the team.”

“Already compressing the files that I can.” She nodded. “I’ll keep running analysis here. And Ethan?” She finally looked up from her screens. “Be careful. Whoever this is, they know what they’re doing.”

I nodded in acknowledgment, and Robbie and I both left the office. After quickly checking in upstairs with Diane, we took the elevator back down to the ground floor and walked out toward the parking lot.

Back in my car, Robbie checked his phone. “Brooks says they’ve already got a preliminary list of possibles. And apparently, Coleman ordered food for everyone.”

“You’re still hungry? After Rosa’s?” I raised an eyebrow.

“I’m a growing boy.” He shrugged. “Also, that was almost three hours ago, and it’ll be another hour before we get there.”

I snorted and settled in for the drive back to Pines. Somewhere out there, Isabel was still fighting, still hoping we’d find her. We had leads now. Patterns. Maybe even a timeline.

Robbie and I recapped everything we knew so far on the drive back, but unfortunately, the only thing that I’d managed to figure out by the time we arrived in Pembroke Pines was that Coleman had turned the conference room into a war room meets bakery.

Evidence still covered the walls, but now the central table held boxes from Manny’s Pasteleria alongside case files and crime scene photos. The smell of fresh Cuban pastries and coffee almost masked the tension in the air.

“Did you stop for groceries?” I asked, eyeing the spread.

“Coleman stress-orders food,” Brooks explained, snagging what looked like a guava pastelito. “And Manny’s son is a deputy, so they deliver.”

Matthews had commandeered one end of the table, methodically laying out the fishing equipment we’d recovered from the lighthouse. Each piece was tagged and photographed, arranged by type. The organization screamed military precision.

“Notice anything odd?” he asked as Robbie and I settled in with coffee.

I studied the display. I spotted rods, reels, tackle boxes, and specialized equipment I couldn’t even name. Some pieces gleamed like they’d just come from the store, while others showed the patina of heavy use.

“Mixed vintage,” Robbie noted, reaching for what appeared to be a cream cheese pastelito. “Like someone raided different decades of a fishing shop.”

“Exactly.” Matthews picked up two reels. “This Shimano Stella is the current year’s model, and it probably cost two grand retail. But this Penn Senator? Classic seventies, needs reconditioning.” He set them down carefully. “They don’t make sense together.”

“Fencing operation?” I suggested. “Steal equipment, resell it?”

“That’s what I thought at first.” Matthews moved to the newer pieces. “But look at these. Stella reel, Terez rod, specialized deep drop equipment. They’re not just new. They’re a matched set. Professional grade, exactly what you’d need for serious big game fishing.”

Brooks leaned in, careful not to drip coffee on the evidence. “Like someone upgrading their operation?”

“Or establishing a new cover,” Coleman added. “High-end fishing gear says money, legitimacy. No one questions rich people with expensive hobbies.”

Matthews nodded. “The marina up near Clearwater handles a lot of this premium equipment. I know some people there who might be able to tell us if anyone’s been making large purchases recently.”

“Make the call,” I told him. He grabbed his phone and stepped into the hallway, already dialing.

“How was Price?” Brooks asked, switching gears.

“Running on Red Bull and righteous indignation,” Robbie replied. “But her satellite data is solid. Three vehicles, precise timing⁠—”

Brooks’ eyes widened at the news of three vehicles, but she had no time to respond. The click of heels in the hallway announced Catalina’s arrival. She looked fresh from court, her power suit still pristine despite the afternoon heat.

“Tell me you have something,” she said by way of greeting, then spotted the pastries. “Ooh, are those quesitos?”

“Help yourself,” Coleman offered. “We were just going through the physical evidence.”

I walked Catalina through our findings while she balanced a quesito and her legal pad. The hair tie, the fishing equipment, and the satellite data showing coordinated movements all impressed her.

“This is good,” she said, making rapid notes. “Really good. Physical evidence ties our suspect directly to the location. The hair gives us DNA possibility. Satellite data shows premeditation and organization.” Her eyes lit up with prosecutorial glee. “If that hair matches Isabel...”

“We’ll have probable location and timeline,” I finished.

“Plus, whatever Matthews’ marina contacts tell us about the fishing equipment,” Robbie added.

Speaking of Matthews, he burst back into the room with the kind of energy that meant he had something.

“Marina records,” he announced triumphantly. “Someone’s been buying high-end gear in cash. Lots of specialized equipment for deep water fishing.” He grinned. “And they have security cameras.”

Brooks was already reaching for her phone. “I’ll coordinate with their security team–”

“Already done.” Matthews looked entirely too pleased with himself. “They’re sending the footage now. Apparently, the owner’s brother-in-law was Coast Guard. He’s very interested in helping.”

Catalina was practically vibrating with excitement. “Equipment purchases create a paper trail. Cash transactions over ten thousand have to be reported. If we can match the timing with our suspect’s movements...”

“Timeline’s expanding,” I said, studying the evidence wall. “This wasn’t a snap decision. Someone’s been setting this up for weeks, maybe months.”

“Building a cover identity,” Robbie agreed. “Establishing patterns.”

“Professional,” Brooks added grimly.

I grabbed another pastelito, letting the flavors ground me while I thought. We had physical evidence now, DNA possibilities, financial records, and security footage. Pieces were finally coming together.

“All right,” I said, turning back to the team. “Let’s break this down. Coleman, coordinate with Price on the marina footage. Brooks, stay on forensics for that hair analysis. Matthews, see what else your contact remembers about these cash purchases. Catalina–”

“Already drafting warrants,” she said around a mouthful of pastry. “For the marina records and anything else we find.”

“Robbie?” I said, turning to see he was already on his phone.

He covered the mouthpiece for a second. “Calling my Coast Guard buddies about deep water fishing patterns. If someone’s building a cover story, they need to actually fish sometimes.”

Everyone moved with renewed purpose, and sugar and caffeine added fuel to our momentum. I caught Matthews sneaking a glance at Brooks as she worked and had to smile. Even in the middle of a case like this, life found a way to bloom.

“Hey.” Robbie appeared at my shoulder, offering another coffee despite his refusal to stop for coffee earlier. “That look means you’re onto something.”

“Maybe.” I studied the evidence wall, letting the pieces shuffle in my mind. “Call Jake.”

“Header? Why?”

“Because if someone’s building a deep water fishing operation as cover, they’d need to learn from someone. And Jake knows everyone on the water, legitimate or otherwise.”

Robbie grinned. “I’ll call him.”

I turned back to the wall, to Isabel’s photo smiling out at us. We were getting closer. The pieces were there. We just had to put them together.

“Hang on, kid,” I murmured. “We’re coming.”
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JACK MATTHEWS


Jack Matthews hadn’t been to Clearwater Marine Center in months, but the place still felt like a second home. The sharp tang of salt air mixed with diesel fumes, the endless chorus of halyards clinking against masts, and the perpetual argument of seagulls overhead all sparked memories of coming here with his father, learning the difference between fishing for sport and fishing for show.

“You said your boys hang around the fuel dock?” Marston asked as they parked.

“They should be.” Jack checked his watch. “Afternoon rush is starting. Perfect timing.”

The marina was coming alive with the shift change, with charter boats returning while private vessels prepared to head out. Jack led them past rows of gleaming vessels toward the fuel dock, where he spotted a familiar group of deckhands taking their break.

“Jackie!” Tommy Chen’s voice carried across the dock. “About time you showed your face around here!”

The group by the drink machine consisted of Tommy, his brother Mike, and two other hands Jack knew from his regular fishing days. All of them were sun-weathered and competent beyond their years, the kind of guys who could spot a fake fisherman from a mile away.

“Looking good, boys.” Jack clasped hands with Tommy and then made introductions. “These are some colleagues of mine. We’re looking into some equipment purchases.”

“That fancy stuff from last week?” Mike asked, his usual easy smile fading slightly. “The guy with the beard?”

Jack kept his expression neutral, but he felt Marston and Holm both tense beside him. “Tell me about him.”

“Big dude,” Tommy said, cracking open a soda. “Like, gym big, not beer big. Dark beard, kept well-trimmed. Knew his gear, but...”

“But?” Marston prompted.

Tommy and Mike exchanged looks. “Something was off,” Mike finally said. “Like he’d memorized what to say about the equipment but didn’t have the hands for it.”

“You know how you can tell if someone’s actually worked boats?” Tommy added as he turned to the MBLIS agents. “This guy... everything was too clean. Too new. No calluses, no weathering, no wear patterns on his gear.”

“When does he usually come in?” Jack asked, careful to keep his tone casual.

“A few times a week,” one of the other hands, Derek, called over. “Always late afternoon. Berth forty-seven.”

“Yeah,” Mike confirmed. “Has one of those big white panel vans. Backs it right up to the slip, loads up whatever gear he’s bought.”

“Real methodical about it, too,” Tommy added. “Everything has its place. Military precise, you know?”

Jack knew. The kind of precision that came from training, from having consequences for mistakes.

“Show me the berth?” he asked.

Tommy led them down the dock, pointing out slip forty-seven. It was well-chosen and protected from most wind angles, had easy vehicle access, and was partially obscured from the main office’s view by a stack of crab pots.

“Comes in through the north entrance, usually,” Tommy explained. “Less traffic, no security cameras on that side since the storm took them down last year.”

“Does he ever mention where he fishes?” Holm asked.

Another exchange of looks between the brothers. “That’s the thing,” Mike said. “For all the deep-water gear he’s buying, never seen him actually head out past the bay.”

“But his boat shows signs of use,” Tommy added quickly. “Not like he’s lying about fishing. Just... maybe not where he says he’s fishing.”

Jack studied the slip, noting the fresh rope marks on the cleats and the precise way the spring lines had been arranged. It was professional work by someone who knew exactly what they were doing.

“You said he comes by late afternoon?” Marston asked.

“Like clockwork,” Derek confirmed. “Usually around five.”

Jack checked his watch again. Just past three.

“Think you boys could text me if he shows up today?” he asked.

“Already got my phone out.” Tommy grinned. “Just like old times, Jackie?”

“Something like that.” Jack turned to Marston and Holm. “We should go check out that north entrance.”

As they walked back toward the blue F-150, Jack could feel the pieces starting to align.

“Good contacts,” Marston commented as they reached the truck.

“I’ve known them since they were kids,” Jack replied. “Tommy and Mike practically grew up on these docks. If they say something’s off about this guy...”

“Then something’s off,” Holm finished.

Jack’s phone buzzed with a text from Brooks telling him she was still waiting for the forensics results. He found himself smiling slightly as he read her message, then quickly sobered as he focused on the case again.

“Two hours till our friend usually shows,” Marston said. “Time to set up surveillance?”

“And call for backup,” Jack agreed. “But quiet backup. If this is our guy...”

He didn’t need to finish the thought. They all knew the stakes.

“Tommy’s reliable?” Marston asked as they pulled away.

“Like a Swiss watch,” Jack confirmed. “If our guy shows, we’ll know.”

Now, they just had to wait. And hope.

They spent the next hour setting up surveillance points around the marina. Jack positioned Holm near the north entrance while he and Marston stayed by the fuel dock, blending in with the afternoon crowd. Tommy and his crew played their parts perfectly, going about their usual routines while keeping watch.

The afternoon sun beat down on the docks, turning the air thick with humidity. Jack checked his phone. No messages from Brooks about the forensics results yet. He was debating whether to text her when Tommy’s voice cut through his thoughts.

“Hey, Jackie, let me show you something over here.” Tommy’s tone was casual, but his eyes were sharp. “About that route we discussed?”

Jack followed Tommy back toward the main channel, and Marston fell in step beside them.

Tommy was still pointing out the suspect’s usual route when a white center console turned into the marina channel. Jack noticed the boat first—a gleaming new Grady-White with twin Yamahas, exactly the kind of rig you’d buy to look legitimate without drawing attention.

Then he saw the driver. The man was a big guy with a trimmed beard. Their eyes met across the water, and Jack watched the moment of recognition hit.

“That’s him–” Tommy started to say, but the suspect was already cranking the wheel hard and thrusting throttles forward, the Grady’s bow lifting as it came about.

“He’s running!” Marston shouted.

“Take my boat!” Tommy was already sprinting toward a sleek Contender tied up nearby. “Keys are in it!”

They ran for the vessel, Jack’s muscle memory taking over as he fired up the twin engines. Tommy was already casting off lines while Marston grabbed life jackets from the storage box.

“Northeast channel,” Jack called out, pushing the throttles forward. The Contender leaped, its deep-V hull cutting through the chop. “He’ll try for open water!”

The suspect’s Grady had a head start, but Jack knew these waters like he knew his own name. While the Grady took the main channel, Jack cut inside a row of moored sailboats, shaving precious seconds off their pursuit.

“MBLIS!” Marston was on his radio. “Suspect fleeing north from Clearwater Marina, white Grady-White center console, two POB! We are in pursuit!”

Jack saw a flash of white through the boats. Their target was pushing hard for the channel markers. But he’d have to slow down for the no-wake zone or risk drawing attention.

Unless...

“He’s not slowing,” Marston called out. “He’s going to run it!”

The Grady blasted through the no-wake zone, sending smaller boats rocking in its wake. Jack followed, muttering a quick apology to the recreational boaters they passed.

“Coast Guard’s scrambling,” Marston reported. “But they’re twenty minutes out.”

“We don’t have twenty minutes,” Jack replied, focusing on the chase. The Grady was fast, but the Contender was faster. They were slowly gaining ground.

Then the first shots came.

“Down!” Jack yelled, ducking as bullets whizzed overhead. He kept one hand on the wheel, using the Contender’s higher freeboard as cover.

Marston returned fire, forcing the suspect to duck. His boat wavered, losing speed, and Jack seized the opportunity to close the gap.

“No clear shot,” Marston called out. “Too much movement!”

They were in open water now, the Grady weaving erratically as its driver tried to shoot and steer at the same time. It was an amateur move. Jack stayed right on his tail, letting the suspect wear himself out.

“He’s heading for the shoals,” Jack realized suddenly. “He’s going to try to lose us in the shallow water!”

But the suspect had made a crucial mistake. The Grady’s twin engines needed more depth than Tommy’s single-engine Contender. Jack watched the suspect check his depth finder and saw the moment of panic.

“Hold on!” Jack called out, then cut inside the channel markers.

The Contender’s hull scraped bottom once, then twice, but it powered through. The Grady became bogged down in the shallow water. Its engines tilted up automatically, killing the suspect’s forward momentum.

“Now!” Jack throttled back, bringing them alongside the stranded vessel.

Marston was already moving, weapons trained on the suspect. “MBLIS! Hands where we can see them!”

The suspect came up shooting instead.

Jack ducked as rounds peppered the Contender’s hull. Marston returned fire, forcing the suspect back down. Then, the man tried something truly desperate. He jumped from his boat into the shallow water.

“I got him!” Jack kicked off his shoes and dove in after him.

The water was only chest deep, but the soft bottom made running nearly impossible. The suspect was bigger and stronger, but Jack had been swimming in these waters since childhood. He caught up just as the man’s foot found a deeper hole.

They went down together in a spray of salt water and curses. The suspect’s fist caught Jack’s ribs, but Jack managed to hook an arm around the man’s neck. They grappled in the knee-deep water, neither able to get proper leverage.

Then Marston was there a moment later. Together, they subdued the struggling suspect, securing his hands behind his back with zip ties.

“You okay?” Marston asked as they hauled their prisoner back toward the boats.

Jack nodded, already cataloging the man’s appearance against Isabel’s description. Height, build, beard—it all matched. And the way he’d run...

“Coast Guard’s two minutes out,” Marston reported, securing the suspect in the Contender. “And Clearwater PD has units waiting at the marina.”

Jack looked at their prisoner, noting the calculated way the man was already calming himself, controlling his breathing. Military training was showing through.

“Let’s get him back,” Jack said. “Time to find out exactly what he knows about Isabel.”

As they headed for shore, Jack thought about the precise dock lines at Berth forty-seven, the methodical gear storage, and the way the suspect had handled his boat despite his obvious inexperience with the local waters. Everything screamed professional operation.

Now, they just had to prove it.

And hope Isabel was still alive to be found.
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The interrogation room felt smaller than usual, probably because our suspect barely fit in the standard-issue chair. Hunter Ochoa looked like a linebacker shoved into a chair three sizes too small. Oh, and he was calm. Almost too calm. Only the nervous tapping of his fingers against the metal table betrayed any anxiety.

Robbie and I took our seats across from him while Catalina watched through the one-way glass. I could practically feel her taking notes.

“Mr. Ochoa,” I started, opening the file in front of me. “Want to tell us why you ran?”

He shifted uncomfortably. “Look, I panicked, okay? I saw law enforcement and thought... well, I thought maybe something was wrong with my permits.”

“Your permits are fine,” Robbie said mildly. “We checked. In fact, everything about your business setup looks absolutely pristine.”

“Too pristine,” I added. “Almost like someone helped you fast-track the whole operation.”

Hunter’s fingers stopped tapping. “Yeah, actually. Got lucky there.” He glanced between us. “A guy at the marina offered me an amazing deal on equipment. Helped me get started way sooner than I planned.”

“Does this guy have a name?” I asked.

“Never got it, actually.” Hunter shrugged. “Just ran into him a few times around the docks. Said he was getting out of the business, and he wanted to help someone else get started. Offered me top-of-the-line gear at basically wholesale prices.”

“Awfully generous,” Robbie commented. “Must have really liked you.”

“I thought it was weird, too,” Hunter admitted. “But the equipment checked out. It was all legit, and nothing was stolen or damaged. Figured maybe he was just one of those pay-it-forward types, you know?”

I studied him carefully. Either he was telling the truth, or he was one hell of an actor. “Where were you yesterday afternoon?”

“Nursing home,” he replied immediately. “Visiting my grandmother at Palm Gardens. Stayed most of the day because she gets lonely since Grandpa passed.”

“And this morning?” I asked.

“Same place. Brought her those pastries she likes from Martinez Bakery. She always asks for them and says the nursing home food is too bland.” A small smile crossed his face. “Can’t say no to Abuela.”

“We’ll need to verify that,” I said.

“Of course. Check their sign-in log, security cameras, and whatever you need. I was there both times.” He shrugged.

Robbie and I exchanged looks. “Excuse us for a moment.”

In the hallway, Catalina was already on her phone. “I’m calling Palm Gardens now.”

“What do you think?” Robbie asked quietly.

“Could be legit,” I admitted. “The equipment sale story fits with what we found at the lighthouse. Someone’s been stockpiling gear, maybe using sales like this to establish connections in the fishing community.”

Catalina covered her phone. “The nursing home confirms he’s in their visitor logs for both days. They’re pulling security footage now.”

“Matthews can send someone to verify in person,” Robbie suggested. “But if Ochoa’s telling the truth...”

“Then our real suspect isn’t the buyer. It’s the mystery equipment seller.” I ran a hand through my hair in frustration. “Who conveniently never shared his name.”

“But we know he was at the marina regularly,” Robbie pointed out. “And the gear we found at the lighthouse matches what he was selling. It’s not nothing, partner.”

He was right. If someone was using legitimate business deals to create a network of unwitting contacts, it would explain a lot about how our suspect operated: the careful planning, the attention to detail, and the way he built cover stories that would stand up to scrutiny.

“All right,” I said. “Let’s get Matthews’ people on that nursing home footage. If it checks out, we release Ochoa but keep him under surveillance. Maybe our mystery seller will try to contact him again.”

“And if he doesn’t?” Robbie asked.

“Then we go back to the marina. Someone else must have dealt with this guy. Must have seen something.” I shrugged. “I dunno, do actual detective work, I guess.”

“Eww,” Robbie stuck out his tongue. “That sounds terrible.”

I shook my head as my phone buzzed. I looked down to see that it was Brooks updating us on the forensics results. I found myself hoping Ochoa’s alibi would fall apart and give us something concrete to work with, but my gut said he was telling the truth.

Which meant our real suspect was still out there. Still moving Isabel from place to place while we chased shadows.

“Let’s finish the interview,” I told Robbie. “See what else Ochoa remembers about his generous benefactor.”

Back in the interrogation room, Hunter looked up expectantly. The institutional fluorescents did nothing for his complexion. He looked exactly like what he was: a guy who’d made a series of increasingly bad decisions in the past few hours.

“Let’s try this again,” I said, opening my notepad. “Tell us about the seller. Everything you remember, no detail too small.”

Hunter shifted in his chair, the metal creaking under his weight. “Like I said, he just showed up at the marina one day. Started talking boats, equipment, that kind of thing.”

“Physical description,” Robbie prompted. “Start there.”

“Right, yeah.” Hunter straightened up slightly. “Older guy, probably late fifties, maybe early sixties. Gray hair, but not like neat gray, you know? Kind of wild, like he didn’t much care about appearances. He had this beard, too. Not one of those hipster beards, but like...” He gestured vaguely at his face. “Grizzled. Like someone who spent a lot of time on the water.”

I kept my expression neutral, but my pulse quickened. “Build?”

“Solid. Big guy. Not fat, but strong. Like maybe military or something?” Hunter’s brow furrowed in concentration. “The way he carried himself, you know? Very... precise. Everything had to be just so.”

“Anything distinctive about his appearance?” Robbie asked. “Scars, tattoos, anything like that?”

“Oh, yeah!” Hunter’s face lit up with remembered detail. “He had this scar by his left eye. Real distinctive, like a crescent moon shape.” He traced a curve near his own eye. “Caught the light sometimes when he turned his head.”

Under the table, Robbie’s foot tapped mine once. We were both thinking the same thing. The description matched Isabel’s exactly.

“Tell us about the equipment sale,” I said. “How did that work?”

“He said he was getting out of the business, looking to help someone else get started.” Hunter shrugged. “I figured maybe he was retiring, you know? He said he had all this top-of-the-line gear just sitting around.”

“And you didn’t think that was suspicious?” Robbie’s tone was carefully neutral. “High-end equipment at bargain prices?”

“Of course I did, at first.” Hunter looked defensive. “I’m not completely stupid. I made him show me everything, checked serial numbers, and made sure nothing was hot. It all checked out perfectly.”

“Where did this transaction take place?” I asked.

“He had this warehouse down by the water. Said it was his storage space.” Hunter rattled off an address on Maritime Boulevard like he was reading it off a business card. “Kind of out of the way, but he said that’s why the rent was so good. The place was organized too. Everything was labeled and stored just right. Real professional setup.”

I wrote down the address while keeping my eyes on Hunter. “He really didn’t tell you his name?” I wanted to see if his answer would change from earlier.

Hunter frowned. “Looking back, he never did. Just kind of... deflected whenever it came up. Real friendly about everything else, though. Helped me load the gear and everything.”

“Speaking of friendly,” Robbie leaned forward slightly, “let’s talk about what happened at the marina today. Why’d you really run?”

The change in Hunter’s demeanor was immediate. His shoulders were hunched, face flushing dark red. “Yeah, about that...”

“And more importantly,” I added, “why start shooting at federal agents?”

“I didn’t know you were feds!” The words burst out of him. “I just... I got into some trouble recently. Nothing major, just... maybe I sold some things I shouldn’t have.”

“Drugs?” Robbie’s voice had an edge now.

“Just weed!” Hunter’s flush deepened. “Little bit of coke. Nothing serious. But when I saw you...” He trailed off, staring at his hands. “I panicked. Thought maybe someone had talked. That some dealers were after me or something.”

“So your solution,” Robbie said slowly, “was to open fire on law enforcement?”

“I didn’t realize you were agents! I wasn’t thinking straight!” Hunter looked up, real fear in his eyes now. “If I’d known you were just asking about the equipment guy...”

“Let me make sure I understand this,” I cut in. “You shot at federal agents because you were worried about some minor drug dealers?”

“When you put it like that...”

“There’s no other way to put it,” Robbie said flatly. “You’re looking at serious federal charges now. Assaulting a federal officer? That’s a whole different level than some small-time drug sales.”

Hunter’s face went from red to pale so fast I thought he might pass out. “Oh, God. Oh, shit. I really messed up, didn’t I?”

“Yeah,” I confirmed. “You really did. However,” I shared a look with Robbie, “your cooperation today has been helpful. We’ll make sure that’s noted when discussing your case with the prosecutor.”

“But you’re still going to have to face charges for shooting at federal agents,” Robbie added. “That’s non-negotiable.”

Hunter nodded miserably, looking like he might be sick. “I understand. I just... I don’t suppose saying I’m sorry helps?”

“Not really,” I said, standing. “But the information about the seller might. Think hard. Anything else you can remember about him? Any details about the warehouse, such as when he was usually there?”

Hunter shook his head. “That’s everything. I only met him the one time for the sale. It seemed like he was in a hurry to clear out his inventory.”

We wrapped up the interview and left Hunter to contemplate his life choices. In the hallway, Robbie shook his head as we headed for the elevators.

“Hard to believe anyone’s that stupid,” he muttered.

“Lucky for us, he’s chatty when he’s nervous.” I pulled out my phone to update the team. “That warehouse could be exactly what we need. The description matches perfectly. Older guy, gray hair, grizzled beard, military bearing...”

“And the crescent scar by the left eye,” Robbie added. “Exactly like Isabel described.”

“Plus, the timing works. If he was selling off equipment recently, clearing out inventory...”

“Could be getting ready to move on.” Robbie punched the elevator button. “Maybe he knew we were getting close.”

“Or this was always part of the plan.” I stepped into the elevator, already mentally mapping out our next moves. “Establish a cover, use it as long as necessary, then create a legitimate paper trail of selling everything off before disappearing.”

“Smart,” Robbie admitted. “Makes it harder to track the equipment back to him later. Everyone just remembers the helpful older guy selling off his gear before retirement.”

“Yeah, well, not smart enough.” I checked my phone. Brooks had already texted asking for an update. “He didn’t count on Hunter panicking and leading us to him.”

“Speaking of Hunter...” Robbie grimaced. “Kid’s going to have a rough time in federal court.”

“Play stupid games, win stupid prizes.” I started typing out messages to the team. “But his spectacularly bad judgment just gave us our best lead yet. Let’s go and coordinate with everyone. If this warehouse is our guy’s base of operations...”

Robbie nodded. “We might have finally caught a real break.”

We headed back to the conference room. Through the glass walls, I could see the team already gathering around the conference room table, probably drawn by Brooks’ text updates. Time to put all the pieces together.

“Hey,” Robbie said quietly as we walked down the hall. “Think this is it? Think we finally got him?”

I thought about the crescent scar, the military bearing, and the careful planning. “Yeah,” I said. “I think maybe we did.”

Now, we just had to prove it.

And find Isabel before he realized we were closing in.

It didn’t take long to bring everyone up to speed. Matthews stood at the map, already marking the warehouse location while Coleman added it to our timeline. Brooks sat near him because, of course, she did, sorting through the new information with her usual precision. Catalina paced by the evidence wall, her heels clicking a steady rhythm as she processed the implications.

“Here,” Matthews said, stepping back from the map. “Maritime Boulevard warehouse.”

I moved closer, frowning at the marker’s position. “Wait. That’s within our original search radius.”

“Well within it,” Coleman confirmed, highlighting the area. “Less than five miles from where we think he first took her.”

“That doesn’t make sense,” Robbie said, voicing what we were all thinking. “He takes her all the way to Pinellas County, sets up an elaborate operation at the lighthouse, then brings her back here?”

“Unless...” Coleman tapped her pen thoughtfully against her notepad. “Unless this was never about getting away with it. Not really.”

Something in her tone made me look up. She was staring at the map with an intense focus, one that meant pieces were falling into place in that sharp mind of hers.

“Think about it,” she continued. “If this is personal, if he has a grudge, he wouldn’t want to disappear. He’d want to stay close. Watch the fallout.” Her eyes met mine. “Maybe even enjoy the chaos he’s causing.”

The observation hit like a gut punch. Of course. We’d been thinking about this all wrong, treating it like a standard kidnapping. But Coleman was right. This felt more like someone with a point to prove.

“The lighthouse wasn’t an escape,” I said slowly, watching her nod. “It was a misdirection. Keeping us looking far away while he operated right under our noses.”

“Exactly.” A slight smile played at the corners of her mouth. “He’s playing a longer game.”

“This changes our approach,” Matthews noted, breaking the moment. “If he’s local, if he’s watching...”

“Then we need to be very careful how we move on that warehouse,” Robbie finished.

Catalina stopped pacing. “Hunter’s testimony will be crucial. If we can establish the seller’s presence at both locations...” She straightened her jacket with practiced precision. “I’d like to speak with him myself. Get everything on record while it’s fresh.”

“Of course,” I said with a nod.

“I’ll set up the interview room,” Brooks offered, already reaching for her phone.

“The warehouse, though,” Robbie mused. “We can’t just sit on it. If Isabel’s there...”

“We’ll need surveillance,” Matthews said. “Careful surveillance. If Coleman’s right about his motivations...”

“He’ll be watching for us,” I finished. “Looking for any sign we’re closing in.”

Coleman moved to the evidence wall, adding notes in her precise handwriting. The simple efficiency of her movements was somehow captivating. “We should cross-reference utility records,” she suggested. “See how long he’s been operating there.”

“Good thinking,” I said with a nod.

“I’ll coordinate with the prosecutor’s office,” Catalina said, gathering her files. “Get the paperwork started for Hunter’s deal. The sooner we lock down his testimony...”

“Take Brooks with you,” Matthews suggested. “She has the original notes from the marina incident.”

I caught the slight flush in Brooks’ cheeks at Matthews’ attention.

“All right,” I said, forcing myself to focus. “Coleman, you and I can start on those utility records. Robbie, coordinate with Matthews on surveillance options for the warehouse. Let’s move carefully on this. We might only get one shot.”

As everyone split up into their tasks, I found myself partnered with Coleman at the computer terminal. She pulled up the utility database with practiced ease, her shoulder occasionally brushing mine as she typed.

“Good catch,” I said quietly. “About the grudge angle. That really changes things.”

She glanced up, a slight smile playing on her lips. “Thanks. Sometimes a fresh perspective helps.”

“Yeah,” I agreed. “It really does.”
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The conference room had transformed into a tactical planning center, and the evidence wall was now covered with warehouse blueprints and aerial photos. Outside, SWAT was quietly assembling. I stepped away to make the call I’d been dreading. Elena Torres answered on the first ring.

“Agent Marston? Did you find something?” she asked hopefully.

“Mrs. Torres.” I kept my voice steady and professional. “Is your husband there? I’d like to update you both.”

I heard rustling sounds, and then Robert’s voice joined the line. “We’re both here. What’s happening?”

I walked them through our progress with the equipment seller, the warehouse lead, and our preparations for tonight’s raid. I left out the part about Hunter shooting at federal agents, though. They had enough to worry about.

“Has anyone contacted you?” I asked carefully. “Any demands, any messages at all?”

“Nothing,” Robert replied. “We’ve been checking everything—email, phone, mail. Even social media. Complete silence.”

“That’s... actually helpful to know. Thank you.” I ended the call with our usual assurances and rejoined the team.

“Parents?” Robbie asked, not looking up from his tactical vest adjustment.

“No ransom demands,” I said, dropping into a chair. “Nothing. Complete radio silence.”

Coleman looked up from her laptop. “That doesn’t track with our theory. If this is personal, if he has a grudge...”

“He should be gloating,” I finished. “Sending messages, making demands, or doing something to justify his actions.”

“Unless the silence is the point,” Matthews suggested, joining us with fresh coffee. “Some people find that more terrifying than threats.”

Brooks nodded. “The uncertainty, the waiting… it’s psychological torture.”

“Still feels off,” I muttered, studying Isabel’s photo on the wall. “We’re missing something.”

“We’ll figure it out,” Coleman said quietly. Something in her tone made me look over. She offered a small smile that did interesting things to my heart rate. “After we check out this warehouse.”

“Speaking of which,” Robbie interrupted, definitely not smirking, “SWAT’s ready. The initial team is already there. Thermal imaging shows minimal activity inside, but there are some cool spots our cameras can’t penetrate.”

“Like the lighthouse,” Brooks noted.

“Exactly.” Matthews spread out the blueprint. “We’ll need to clear every room, every storage area. These old warehouses have all kinds of hidden spaces.”

“I’ll coordinate from here,” Catalina said, organizing her files. “Start building our case while you’re out.”

I checked my weapon, and muscle memory was taking over as I prepared for another raid. “Standard approach? Four teams, full perimeter coverage?”

“With Coast Guard support this time, too,” Robbie confirmed. “No water escape option.”

“SWAT has drone surveillance ready,” Brooks added. “No blind spots.”

We geared up efficiently, and the weight of tactical gear was familiar but somehow heavier tonight. Everything felt more urgent now that we had a solid lead. It all felt more real.

“Coleman found something interesting in the utility records,” Matthews mentioned as we headed for the vehicles. “Power usage spiked about three weeks ago.”

“Interesting, for sure,” I murmured as the team split into our assigned vehicles.

“Hey.” Robbie’s voice was quiet as we climbed into our designated SUV. “You okay? You’ve got that look.”

“Something about this feels wrong,” I admitted, watching the SWAT team load up. “The no ransom thing. It’s the one piece that doesn’t fit.”

“Maybe we’ll find answers at the warehouse.” Robbie shrugged. “One can always hope, anyway.”

“Yeah.” I studied the warehouse photo on my phone one last time. “Or maybe we’ll find more questions.”

The convoy rolled out under darkening skies, maintaining separation to avoid attention. Behind us, the station lights blazed as Catalina prepared to interview Hunter.

The ride went by both too quickly and too slowly, and when we arrived, I could feel the adrenaline buzzing throughout the vehicle.

Ahead, the warehouse loomed against the twilight sky, its weathered exterior revealing nothing of what waited inside. Our convoy had killed lights two blocks back, and we had vehicles now scattered strategically around the perimeter. Through my earpiece, I could hear the teams checking in, voices tight with anticipation.

“Thermal’s still showing those cold spots,” Robbie reported beside me. “But no obvious movement inside.”

“Like the lighthouse,” I muttered. These thick-walled industrial buildings were starting to feel like the kidnapper’s signature.

Matthews appeared at my shoulder, his tactical vest reflecting the dim security lights. “SWAT’s in position. Coast Guard has eyes on the water side.”

I nodded, checking my weapon one last time. “Are they seeing anything on the drone feed?”

“Negative,” an unfamiliar voice crackled through comms. “But there’s some interference from the metal roof. Be careful in there.”

Coleman’s team was covering the back entrance. We were ready.

“All teams in position,” Matthews confirmed. “On your mark.”

I shared a look with Robbie. Here we go again.

“Execute,” I ordered.

SWAT breached both entrances simultaneously, the controlled explosions eerily muffled by the warehouse’s mass. We moved in behind them, sweeping methodically through the space.

“Clear left!”

“Clear right!”

“Checking the office!”

The warehouse interior was full of industrial shelving that held an oddly organized collection of fishing gear. Some of it was obviously old, while some appeared brand new. It was just like Hunter had described.

“Got something,” Coleman called from a side room. “Looks like a workshop. Equipment maintenance setup.”

“Professional grade tools,” Brooks added. “Everything’s labeled and organized.”

Like the lighthouse. Like someone who needed absolute control of their environment.

“Office clear!” came the call from upstairs.

I took the metal stairs two at a time, Robbie right behind me. The office was small but meticulously arranged, with a desk, a filing cabinet, and a corkboard with... nothing on it. It had been recently cleared, based on the pin holes.

“Check everything,” I ordered, pulling on gloves. “Every drawer, every paper.”

The team worked in practiced silence, documenting everything we found, which wasn’t much. Our suspect had cleaned house pretty thoroughly.

Then, something caught my eye: a scrap of newspaper stuck between the desk and the wall. Easy to miss during cleaning.

“Got something,” I called, carefully extracting it without leaving my fingerprints behind.

Robbie leaned in with his flashlight. The paper was old and yellowed at the edges. It was part of an article, but most of it had been torn away. Only a few words were legible: “Investigation continues into the suspicious...” The rest was too degraded to read.

“Bag it,” Matthews ordered. “We’ll let forensics take a look.” He held out an evidence bag for me. I had my own, but I took the offered bag.

I sealed the scrap carefully, trying to ignore my disappointment. No Isabel. Again.

“Building’s clear,” SWAT reported. “No signs of recent habitation in the living quarters.”

But this wasn’t like the lighthouse. This place felt... used. Lived in, even if not recently. The workshop Coleman found, the organized equipment, the methodical layout… This was somewhere our suspect had spent real time.

“We’re getting closer,” Robbie said quietly. “This isn’t another dead end.”

He was right. The newspaper might be nothing, but everything else here confirmed Hunter’s story. It confirmed we were on the right track.

“Coleman,” I called over comms. “Send forensics in. I want every inch of this place processed.”

“Already incoming,” she replied as I got a text.

I checked quickly. It was Catalina saying Hunter would be willing to testify. That was good. Assuming we ever caught this guy.

I studied the office one last time as the team began clearing out. The empty corkboard caught my attention again. What had been posted there? What had our suspect been so careful to remove?

“Coming?” Robbie asked from the doorway.

“Yeah.” I tucked the bagged newspaper scrap into my vest. “You’re right, you know. We are getting closer.”

Outside, the forensics team was already unloading their equipment. Coleman caught my eye as she helped coordinate their entry points and smiled at me. Matthews and Brooks were nearby as well, and they fell into step beside us.

“He’s getting sloppy,” Matthews noted as we headed for our vehicles. “Leaving that newspaper, not checking behind the desk...”

“Or he’s in a hurry,” Brooks suggested. “Making mistakes because he feels us closing in.”

Either way, it was progress. We had physical evidence now, a confirmed location, and Hunter’s testimony. Pieces were finally falling into place.

At the SUV, I stopped and watched as Coleman coordinated with the forensics team while they set up their equipment. I knew they’d be transforming the warehouse into a sea of evidence markers and specialized lighting. I watched them work for a while, and their methodical process was somehow both reassuring and terrifying. They’d find everything there was to find. I just hoped it would be enough.

“Go home,” I finally told the team. “Get some rest. Tomorrow’s day three.”

No one needed me to explain the significance. We’d all been doing this long enough to know the statistics and understand what crossing that threshold meant. Brooks squeezed Matthews’ arm before gathering her things. Coleman joined us and lingered, clearly wanting to say something, but ultimately just offered a small smile as she left and headed toward her assigned SUV.

Once we arrived back at the station, Robbie and I went inside to shed our gear and then headed back out to the parking lot. I paused by my car, staring up at the dark sky. Light pollution masked most of the stars, but a few stubborn ones peeked through. Somewhere out there, Isabel was looking at the same sky. Maybe through another covered window, maybe from another carefully chosen hiding spot.

But she was alive. She had to be.

This wasn’t like other cases. The planning, the precision, and the careful attention to detail pointed to someone with a purpose. Someone with a message to send. You don’t go to these lengths just to...

I couldn’t finish the thought.

We got into the car, and I drove on autopilot through Florida’s twilight streets. I dropped Robbie off and then headed home, muscle memory taking me toward the marina before reality hit like a punch to the gut. The houseboat was gone, burned down along with most of my possessions. It was amazing how grief and exhaustion could make you forget even something that significant.

With a muttered curse, I turned the Corvette around, heading for the family house. Well, my house now.

My phone buzzed, and I risked a glance at it. It was Tessa.

Any updates on Isabel?

I pulled over to respond.

Making progress. Got some solid leads today. I’ll be home soon.

Her response came quickly.

Can’t wait.

I pocketed the phone and continued home. The house looked alive when I pulled up. The porch light was on, and I could see the flickering of the TV through the sheer curtains in the window. It looked incredibly welcoming, and I felt a small pang of sadness as I realized that this was temporary. Tessa would need to go back to her own reality sooner than later, and I’d be pulling up to a dark and imposing house.

For tonight, though, I welcomed the warmth that was sure to greet me when I crossed the threshold.

Once I stepped inside, I realized why the house looked so alive. Tessa had some sort of music channel playing on the TV, but instead of being in the living room, she was further back, in the kitchen. She hadn’t heard me come in over the sound of the music, so I stood there for a moment and watched glimpses of her through the doorway as she danced and hummed and moved around the kitchen. The aromas coming out of that room were captivating, and before long, my feet had developed a mind of their own and dragged me unwittingly toward the kitchen.

“Smells amazing,” I announced over the music.

Tessa let out a small yelp as she dropped the spatula in surprise.

“Oh, shoot!” she yelled as she turned to face me with a huge smile. “I knew you were on the way, but you still startled me!” She dove headfirst into my chest and wrapped her arms around me, and at that moment, I forgot I was even working a case.

She pulled away and looked up at me for a moment before shifting back into kitchen mode and heading for the fallen spatula.

“Lower the music a bit!” she called out as she went to the sink to wash it off. “I want to hear how your day went!”

I did as she asked, but I really didn’t want to focus on work anymore. I came back in and told her as much, and after giving her a quick recap of my day, she immediately shifted gears.

“Well, I had a great day,” she said cheerfully. “I spoke with Bonnie, and we worked out some wedding details. Then I went shopping. I bought a few ingredients I needed for tonight’s dinner, and then I may have bought you some clothes.” She shot me a sheepish grin. “I hope that’s okay. I went to do a load of laundry for you and noticed your options were a little sparse.”

I was struck speechless for a moment. The fact that she’d noticed such a detail and had taken it upon herself to fix it meant a lot.

“You did my laundry?” I asked in disbelief. “You didn’t have to do any of that! I’m just happy to have you here.”

“Hey, I came here to help,” she reminded me as she tended to the stove. “My goal on this trip is to make your life easier and help you through this transition. Dirtying up your house and then just leaving seems a bit counterproductive.”

I laughed as more of the day’s tension eased up. “Fair point. Anyway, thank you. It’s greatly appreciated. I didn’t exactly get the downtime I had anticipated.”

“Did you really think you could stay away from work?” she teased. “Oh, by the way–” She pointed toward the end of the counter, where a nice bottle of whiskey sat next to an empty whiskey glass. “Help yourself. My treat.”

“Wow,” I muttered. I stepped up behind her, wrapped my arms around her waist, and kissed her neck. “You’re too good to me. Are you sure you can’t stay?”

She giggled and leaned against me, and we stayed like that for a moment. When she shifted her weight to stir the vegetables in the pan, I eased back and headed for the whiskey bottle. My mind wandered back to the case despite my best efforts.

Tomorrow was day three. The invisible line every cop dreaded. After that, statistics said our chances of finding Isabel alive dropped to almost nothing. But this felt different. It had to be different. Everything pointed to someone with a purpose and a message to send. The unknown factor was bothering me, and it would continue to bother me until we found Isabel and brought her home.

I poured a measure of whiskey and took a slow sip, savoring it for a moment. It was the perfect end to my day, and I knew it’d complement whatever Tessa was making well.

“Hey,” I muttered, pulling myself out of my thoughts. “This is perfect. Thank you. But I have to ask, why are you cooking so late?”

Tessa turned to look at me in confusion. “I was waiting for you. I figured you needed a good meal after a long day. And you’re welcome.” She smiled warmly at me before turning back to the stove. “It’ll be ready in a few minutes.”

“You weren’t starving waiting for me, were you?” I asked.

Tessa laughed, the sound a balm to my racing thoughts. “I appreciate your concern, but no. I actually had a late lunch, so this is accidentally perfect.”

“Okay, good,” I replied.

I took another couple of sips of whiskey as I admired the way Tessa masterfully maneuvered around my kitchen. It didn’t take long for her to finish cooking and plate our meals, and she then helped herself to a glass of wine before joining me at the table. The meal was great, a combination of pasta, sausage, and what looked like the fennel I’d bought at the store.

“Is this what I think it is?” I asked as I held up a piece on my fork.

Tessa laughed. “It sure is. What do you think?”

“It’s fantastic,” I replied as I made sure to get a little of everything on my fork. “Consider me a fan of fennel now.”

“It’s caramelized,” she said as if in warning. “So it’s going to taste a bit different than you might prep it.”

“Noted,” I replied around a mouthful of food. “I’ll look up whatever ‘caramelizing’ is and learn how to do that.”

Tessa laughed again, this time a full belly laugh, and it was so contagious that I ended up laughing, too. We ended up chatting and laughing about next to nothing for the rest of the meal, and we carried on as we worked together to clean up the kitchen. By then, I was multiple glasses of whiskey in, and I knew I’d need to stop if I wanted to be functional the next morning.

Luckily, Tessa must have had a similar thought because as I drained the last of the whiskey out of the glass, she took it from me and placed it in the dishwasher before taking my hand and leading me down the hall to the bedroom.

I didn’t put up a fight. Between the whiskey, the warm meal, and the beautiful company, I couldn’t ask for a more relaxing and welcoming end to the day. As Tessa and I fell into bed together, still laughing, the last thoughts of the case left me. I got lost in the moment, and suddenly, sleep was the last thing on my mind.
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Icalled Price halfway through the drive to the Pembroke Pines police station, intending to leave a message, but she actually answered. Of course, she did. Did she ever sleep?

“What’s up, Ethan?” she said by way of greeting.

“Tell me you found something in the grandfather’s cases,” I asked. “Because, honestly, we have nothing.” I looked over at Robbie, and he nodded in agreement.

“Yes and no.” She sounded like she was on her fifth Red Bull already. “Judge Edgar Rivera wasn’t exactly gentle with his sentencing. I’ve got hundreds of potential grudges from drug dealers, gang members, and white-collar criminals who lost everything. Too many rabbits, not enough holes to check.”

“We need to narrow it down,” I thought out loud.

“Exactly,” she agreed. “Otherwise, we’re just spinning our wheels.” Keys clacked in the background. “How was the warehouse? Find anything I can use?”

“Found a piece of newspaper,” I said. “I’ll send you a photo when I get to the station, along with anything else relevant the forensics team might have found. “

“I’ll add it to my growing pile of things to analyze.” She sighed. “Speaking of which, did you get any sleep?”

“Did you?” I replied.

I hung up on her laughter.

The station parking lot was already full despite the early hour. Damn, we were late to the party.

It was day three, and everyone was already in, already working.

Something about that lit a fire in my gut stronger than any coffee could manage. This team didn’t quit. I’d worked with plenty of police departments over the years, and they weren’t all great. This one, though, I’d work with again in a heartbeat.

Maybe that’s what Isabel needed to make it through day three.

The conference room smelled like heaven, or at least like bacon, coffee, and fresh donuts. Coleman had arranged a proper spread: breakfast burritos stuffed with eggs and extra bacon, chocolate glazed donuts, and enough coffee to fuel a small army.

“No sausage?” Matthews asked, already unwrapping a burrito.

“Nobody ever caught a bad guy on sausage,” Robbie replied sagely as we found our seats. “Bacon’s where it’s at.”

Brooks rolled her eyes but grabbed a bacon-heavy burrito anyway. “If we’re done discussing breakfast meat philosophy...”

The team gathered around the table, various breakfast items in hand. Day three looked different somehow; it was more urgent and more focused. Everyone knew what crossing this line meant.

“All right,” I said, taking a long drink of coffee. “Let’s break it down. What do we know?”

Coleman brought up the timeline on her tablet. “Suspect has military or law enforcement background, based on tactics and planning. Uses fishing as cover. Multiple locations, carefully chosen. Professional-grade equipment.”

“And a grudge,” Matthews added. “Personal connection to the case.”

“What did forensics turn up overnight?” I asked between bites of burrito.

“Bunch of prints, but most look old,” Thompson replied, flipping through his preliminary notes. “Some recent tire tracks out back match the type Hunter mentioned. Nothing jumped out except that newspaper you found.”

“Have they processed it yet?” I asked. “Or, better still, find where it came from?”

“Not yet; they still have it in the lab. And come on, we’d know if they found something already,” Matthews replied.

“Be right back,” I said, pushing away from the table. “I need to get that paper to Price.” Before anyone could object, I left the conference room.

I found the forensics lab fairly quickly. The lab hummed with a quiet efficiency, though it lacked the familiarity of the one back at MBLIS.

“Can I help you?” an older woman with curly brown hair asked as she turned to face me.

“Hi, I’m Agent Marston with MBLIS,” I said by way of introduction. “Last night at the warehouse, I found a piece of a newspaper article. I’d like to take some pictures of it and send it to my tech back at the office to see what she can make of it. Have you been able to get anywhere with it at all?”

“Ahh, yes, that. We ran every enhancement we could,” the woman said, pulling up the images on the computer before her. “Paper’s definitely old, probably local based on the stock type. But we’ll need the rest of the article to date it precisely.” She turned and pulled something out of a box on the table beside her, and I recognized it immediately as the article I’d found. She laid it out on the table and gestured for me to take a look at it.

“Thanks,” I said, stepping forward and taking several photos with my phone. “Anything else from the warehouse worth noting?”

“Still processing, but nothing urgent yet,” she informed me. “Hair samples and fiber analysis. The usual. We’ll call up if anything hits.” She smiled at me. “I promise.”

“I appreciate it,” I replied with a smile of my own. “Thanks a lot.” I waved and headed back to the team, and I was impressed with how much the woman had gotten done in such a short time. She had a lot done already, but I was confident Price could do more.

Back in the conference room, Robbie spotted the phone in my hand as I sent the photos over. “Sent it to Price?”

“Just sent it,” I confirmed.

“Perfect.” He smirked and pushed a fresh coffee my way. “Now, where were we?”

“This brings us to tasks,” I said, refocusing. “Price is running down that newspaper fragment we found. Matthews, I need you on the fishing equipment angle. Track down any similar sales, see if we can establish a pattern.”

He nodded, already pulling up his laptop. “I know some forums where people trade high-end gear. Might be able to trace other transactions.”

“Brooks, stay on forensics,” I said as I turned to the sergeant. “We need everything from the warehouse processed ASAP. If there’s a print, maybe we will get a hit in a database somewhere…”

“Already called them twice this morning,” she confirmed. “They know it’s a priority.” She smirked. “And I assume you also told them that when you barged in there like five minutes ago.”

“Right, sorry.” I settled back with my burrito, studying the map while the team got to work. The warehouse location kept drawing my eye. We’d been so close to where Isabel was taken, yet we’d wasted time looking further out. What else were we missing?

I took a moment to watch my team work. Matthews was deep in fishing forums, Brooks was coordinating with forensics, and Coleman was analyzing patterns with that sharp mind of hers. I felt a surge of optimism despite the day three deadline looming over us.

We were close. Each person here brought something vital to the hunt, each piece moving us forward.

Now, we just had to put it all together before time ran out.

I took another bite of burrito, letting the flavors ground me while my mind worked. The newspaper fragment, the fishing equipment, the hair strand—somewhere in all this evidence was the key to finding Isabel.

I was just crumpling my burrito wrapper when Brooks appeared in the doorway, a file clutched in her hands.

“Got something,” she said, her usual professional demeanor brightened by excitement. “DNA results just came back on the hair strand.”

“And?”

“Now that we have the parents’ samples, we can confirm it. It’s Isabel’s. One hundred percent match.” She passed me the file. “Forensics rushed it through. It’s not helping us find her yet, but Catalina’s thrilled. It puts Isabel definitively in that warehouse.”

“Good work,” I told her. “Seriously, Brooks. You’ve been–”

My phone’s shrill ring cut me off. Price.

“Tell me you found something,” I answered.

“Oh, I found something alright.” I heard her fingers clatter across keyboards in the background. “Sending you the full article now. You need to read this.”

My phone buzzed with her message. The article filled my screen, yellowed with age but clearly legible: “CONTROVERSIAL RULING ROCKS FISHING INDUSTRY.”

I skimmed quickly, key phrases jumping out. “Local judge’s decision sets new precedent... complete revocation of commercial licenses... industry-wide implications...”

“Keep reading,” Price urged despite not being able to see me or the fact that I was already, in fact, reading.

The case had torn the fishing community apart. A judge had ruled against a commercial fisherman, pulling all his licenses for repeated violations. The ruling had created new standards that were still affecting the industry today.

“I don’t understand,” I said. “What’s the connection to–”

“Look at the judge’s name,” Price cut in.

I found it halfway through the article. “Isabel’s grandfather.” Something clicked in my mind. “Wait, does that mean–”

“Check my second message.”

Another buzz, another photo. This one showed a man in his late fifties with gray hair, a grizzled beard, and a solid build. And there, by his left eye, was a distinctive crescent-shaped scar.

“Son of a bitch,” I breathed. “This is him. This is our guy.”

“Matches every description,” Price confirmed. “The seller, Isabel’s kidnapper, everything. He’s the guy from that case.”

My heart jumped.

I was already on my feet. “Get everyone in the conference room. Now.”

“I’m on it,” Matthews said as he pushed away from his computer and ran off.

“It’s official.” Price paused. “Ethan? We got him. His name is Gerald Myers. I’m sending you some intel on him now.”

I stared at Myers’ photo, at that distinctive scar. All this time, all this planning, a revenge plot years in the making. And we may have caught him because I found a scrap of paper in a warehouse…

“Yeah,” I said. “We got him. Now we just have to find him before he realizes we know.”
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“Gerald Myers,” I announced to the packed conference room, tapping his photo on the evidence board. “Lost his fishing licenses fifteen years ago when Judge Rivera ruled against him.”

“Which explains the fishing equipment,” Matthews said. “He never really left the industry, just went underground.”

Coleman was already building a timeline on the whiteboard. “Fifteen years is a long time to hold a grudge.”

“Perfect time to plan revenge, though,” Robbie pointed out. “Wait until everyone’s forgotten about you, then strike.”

“But why Isabel?” Brooks frowned at her laptop screen. “Why not target the judge directly?”

“Because losing your grandchild is worse than dying,” Catalina said quietly. Everyone turned to look at her. “Sorry. Prosecutor’s perspective. We see a lot of revenge cases.”

“Price,” I called toward the speaker phone. “What are you finding?”

“Building his history now,” her voice crackled back. “After the ruling, Myers basically disappeared. No credit cards, no fixed address. Dropped completely off the grid until...” Keys clicked rapidly. “Until six months ago, when he started buying fishing equipment through various shell companies.”

“Getting ready,” Coleman noted, adding it to the timeline. “Setting up his cover story.”

“Brooks,” I said, “dig into Myers’s personal history. Family, associates, anyone who might be helping him now.”

“Already on it.” Her fingers flew across her keyboard. “Found his marriage license. Divorced twenty years ago, wife remarried and moved to Oregon. One son, but... oh. Oh, no.”

“What?” I asked.

“His son died in a boating accident. Ten years ago.” She looked up, then continued reading. “Wait… toxicology report shows he was three times over the legal limit, cocaine and meth in his system. He crashed his father’s boat into a tour group. Killed himself and nearly took out a bunch of tourists.”

“Price,” Robbie said, “check Judge Rivera’s involvement.”

More keyboard clicks. “Found it. Rivera presided over the subsequent civil case. Myers tried to sue the marina for wrongful death, claiming they shouldn’t have let his son take the boat out. Rivera threw it out and called it ‘a transparent attempt to shift blame from criminally negligent parenting.’ The ruling specifically cited Myers’s history of enabling his son’s drug use.”

“That tracks with his record,” Brooks added, scanning her screen. “Multiple complaints from the fishing community about Myers letting his son pilot boats while intoxicated. CPS investigations for child endangerment. Rivera’s ruling just officially called him out on it.”

“So he lost his licenses for violations,” Coleman summarized on the whiteboard, “tried to blame everyone else for his son’s death, and now he’s taking revenge on Rivera through Isabel.”

“Model father of the year,” Robbie muttered.

A heavy silence fell over the room.

“There’s our connection,” Catalina said, making notes.

“And now he’s taking Rivera’s grandchild,” I finished. “Price, I need everything on that wrongful death case. And deep dive into the judge, jury, and everyone involved. See if there are any other connections we’re missing.”

“Way ahead of you,” she replied. “Also running facial recognition through marina security cameras and checking recent boat registrations under variations of his name.”

Coleman added another note to the timeline. “We should check property records. Someone was paying utilities at that warehouse.”

“Good thinking,” Brooks said. “I’ll coordinate with the local PD and see if anyone remembers Myers from back then. It’s a small fishing community, so someone must know something.”

“I need to talk to the Torres family,” I said. “They might remember details about Myers that didn’t make it into the court records.”

“I’ll come with you,” Robbie offered. “Four eyes are better than two.”

“Catalina,” I turned to her, “can you get us warrants for any properties we find connected to Myers?”

She was already pulling out her phone. “Judge Martinez owes me a favor. I’ll have them within the hour.”

“Matthews,” I continued, “take that equipment list from the warehouse. Check with your marina contacts to see if anyone remembers Myers trying to sell gear recently.”

“On it,” he replied, heading for his desk.

“Price?” I called out.

“Still here. Still typing. And Ethan? Found something else. Myers’s ex-wife just bought a plane ticket to Miami. Arrives tomorrow.”

“Get me that flight info,” I said. “Brooks, add her to your background check. See if she’s maintained any contact with Myers.”

“Already pulling her financials,” Brooks confirmed.

The room hummed with purposeful energy, and everyone focused on their tasks. The evidence board was transforming, and Myers’s photo was now connected to dates, locations, and events. A pattern was emerging from the chaos.

“Let’s move,” I told Robbie. “The Torres family isn’t going to want to hear this over the phone.”

As we headed out, I caught Coleman adding one more note to the timeline: ‘Forty-eight hours since the abduction.’

We were running out of time.

But at least now we knew who we were hunting.

“You driving?” Robbie was already heading for the parking lot.

“You can drive,” I decided, falling into step beside him. “Maybe if you drive it enough, you’ll realize how superior it is to yours.”

“You just love my driving.” He laughed.

“I tolerate your driving,” I replied very seriously because it was true.

“You wound me, partner.” Robbie took the keys from me, and we stepped outside into the lot. “Want me to call ahead?”

“Yeah.” I reached the car and slid into the passenger seat, already pulling up the case file on my phone. “We’ll let them know we’re coming. But don’t mention Myers yet. We need to see their reactions in person.”

Robbie nodded, punching in Elena’s number as he slid into the Corvette and started her up. “Mrs. Torres? Agent Holm. Agent Marston and I need to speak with you and your husband... Yes, ma’am, we found something... About fifteen minutes... Thank you.”

The streets of Pembroke Pines blurred past as Robbie navigated morning traffic. I studied Myers’s photo again; that crescent scar was somehow more menacing now that we knew its history.

“Fifteen years,” Robbie mused, taking a corner. “That’s a long time to plan revenge.”

“Long enough to make it perfect,” I agreed. “Long enough to make it hurt the most.”

Time to see if the Torres family could fill in the blanks about the man who’d waited fifteen years to destroy their world.

The Torres house felt different today. It was less like a home under siege and more like a tomb. Elena answered the door before we could knock, and Robert was right behind her.

“You found something,” she said. It wasn’t a question.

“We need you to look at this.” I handed them Myers’s photo as we settled in their living room. “Does he look familiar?”

They studied it carefully, sharing that silent communication that longtime couples develop. Finally, Robert shook his head. “Should he?”

“What about this?” Robbie passed them the article.

Elena started reading, her expression neutral until she hit something that made her grab Robert’s arm. “Oh my God.”

“What is it?” I leaned forward.

“This case...” She looked up, face pale. “This was my father’s ruling. Judge Edgar Rivera.”

“Gerald Myers,” I said carefully. “Your father pulled all his commercial licenses.”

“I remember now.” Elena’s hands trembled slightly as she re-read the article. “My dad was so angry about this case. Said Myers was poisoning the whole industry, that someone was going to die if he wasn’t stopped.” Her voice caught. “He didn’t know it would be Myers’s own son.”

“We need to talk to your father,” Robbie said, already standing. “Right now.”

“He’s up in Coconut Grove,” Elena said. She turned to an entry table and started scribbling an address on a notepad. “Lives alone since Mamá passed. He still goes to the courthouse sometimes and consults on cases...” She tore off the sheet of paper, and I took it from her before she could fully stretch out her arm toward me.

I was already heading for the door, Robbie right behind me.

“We’ll call as soon as we know more,” I promised.

“Agent Marston?” Elena called as we reached the door. “The article... it doesn’t mention Myers by name. How did you...”

“We looked up the case,” I said with a laugh as I stopped and turned back to her for a moment. “Police work 101.”

“Oh.” She smiled. “That makes sense.”

We ran for the car, Elena’s hastily written address clutched in my hand. The pieces were finally falling into place: Myers’s obsession with fishing equipment, the professional planning, and the personal nature of the attack added up to fifteen years of rage focused into one act of revenge.

Coconut Grove wasn’t far, but every second felt crucial now. Somewhere out there, Isabel was paying for a fifteen-year-old vendetta against her grandfather.

It was time to hear Judge Rivera’s side of the story.

I just hoped it would lead us to Myers before he decided revenge wasn’t enough.
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Judge Rivera’s house was exactly what you’d expect from a retired judge. It was tasteful and well-maintained, with that air of quiet authority that seemed to follow legal professionals even into retirement. The lawn was perfectly manicured, every bush trimmed to precision. It was the kind of place that screamed control and order.

“Nice digs,” Robbie muttered as we approached the door. “Very judicial.”

Before we could knock, the door opened to reveal Edgar Rivera himself. He met us at the door in pressed slacks and a polo shirt, looking more like a country club regular than a retired judge. But I caught the shadows under his eyes and the slight tremor in his hand as he stepped aside to invite us in. He knew everything that was going on, and Isabel’s kidnapping was taking its toll. He’d aged since the newspaper photos I’d seen, but his eyes were sharp as ever, taking in our badges with a practiced glance.

“Mr. Rivera,” I said as we both shook his hand and stepped into his home. “Thank you for having us. I assume your daughter told you we were coming?”

The man nodded and closed the door behind us. The foyer was spacious and clean, but it was minimally furnished.

“Elena said you identified a suspect,” he said, leading us into his study. “She didn’t tell me any more than that.”

“Yes,” Robbie answered. “And you’re linked to him.”

The study was furnished much more warmly than the foyer. Law books lined the walls, and a series of black and white photos showed a younger Rivera with various legal luminaries.

The rest of the room was lined with family photos. Isabel featured prominently in many of them, her smile bright and carefree. It was the same smile from our case file photos. I forced my attention back to the judge.

“We’ve identified our suspect,” I said, pulling out Myers’s photo from my jacket pocket. “Gerald Myers. You ruled against him fifteen years ago.”

Rivera took the photo with judicial calm, but something flickered behind his eyes. “The unsafe practices case. Yes, I remember.” He settled into a high-backed leather chair, gesturing for us to sit. “There was considerable pressure from both sides of the fishing community. Some wanted blood, others thought pulling his licenses was excessive.”

“Walk us through the case,” I said. Robbie sat beside me, his notebook ready. “Everything you remember.”

“Myers had been on our radar for years,” Rivera began, his tone shifting into the measured cadence of the bench. “Multiple safety violations, unauthorized crew, and improper equipment maintenance. But he was connected. He had old fishing family and friends in the industry. People looked the other way.”

“Until?” Robbie prompted.

“Until he started letting his son pilot boats while intoxicated.” Rivera’s expression hardened. “The boy was sixteen, showing up to the docks high and taking out commercial vessels. Someone was going to die.”

“So you made an example of him,” I said.

“I followed the law.” Rivera’s voice carried the weight of fifteen years of certainty. “The evidence was overwhelming. Falsified maintenance logs, crew complaints, documented safety violations… And his son...” He shook his head. “The boy needed help, not enablement. I thought pulling the licenses might be the wake-up call they both needed.”

“Instead, the son died in a boating accident a few years later,” Robbie said. “And Myers tried to sue the marina.”

“Yes.” Rivera stood, moving to a cabinet in the corner. “The way he tried to blame everyone else...” He withdrew a thick file, yellowed with age. “I kept copies. Thought the case might have precedential value.”

He handed it to me, and I took the file, scanning it quickly.

“These are the original hearing transcripts?” I asked.

“And the evidence submissions.” Rivera tapped the folder. “There’s more here than made it into the final ruling. Character witness statements, incident reports going back years… Things that didn’t seem relevant at the time.”

“But they might be relevant now,” I finished, already texting Price about the documents.

“Judge,” Robbie leaned forward, “Myers had to have associates… people who helped him stay in business even after losing his licenses. Any names you remember?”

Rivera’s brow furrowed. “The fishing community protects its own. But...” He moved to his desk, opening a drawer. “After the ruling, I received some letters. Threats, mostly anonymous. I turned them over to the police, but...” He withdrew a manila envelope. “I kept copies of these too.”

The letters were exactly what you’d expect. Angry, poorly spelled, and full of vague threats. But three had actual signatures.

“James Kendrick,” I read. “Martin Walsh. Peter Fliur.” I looked up. “These men defended Myers?”

“Publicly.” Rivera nodded. “They organized protests outside the courthouse and wrote letters to the governor. They called me a coastal elite destroying a working man’s life.” His laugh was bitter. “As if I hadn’t grown up on these same waters.”

“We’ll need to run these names,” I said, already photographing the letters.

“There’s something else.” Rivera hesitated. “After the son’s death, after the civil suit was dismissed... Myers disappeared. But there were rumors.”

“What kind of rumors?” Robbie asked.

“That he’d gone into smuggling. Using his old contacts and his knowledge of the waters. Nothing was ever proven, but...” Rivera spread his hands. “The fishing community talked. Said he was running drugs, maybe guns. That he had a whole network of people who owed him favors.”

“A network he could use to hide Isabel,” I said quietly.

“And to make her disappear completely if we don’t find her in time.” Rivera’s composure cracked slightly. “I’ve spent forty years upholding the law, Agents. Made decisions that destroyed lives, sent people to prison, and broke up families. But this...” He gestured at Isabel’s photo. “This is different.”

“We’ll find her,” I promised, standing. “These names, these documents—they help.”

“Why not Elena?” Robbie voiced the question we’d both been thinking. “She was just a kid when you made that ruling. If he wanted revenge, then...”

“Perhaps that was too obvious,” Rivera mused. “Or perhaps he wasn’t ready. The loss of his son...” He trailed off, something dark crossing his expression. “It would have made more sense…”

“Judge,” I leaned forward, “is there anything else you can tell us about Myers? Properties, associates, anything that might help us find Isabel?”

Rivera was silent for a long moment, his eyes distant. “He had a boatyard,” he finally said. “Down in the Keys. Nothing fancy, just a repair shop and some docks. The license revocation didn’t cover property ownership, just commercial operations.” He frowned. “Though I suppose fifteen years is a long time. He might have sold it.”

“We’ll check it out,” I said, already texting Price the information. “Anything else?”

“Just...” Rivera’s voice caught slightly. “Find her, Agents. Whatever grudge Myers has against me, Isabel is innocent.”

“We will,” I promised, standing. As we headed for the door, Rivera called after us.

“Agent Marston?”

I turned back.

“The fishing community... They’re tight-knit. As I said, they protect their own.” His expression was grim. “If Myers has been planning this for fifteen years, he won’t be working alone.”

I nodded, processing the implications. There had been multiple sets of tire tracks by the lighthouse. Now, I had a clearer idea as to why. “Thank you, Judge.”

Back in the car, Robbie was already calling it in. “Price? Yeah, did you get everything Ethan sent?”

I stared out the window, mind racing. Fifteen years of planning. A boatyard that might still exist. And a tight-knit community that might be helping him.

“One thing’s bugging me,” I said as Robbie hung up.

“Just one thing?” Robbie asked.

“Why wait? Despite what anyone says, taking Elena back then would have made more sense.” I shook my head. “Why wait fifteen years and take Isabel instead?”

“Maybe that’s exactly why,” Robbie said quietly. “Maximum impact. Taking a child is one thing. Taking a grandchild...” He shook his head. “Makes the whole family suffer. Makes Rivera watch his daughter suffer.”

Now, we just had to hope Myers’s perfect plan had a flaw we could exploit.

Before time ran out.

While we waited for Price to confirm the location of the boathouse, we decided to grab a late lunch at a small Vietnamese place wedged between a laundromat and a bail bonds office. It was one of three food spots to choose from nearby, but it was different from our usual choices, which I liked.

We parked and stepped inside. The place was small, with maybe eight tables total, and it smelled like star anise and comfort.

A tiny Vietnamese woman looked up from behind the counter, reading glasses perched on her nose as she worked on a crossword puzzle.

“Sit anywhere,” she called, already reaching for menus. “Soup very good today.”

“Could use some soup,” Robbie said as he accepted the menus and headed for a nearby booth. The vinyl seats had seen better days, but they were clean. “Been a morning.”

As we settled in our seats, the woman appeared with a knowing look. “You look tired. Need good soup.” She tapped the laminated menu. “Number five best for tired people. Extra herbs.”

“Sold,” I said, not even bothering to look. Something about her confident certainty was oddly reassuring after the morning we’d had.

“You too,” she told Robbie firmly. “Both need number five.”

Robbie raised his eyebrows at me, then shrugged. “Can’t argue with that logic.”

She nodded approvingly and bustled off to the kitchen, where rapid-fire Vietnamese and the clatter of ladles against pots suggested our soup was already in progress.

“Well,” Robbie grinned, “guess we’re having number five.”

Five minutes later, two massive bowls of phở arrived, the broth so clear and golden it looked like liquid sunshine. She set them down and then put her hands on her hips.

“No, no. You eat wrong already.” She grabbed the plate of herbs, pointing at each one. “Basil first. Then sprouts. Then–” She glared at Robbie, who was reaching for the sriracha. “No sauce yet! Taste broth first. Very important.”

I bit back a smile as Robbie sheepishly withdrew his hand.

“Now lime. Just little bit.” She demonstrated the exact amount with her fingers. “Try now.”

We obediently followed her instructions, and damn if the soup didn’t taste even better than it looked. The broth was rich but clean, the noodles perfectly chewy.

“Now okay for sauce,” she declared magnanimously. “But not too much!” She watched us take our first proper bites, nodded once in satisfaction, and returned to her crossword puzzle.

We ate in appreciative silence for a few minutes; the only sounds were the soft clinking of spoons and the occasional slurp of noodles. The soup was doing its job. I could feel the morning’s tension starting to unknot.

“Man,” Robbie said, coming up for air. “We should’ve asked what’s in number six.”

“Probably better not to know.” I grinned. “Some mysteries should remain mysteries.”

That got me a snort of laughter, followed by a splash of broth on his shirt. “Dammit.”

I grinned at his attempts to dab at the stain. “Smooth.”

“Shut up.” He gave up on the shirt and went back to his soup. After another few bites, he glanced up with that look I knew meant trouble.

“So,” Robbie said between bites of his phở, “How’s Tessa?”

“Not sure, really…” I concentrated on my own bowl, buying time. “Been kind of busy with a kidnapping case. You might have heard about it.”

“And Catalina’s been around a lot...” he trailed off ominously.

I put my chopsticks down with a sigh. “Are you turning into my social secretary now, partner?”

“Someone has to.” He grinned, but there was genuine concern under the teasing. “You can’t put everything on hold every time we catch a rough case.”

“This isn’t just any case.” I gestured at him with my chopsticks. “This is...”

“I know what it is.” Robbie’s voice softened. “But you’ve been running full throttle since Isabel disappeared.”

“Speaking of things,” I deflected, “how’s Aurora?”

The flush that spread across Robbie’s face was worth every bit of his earlier needling. “She’s... good. Really good.”

“Yeah?” I smiled, recognizing something in his expression I’d never seen before. “That good, huh?”

“It’s different with her,” he admitted, absently folding his paper napkin into increasingly complex shapes. “Everything’s different. The way she looks at me, the way she makes me feel...” He trailed off, then laughed self-consciously. “God, I sound like a teenager. I know you keep bringing this up on purpose. Don’t try to steer the conversation away from you.”

“You sound like a man in love,” I said instead of taking the bait.

The tips of his ears went red.

“Yeah, well...” He cleared his throat. “Maybe I am. Shut up.”

The simple honesty in his voice hit me harder than I expected. This was Robbie, after all. My partner, my friend, the guy who’d had my back through firefights and failed relationships and everything in between. Seeing him like this, so openly happy...

“I’m really happy for you, man,” I said quietly. “Seriously.”

“Thanks.” He smiled, and then his expression turned sly. “You know, Aurora has this friend...”

“And we’re done.” I slurped up the last of my soup. “Let’s go catch a kidnapper before you try setting me up on any blind dates.” I threw down some cash, more than enough to cover the meals and a sizable tip.

“Can’t blame a guy for trying!” Robbie called after me as I headed for the car. “Your love life needs all the help it can get!”

I flipped him off without looking back, but I was smiling. Even with Isabel’s case weighing on us, even with the clock ticking down, it felt good to see my partner so happy. To know that at least one of us had figured out that part of life.

But he was right about one thing. I had been putting everything else on hold for cases lately. The Dragon’s Rogue research, my connection to Tessa, and even having Catalina around all got pushed aside while I focused on cases. It was standard operating procedure for me, if I was being honest.

Maybe after we found Isabel. Maybe then, I’d...

My phone buzzed with a text from Price, yanking me back to reality. She had something on Myers’s boatyard.

“Time to go,” I called to Robbie as he joined me at the car. “Price found a lead.”

“I’m driving.” He nodded, all business now.

“I’m going to allow it,” I replied. “But this is the last time.”
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The drive to the boatyard was a long one, especially since we had to drive from Pembroke Pines. It made me a bit nervous traveling this far when the clock was still ticking, but I reassured myself by reminding myself that I’d spent the first thirty minutes calling both the Pembroke Pines PD team and Diane at the office with updates and assignments. There were other properties to look into and a background to uncover. All that was now being done as Robbie drove down to the Keys.

When we arrived, the boatyard looked like it had definitely changed from fifteen years ago. It had fresh paint, new docks, and even a cheerful ice cream stand near the entrance. I had to imagine it was a far cry from whatever grungy operation Myers must have run.

“Well, this is... nice,” Robbie said as we pulled up.

“Too nice,” I said, unable to keep the wariness from my voice.

A heavyset man in cargo shorts and a “Key West is Best” t-shirt waved from where he was pressure washing the dock. He killed the machine when he saw our badges.

“Agents!” He wiped his hands on his shorts. “Bobby Yang. Got the call you were coming from an Agent Price.” His smile was genuine, if apologetic. “I wish I had better news for you.”

We shook hands, and I introduced myself and Robbie as we scanned the place.

“How long have you owned the place?” I asked, noting the meticulous organization of the repair shop.

“Going on eight months,” Yang said. “Bought it from a guy named Harrison, who had it maybe three years. Before that...” He shrugged. “Property records get kind of fuzzy. Lots of quick transfers and shell companies.”

“Figures,” Robbie muttered.

“Mind if we look around?” I asked.

“Be my guest,” he assured us. “This sounds important. I’m happy to help however I can.”

“Might not be much,” Robbie said under his breath.

“Thank you,” I added with a smile in an attempt to bolster morale.

We did our due diligence anyway, checking the buildings, the maintenance logs, and even the ancient filing cabinet that looked old enough to be from Myers’s time. Nothing.

“Sorry, I couldn’t be more help.” Yang genuinely seemed disappointed. “But hey, let me at least offer you some ice cream. Just got the machine running last week.”

I started to decline, but Robbie was already grinning. “What flavors you got?”

Five minutes later, we were back by the Corvette, Robbie trying not to drip “Banana Bonanza” on his shirt while I questioned my life choices and my “Triple Chocolate Thunder” cone.

“I’m not even going to ask if we should eat in the car,” he joked. He turned his back to the car door and leaned up against it as he ate.

“This is ridiculous,” I said, catching a wayward sprinkle. I leaned against the car beside him.

“Says the man who chose something called ‘Thunder.’“ Robbie grinned. “At least mine makes sense for the Keys.”

“Whatever helps you sleep at night.” I finished my cone and checked my phone. “May as well head to the station.”

“Yeah.” Robbie finally conquered his ice cream. “But we’re not telling anyone that we stopped for dessert. I have a reputation to maintain.”

“Your secret’s safe with me, Banana Boy.” I smirked.

“I hate you so much sometimes.” He glared at me. “I mean that.”

I grinned as we got into the car and headed north. The boatyard had been a bust, but somehow, the ridiculous ice cream break had cleared my head.

The drive to Pembroke Pines felt quicker than the drive down, though the afternoon sun made the Corvette’s interior a little toasty. And thankfully, Robbie had finally stopped griping about my ice cream selection by the time we pulled into the parking lot.

Brooks met us at the door, took one look at us, and raised an eyebrow. “Is that... ice cream on your tie, Agent Holm?”

“No,” Robbie said quickly, subtly attempting to wipe his tie. “Absolutely not.”

“Right.” She smirked. “And I suppose that’s not chocolate on Agent Marston’s collar either?”

I resisted the urge to check my shirt. “Have you found something?”

“Follow me.” She grinned and led us inside and back to the conference room. Every available surface was covered in papers, files, and laptops. “And yes, that’s definitely chocolate on your collar.”

Dammit.

“So,” she said, settling behind her laptop, “Price has been digging into Myers’s digital footprint. Or rather, his complete lack of one. And she sent me everything she found. This all came through just a little while ago.”

“What do you mean?” I pulled up a chair, trying to ignore Robbie’s continuing tie-cleaning efforts.

“I mean, the man’s a ghost.” She turned her screen around. “No Facebook, no Twitter, not even a LinkedIn profile. In this day and age, that’s practically impossible unless you’re actively trying to stay hidden.”

“Maybe he’s just old school,” Robbie suggested, finally giving up on his tie.

“That’s what I thought at first.” Brooks pulled up another screen. “But Price also found this. His prison records.”

I leaned forward. “Prison?”

“Remember those fines from the Judge’s ruling on his son’s case? Turns out he couldn’t pay them. Or wouldn’t.” She scrolled through the documents. “Did ten years in Florida State. Got out a couple of years ago and... nothing.”

“Wait,” I said, something clicking. “That explains the timing. Everyone kept asking why he didn’t go after Elena back then, why wait fifteen years...” I stood up, pacing. “He didn’t wait. He couldn’t do anything. He was locked up.”

“And Elena would’ve been harder to grab by the time he got out,” Robbie added, catching my train of thought. “Married, settled, probably more security conscious…”

“But Isabel...” I trailed off, the implications hitting hard.

“A perfect target,” Brooks finished quietly. “Young, vulnerable, and guaranteed to hurt both Elena and the judge.”

“Two years since his release,” I mused. “Plenty of time to plan something this detailed.”

“Now we just have to find him, but apparently there’s… nothing?” Robbie grumbled.

“Nothing. No credit cards, no utility bills, no rental agreements. No traffic tickets, no medical records, not even a library card.” She looked up at us. “It’s like he walked out of prison and disappeared completely.”

“That’s not easy to do,” I said, already pulling out my phone.

“These days? It’s practically impossible.” Brooks shook her head.

Price answered on the first ring. “Let me guess. You’re calling about Myers’s disappearing act? I’d sent it all to Brooks.”

“Is this everything you’ve found so far?” I asked, putting her on speaker.

“Oh, I’ve found lots of things. None of them helpful.” Keys clacked in the background. “Been running facial recognition through every database I can access. Traffic cameras, ATMs, and security footage. Nothing.”

“What about his prints?” Robbie asked.

“From the old case files? Same story. I’ve sent them to every agency that’ll take my calls. If he’s been arrested, pulled over, or even applied for a job in the last five years, he’s used different prints.”

“That’s... concerning,” I said carefully.

“You think?” More typing. “I’ve got programs running multiple variations of his appearance, too. Older, younger, with different hair, different features. Still nothing.”

“Keep looking,” I told her. “He has to surface somewhere.”

“Always does,” she agreed.

I looked over at Robbie.

“Ten years,” Robbie mused as I slumped in a nearby chair. “That’s a long time to sit in a cell and plan revenge.”

“And a couple more years after that to perfect it.” I studied the prison photo Brooks had pulled up. Myers looked different. He was definitely angrier, but his eyes... they were the same. Cold. Calculating. “No wonder we can’t find him. He’s had years to plan to disappear.”

“The prison angle might help, though,” Brooks suggested, already typing. “Visitors, cellmates, anyone he might have connected with inside.”

“Good thinking,” Robbie said. “Prison’s a great place to make connections. Learn new skills.”

“Like how to disappear completely,” I added. “Price, are you still there?”

“Never left.” Her voice crackled through the speaker. “Already pulling his prison records. But Ethan... there’s something else.”

Something in her tone made me sit up straighter. “What?”

“His cellmate for the last three years? Guy named Marcus Ochoa.”

“Ochoa?” Robbie and I exchanged looks. “As in...”

“As in our equipment seller’s cousin,” Price confirmed. “The one who shot at federal agents.”

Well, hell.

“That’s not a coincidence,” Brooks said quietly.

“No,” I agreed, already standing. “It’s not. Price, I need everything you can find on Marcus Ochoa. And I mean everything.”

“Way ahead of you.” More typing. “Sending it now.”

I thanked her and hung up, then turned back to Brooks.

“So,” Brooks said as she sorted through the incoming files, “should we talk about why you two were eating ice cream during a kidnapping investigation?”

“No,” Robbie and I said simultaneously.

She grinned. “That’s what I thought.”
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Ten minutes later, we were back in interrogation with Hunter Ochoa, but this time, Catalina joined us inside the room. She settled into her chair with that precise grace that always reminded me of a jaguar getting comfortable before pouncing.

“Mr. Ochoa,” she began, arranging her files with practiced efficiency, “we need to discuss your previous statement about the drug sales.”

Hunter shifted uncomfortably. “I already told them everything about that. Just some weed and a little coke, nothing major...”

“Nothing major,” Robbie repeated flatly. “Except now we know where those drugs came from.”

I slid the prison photo of Myers across the table. Hunter’s reaction was immediate. A sharp intake of breath, followed by the kind of pallor you usually only see on corpses.

“Oh, shit,” he whispered.

“‘Oh, shit’ is right,” I agreed. “See, your helpful equipment seller? Spent ten years in Florida State. And his cellmate for three of those years was your cousin Marcus.”

Hunter’s massive frame seemed to shrink. “I... I didn’t...”

“Didn’t know?” Catalina’s voice was silk over steel. “Or didn’t want to know? Because right now, Mr. Ochoa, you’re looking at serious federal charges. The kind that makes your current predicament look like a parking ticket.”

“Wait, please.” Hunter held up his hands. “I swear, I didn’t know about any of this. Marcus just said he knew a guy who could help me get started in the business. Said he was legit!”

“Your cousin,” Robbie said carefully, “helped arrange your meeting with a man he met in prison, and you didn’t think that was worth mentioning?”

“I didn’t know they met in prison!” Hunter’s voice cracked slightly. “Marcus just said they’d done business before and that the guy was trying to help people get established in the industry...”

“By selling drugs on the side?” I asked.

“No! I mean...” Hunter ran a hand through his hair. “The equipment thing was totally separate. The drugs... that came later. Just little stuff at first. Moving packages from one marina to another. Marcus said it was just party supplies for rich guys with boats.”

Catalina leaned forward. “Mr. Ochoa, I want to be very clear about something. We’re not here about the drugs. We’re investigating something far more serious. Your cooperation so far has been noted, but if you’re holding anything back about this man...” She tapped Myers’s photo. “Now would be the time to share it.”

Hunter stared at the photo for a long moment. “I really didn’t know who he was. But...” He swallowed hard. “There was one thing. Something weird.”

“Go on,” I prompted.

“Last time I saw him, maybe three weeks ago? He was meeting someone at the warehouse. I was dropping off some... packages.” Hunter’s flush deepened. “I wasn’t supposed to be there that late, but Marcus said it was urgent. When I went in, I heard them talking about some kind of timeline. About how everything had to be perfect, had to send the right message.”

Robbie and I exchanged looks.

“Did you see who he was meeting with?” Catalina asked.

“No, they were in the office. But...” Hunter frowned in concentration. “The other guy had some kind of accent. Island maybe? And they shut up real quick when they heard me come in.”

I made a note to have Price check Caribbean connections. “Anything else?”

“Just... the way he looked at me when I left. Like he was considering something.” Hunter shuddered slightly. “Scared the hell out of me, if I’m being honest. Never went back to the warehouse after that.”

“Smart move,” Robbie muttered.

Catalina gathered her files. “Mr. Ochoa, given your cooperation and the... limited nature of your involvement, I believe we can work something out regarding the federal charges. However,” her smile was razor-sharp, “I’ll need your continued cooperation. Including testimony if necessary.”

“Of course.” Hunter nodded vigorously. “Anything you need. I want no part of whatever this is.”

Outside the interrogation room, Robbie shook his head. “That kid had no idea how close he came to getting pulled into something way worse than drug running.”

“Myers was probably evaluating him,” I said. “Deciding if he could be useful for the bigger plan.”

“Good thing he failed the interview,” Catalina added dryly. She checked her watch. “I need to update the U.S. Attorney about our deal with Mr. Ochoa.”

We watched as uniforms led Hunter away, probably to process his new deal. The big man looked somehow smaller now, like reality was finally settling in.

“You know what’s funny?” Robbie said as we headed back to the conference room. “All this time, we’ve been chasing this elaborate kidnapping plot, and we finally get a break because some muscle-bound idiot panicked over a little drug running.”

I had to smile. “Sometimes the simplest mistakes crack the biggest cases.”

“Speaking of simple mistakes,” Catalina called from behind us, “you have chocolate on your collar, Ethan.”

Robbie’s laughter echoed all the way to the conference room.

Through the conference room windows, we could see Matthews leaning over Brooks’s shoulder to look at her laptop screen. He was definitely standing closer than strictly necessary.

“Ten bucks says they’re officially dating,” Robbie muttered. “I never found out if I won my last ten-dollar bet.”

“Twenty says they think nobody knows,” I replied, watching Matthews say something that made Brooks laugh.

Coleman looked up as we entered, her expression suggesting she’d caught our exchange. “Update on Ochoa?”

“Kid had no idea what he was involved in,” I said, settling into a chair. “But he confirmed Myers was meeting someone at the warehouse. Someone with a Caribbean accent.”

Matthews straightened up from his position by Brooks, though not quickly enough to be casual about it. “Caribbean connection could explain some of the marine traffic patterns we’ve been seeing, but he could also just be a random buyer or seller. Might not be related to this particular case at all.”

My phone buzzed, and I looked down to see that it was Price.

“Tell me you found something,” I answered, putting her on speaker.

“Oh, did I ever.” She sounded entirely too pleased with herself. “Remember how Myers disappeared after prison? Turns out he wasn’t exactly lying low. He popped up in Canada last year under the name George Martinez. Got arrested for illegal fishing in protected waters.”

“Let me guess,” Robbie said. “Served a year and got released?”

“Bingo. And here’s the fun part. While he was up there, he made some interesting friends in the commercial fishing industry. The kind of friends who don’t look too closely at paperwork.”

Brooks was already typing. “That could explain how he got the equipment for his cover operation.”

“And the drug running setup,” Robbie added.

“Exactly,” Price confirmed. “He did a year, got out, and disappeared again. Until now.”

Coleman added the Canadian arrest to our timeline. “So even in a Canadian prison, he was building connections and setting up his network.”

“Guy’s methodical,” I admitted. “I’ll give him that.”

Through the glass walls, I could see Catalina heading our way with fresh coffee and what looked like case files. Time to piece together everything we’d learned.

“All right,” I said, standing. “Let’s break this down. What do we know now that we didn’t know this morning?”

Matthews moved to the evidence board, carefully not looking at Brooks. “We know he’s been systematically building a network, even from prison.”

“We know he’s got connections,” Brooks added, pulling up maritime data. “And a solid cover in the fishing industry.”

“And we know,” Coleman said, tapping her pen thoughtfully, “that everything, the prison time, the Canadian arrest, the equipment sales, it was all building to this.”

“Question is,” Robbie leaned back in his chair, “what’s the endgame? What message is he trying to send that’s worth twelve years of preparation?”

Before anyone could answer, my phone buzzed again. Unsurprisingly, it was Price.

“What now?” I asked as I answered and put it on speaker.

“Better,” she replied. “Found another alias. Michael Johnson. Only caught it because I started running facial recognition against small-town library records. Who even checks physical books out anymore?”

“Library records?” Robbie echoed.

“Hey, desperate times,” she quipped. “But here’s the thing. He used this ID to check out books about local maritime history. Three different libraries in the Keys.”

Brooks’s fingers were already flying across her keyboard. “Got him. Michael Johnson... wait.” She sat up straighter, excitement bleeding into her voice. “He’s renting a place. 1542 Harbor View Drive.”

“An actual address?” Matthews moved to look over her shoulder, earning a knowing glance from Coleman.

“Paid in cash,” Brooks continued, “but the rental agreement required ID. Basic background check... everything looks legitimate enough to pass cursory inspection.”

“Which means he wanted this identity to hold up,” I said. “This isn’t just another throwaway alias.”

“Could be where he’s keeping Isabel,” Robbie added, following my lead.

“Or it could be another dead end,” Coleman cautioned, though she was already gathering her gear. “Like the lighthouse.”

“Either way,” I said, “we need to move. Now. Before he realizes we’ve connected the dots.” I turned to Matthews. “Get SWAT on standby. Brooks, coordinate with local PD. I want that area locked down tight. Coleman, you’re with us for initial reconnaissance.”

“Catalina,” Robbie said, looking over at her. “We’ll need warrants.”

“Already on it,” she chimed in. “Sending everything out now.”

I hung up with Price as the team mobilized around me. Through the windows, I could see other agents responding to the sudden surge of activity, like sharks sensing blood in the water.

“Think this is it?” Robbie asked quietly as we headed for the tactical room. “Think we finally got him?”

I thought about Myers’s methodical planning, about twelve years of building aliases and connections. About how every move he’d made had been calculated, precise.

“Yeah,” I said. “I think maybe we have. Which means we need to be just as precise. Just as careful.”

“Because if we’re right,” Coleman added, falling into step beside us, “Isabel’s life depends on perfect execution.”

I nodded, watching our team assemble with determined focus. “All right people, let’s move. We’ve got a raid to plan.”
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Tactical prep had its own rhythm. Muscle memory took over as we checked weapons, secured vests, and tested comms. The familiar routine should have been calming, but tension vibrated through the room like a plucked wire. We’d done this dance before at the lighthouse and at the warehouse, but this felt different. This felt final.

“SWAT’s fifteen out,” Matthews reported, adjusting his earpiece. He spread the property blueprints across the planning table. “House sits on a corner lot. Two stories, front and back entrance, attached garage. Lots of windows.”

“Too many windows,” Robbie muttered, studying the layout.

Brooks’ voice came through our earpieces, coordinating from ops. “Local PD has started evacuating the neighboring buildings. Working outward in a three-block radius. Keeping it quiet, like we discussed.”

“Thermal imaging?” Coleman asked, methodically checking her gear.

“Drone’s up now,” Brooks replied through comms. “Getting some interference from the roof. Probably metal construction. But I’m seeing heat signatures on the ground floor. At least three distinct sources.”

I checked my sidearm one last time, the weight familiar and reassuring. “What about the water side?”

“Coast Guard has two vessels standing by,” Matthews confirmed. “Silent running, keeping their distance. If he makes a break for it by boat, we’ll be ready.”

“Remember,” I told the team as they gathered around the blueprints, “this isn’t like the lighthouse. No games, no elaborate setups. Move before he knows what is happening. “

“Unless he’s expecting us,” Robbie added, checking his backup piece.

“Let him expect,” Matthews growled. “We’ve got four entry teams, air support, and a perimeter locked so tight a ghost couldn’t slip through.”

The tactical room hummed with focused energy as final preparations were made, including radio checks, equipment verification, and last-minute briefings. Every person here knew what was at stake.

“Gear up,” I ordered. “We move in five.”

The team dispersed to their final preparations. I caught Robbie adjusting his vest straps.

“You good?” I asked quietly.

“Better than you,” he shot back with a tight grin. “At least I changed my shirt.”

“Har har,” I replied with a roll of my eyes. My heart wasn’t in the banter, though. Too much was at stake.

“Stop it,” Coleman said quietly as she joined us. She must have read something in my expression. “We’re going to find her.”

The convoy rolled out under darkening skies, and like last time, we maintained separation to avoid attention. Miami traffic helped disguise our convoy, and summer storm clouds gathered offshore, promising rain later. Perfect timing. The weather would help mask our approach.

Harbor View Drive turned out to be exactly what its name suggested: a winding road of expensive homes overlooking Biscayne Bay. Here, old money mixed with new, and Mediterranean mansions sat alongside modernist glass boxes. This was the kind of neighborhood where people paid extra for privacy and didn’t ask questions about their neighbors.

“Geez,” Robbie muttered as we passed another gated estate. “How much do you think these places go for?”

“Don’t ask,” Coleman replied from the backseat. “You don’t want to know.”

We pulled over when we got closer, and we took a look at our destination. Our target sat at the end of a quiet cul-de-sac, backing onto a private dock. It boasted two stories of white stucco and hurricane glass, with a red clay tile roof that probably cost more than my yearly salary. It had clean lines, professional landscaping, and nothing to suggest anything sinister. Except...

“Look at the security setup,” I said quietly, scanning through binoculars from our position two blocks away. “Camera coverage is comprehensive. No blind spots.”

“Multiple satellite dishes, too,” Coleman noted. “More than you’d need for normal TV service.”

“Brooks,” I called over comms. “What’s the verdict?”

“Definitely well thought out,” she replied. “Professional grade stuff. SWAT is also picking up some kind of signal jamming. Cell service in the immediate area is degraded.”

“Smart,” Matthews commented through the radio. “Keeps anyone from calling for help.”

I watched as local plainclothes officers continued the evacuation, moving door to door with practiced casualness. The plan was for them to claim it was just a routine gas leak check, nothing to worry about. The residents I could see seemed more annoyed than suspicious.

“They’re clearing a three-block radius, right?” I asked.

“That’s the plan,” Robbie confirmed.

“And we are two blocks away, so they have one more block to go.” I wondered if they would have it all cleared in time.

“The houses are big,” Robbie pointed out. “So it’s not like there are a lot of houses to worry about.”

“Fair point,” I conceded.

“Thermal’s still showing three heat signatures,” Brooks updated. “Ground floor, clustered in what looks like the living room. No movement detected upstairs yet.”

“Could be Isabel and two guards,” Robbie suggested.

“Or Myers and his people preparing for us,” I countered. “Brooks, status on the evacuation?”

“Two more houses to clear,” she replied. “Give us three minutes.”

“See?” Robbie joked. “You worry over nothing.”

I shot him a look with absolutely no bite behind it, and he laughed and watched as the officers continued on down the block.

I studied the target house through binoculars again. Everything about it was just a little too perfect, from the carefully maintained lawn, to the precise trimming of the hedges, to the spotless windows. Myers’s attention to detail extended even to his cover identity’s home.

“You know what bothers me?” Coleman said suddenly. “The dock.”

“What about it?” I asked.

“No boat.” She pointed to the empty slip, which was just visible around the side of the house. “Guy with Myers’s background, living on the water? There should be at least something there.”

She was right. The dock stood empty, and through my binoculars, I could see its cleats were bare of any mooring lines.

“Price,” I called into my earpiece. “Check marina records. See if our friend Mr. Johnson has any vessels registered.”

“Already on it,” she replied. “Nothing under that name, but I’m expanding the search to similar aliases.”

Thunder rolled in the distance as the evacuation teams cleared the final house. The storm was getting closer.

“All units,” Matthews’s voice crackled through comms. “Final positions in two minutes. Confirm readiness.”

The radio filled with crisp acknowledgments as teams moved into place. SWAT, tactical, and perimeter units all silently poured out of the SUVs and approached the house on foot.

“Remember,” I said as our team did final weapons checks, “Myers is smart. He’s had years to plan this. Stay sharp, stay focused.”

“And watch those windows,” Robbie added. “I don’t like how many angles he has on us.”

Coleman checked her comm link one last time. “Ready when you are.”

I took a final look at the house as I cleared the last neighboring structure. Somewhere in there, maybe, was Isabel. Maybe this time, we’d gotten ahead of Myers’ planning. Maybe this time...

“All teams in position,” Matthews reported quietly as I reached the front door.

“Brooks?” I asked. “Any changes in thermal?”

“Negative. Three signatures, still clustered in the living room.”

Lightning flickered offshore as I steeled myself. Time to end this.

“All units,” I said into my radio, “prepare to execute on my mark.”

We were ready.

Now we just had to hope Myers wasn’t readier.

“Execute,” I ordered.

SWAT hit both doors simultaneously, the controlled explosions barely audible over the approaching thunder. We moved in behind them, sweeping through the entrance in formation. The house’s pristine exterior had prepared me for the interior. Everything was arranged with military precision, with not a single item out of place.

“Clear left!”

“Clear right!”

“Movement!” someone shouted from the living room. “Subject heading for the back!”

Through the expansive windows, I caught a glimpse of gray hair disappearing through a side door. Myers.

“He’s running!” Robbie shouted, already changing direction.

“Brooks, he’s headed your way,” I barked into my comm, rushing through the house. “Southeast corner!”

“Got him on thermal,” she confirmed. “Moving fast toward the water.”

Coleman and I burst through the back door just in time to see Myers vaulting over a fence with surprising agility for his age. Robbie was already cutting across the lawn to intercept.

“Stop!” I cried. “Federal agents!”

Myers responded by pulling a gun from his waistband and firing twice over his shoulder. The shots went wide, but they bought him enough time to clear the next yard.

“Armed suspect!” I warned through comms, ducking behind a decorative planter. “Heading toward the water!”

Rain started falling as we gave chase, fat drops that made the manicured lawns treacherous. Myers seemed like he knew exactly where he was going as he weaved between houses like he’d practiced this route before. And who knows? Maybe he had.

“Cut him off at Ocean Drive!” Matthews ordered through comms. “SWAT team two, move to intercept!”

I lost sight of Myers for a moment behind a hedge, then heard Robbie shout, “Gun!” followed by two more shots. The sound of return fire told me Robbie had taken cover.

“I’m good!” he called before I could ask. “But he’s headed for a neighboring dock!”

Lightning cracked overhead as we emerged onto the property in question. Myers was thirty yards ahead, making for the end of the dock where a small boat had suddenly appeared, its driver gunning the engine.

“Coast Guard, move in!” I ordered. “He’s got backup on the water!”

But Myers never made it to the boat. Coleman emerged from between two buildings, timing her intercept perfectly. She caught him with a textbook tackle, both of them hitting the wet boards of the dock hard. The gun went skittering away.

Myers was strong, though. He drove an elbow into Coleman’s side, breaking her hold, then rolled to his feet with that same surprising agility. But the move brought him straight into Robbie’s path.

Myers moved like someone who’d never really left the military behind. He slipped Robbie’s first punch and countered with a sharp elbow strike that would have caught most people flat-footed.

But Robbie wasn’t most people. He rolled with the blow, using his longer reach to keep Myers from getting too close. Still, Myers was fast. He caught Robbie with a feint to the body, followed by a hook that connected solidly with my partner’s jaw. The hit knocked Robbie back a step, blood mixing with rain on his split lip.

But the older man’s focus on Robbie left him open to my flanking move. I came in low and fast, driving my shoulder into his midsection. Myers tried to pivot away, but the wet boards betrayed him. We went down hard, my momentum carrying us both across the slick wood.

He was strong, prison gym strong, and knew how to fight on the ground. His elbow caught my ribs as we grappled, sending sparks of pain through my side. But I had leverage and body weight, and more importantly, I had backup. Coleman appeared above us with her gun trained steadily on Myers’s head.

“It’s over,” she said, voice carrying clearly over the storm.

Myers went still beneath me, but I could feel the tension in his muscles. He was waiting for an opening, calculating odds even now.

“Don’t,” I advised him quietly, tightening my hold. “Really don’t.”

For a moment, I thought he might try, anyway. Then, the fight drained out of him all at once, replaced by that unnervingly satisfied smile.

“Gerald Myers,” I said, securing his hands while rain pounded around us, “you’re under arrest.”

The getaway boat was already disappearing into the storm, and the Coast Guard was in pursuit. Myers said nothing as we hauled him to his feet, but the look he gave me was pure satisfaction. He knew something we didn’t. I marched him back up to his own property and back through the house, wondering what on earth that something was.

Back in the house, the search was turning up nothing. There was no Isabel and no signs she’d ever been there. There was just more evidence of Myers’ meticulous nature: everything was labeled, organized, and controlled.

“House is clear,” Matthews reported as he saw me walk past. “No other suspects, no hidden rooms, no sign of her.”

I shook my head as I led Myers out the front door. Someone had pulled one of the SUVs up, which I was grateful for. I set him in the backseat and then shut the door.

Myers sat in our SUV, refusing to speak, and he had that same satisfied look on his face. Even with his gray hair plastered to his head by rain, he managed to look composed. In control. I turned my back to him and leaned up against the SUV’s door.

“He’s playing us,” Robbie said quietly as he approached me, touching his split lip. “This whole thing was a setup.” He eyed Myers through the glass over my shoulder, but I resisted the urge to turn around.

“Ethan,” Price said over the comms. “There’s something weird about the power usage of this house. Hang on a second.” She paused a beat. “Yep, power spikes every three days, like clockwork.”

“Like he’s running something that needs regular maintenance,” Coleman added, joining us by the vehicle. She was favoring her right side where Myers’ elbow had caught her.

I turned and studied Myers through the window. He stared back, unblinking, that crescent scar stark against his rain-soaked skin. We had him... but somehow, it felt like he still had the upper hand.

“Bag everything,” I ordered as I stared daggers at the man. “Every paper, every hard drive, everything. He’s been planning this too long not to have left some trace of where she is.”

“And if we don’t find anything?” Robbie asked quietly.

I watched as crime scene techs swarmed the house, their cameras flashing in the growing darkness. “We will. We have to.”

But Myers’s satisfied smile suggested otherwise. We’d caught him, yes.

But Isabel was still out there somewhere.

And time was running out.

I walked toward the front door and made my calls from the relative shelter of the front porch, watching the rain stream off the red tile roof. Catalina answered on the first ring.

“Tell me you found her,” she said without preamble.

“We got Myers. No Isabel.” Thunder punctuated my words. “But I need you and forensics here. He’s been living like a ghost. Everything’s too perfect, too organized. There has to be something.”

“On our way.” A pause. “The Torres family?”

“That’s my next call.” I watched Myers through the SUV window, still sitting there with that insufferable calm. “Though I’m not sure what to tell them.”

“Tell them we have him,” she said firmly. “The rest will come. Now give them a call.”

“Right.” I stared at my phone for a long moment before making the call. When I finally did, Elena answered on the second ring.

“Agent Marston?” The hope in her voice made my chest tight. “Did you find something?”

“Mrs. Torres...” I paused, choosing my words carefully. “We found Myers. He’s in custody.”

I heard a sharp intake of breath. “And Isabel?”

“She wasn’t with him.” Rain drummed against the porch roof, filling the painful silence. “But we’re searching his property now. Every piece of evidence we find brings us closer to her.”

“But you haven’t found her.” Robert’s voice joined the line, steady but strained. “What did he say? Did he tell you where she is?”

“He’s not talking yet,” I admitted. “But we have our best people processing the scene. Director Ramsay has authorized every resource we have.”

“How...” Elena’s voice cracked slightly. “How did he seem? When you caught him?”

I thought about Myers’s satisfied smile and his unnerving calm. “Mrs. Torres–”

“Please,” she cut in. “We need to know.”

“He seemed... confident,” I said finally. “Like this was all part of some plan.”

“Oh, God.” Elena’s whisper was barely audible.

“Listen to me,” I said firmly. “Whatever game he’s playing, whatever he’s planned… We’re going to beat him at it. We have the full force of federal law enforcement bearing down on this now. We have every agent, every resource, every tool at our disposal.”

“But time’s running out,” Robert said quietly. “Isn’t it?”

“We’re not giving up,” I promised. “Not now, not ever. I’ll call as soon as we know anything new.”

“Agent Marston?” Elena again. “The man who took our daughter... You looked him in the eye?”

“Yes, ma’am.” I nodded, even though she couldn’t see it.

“Good.” Her voice hardened with sudden steel. “Then make him look you in the eye when he tells you where she is.”

“I will,” I promised. “Whatever it takes.”

After hanging up, I stood watching the rain for a long moment. Elena’s words echoed in my head: Make him look you in the eye.

Oh, he would. One way or another, Gerald Myers was going to tell us everything.

I just hoped we had enough time left for it to matter.

Catalina arrived with the forensics team not long after that, her heels somehow navigating the wet pavement with perfect precision. Right behind her, I was surprised to see Bonnie, Clyde, and Dr. Liam Reeves jumping out of the MBLIS van.

“Diane’s orders,” Bonnie explained, already pulling on gloves. “She said, and I quote, ‘I want our best people on this, screw jurisdictional nonsense.’“

“Plus,” Clyde added, hauling out their equipment, “we’ve been tracking this case from the start. No way we’re sitting this one out.”

Liam’s shock of red hair was already dripping from the rain. “Brought all our specialized Secret Service gear, too. If there’s anything hidden in this place, we’ll find it.”

I took one look at Myers in the SUV and caught his expression shift slightly—the first crack in his composure. He hadn’t expected our full MBLIS team. No. He’d probably expected locals.

“Price found weird power fluctuations,” I told them as they set up. “Every three days, like clockwork. Could be wherever he’s keeping Isabel.”

“Could be a lot of things,” Bonnie replied, but she was already mentally cataloging it. “We’ll tear this place apart. Every receipt, every note, every digital device.”

“Focus on the garage first,” Price suggested over the comms. “Those power spikes are the strongest there.”

I relayed that to Bonnie and Clyde since they didn’t have earpieces.

“Already on it,” Bonnie said, heading that way with her equipment. “Clyde, get the spectrometer. Liam, we might need your expertise on those power readings.”

Robbie appeared by my shoulder. “We should get him back to the station. Before this storm gets worse.”

He was right. The weather was deteriorating rapidly, and I wanted Myers in an interrogation room while the scene was still fresh.

“Keep me updated,” I told Catalina.

She nodded, watching as our team spread through the house. Having our own people here felt right, like we were finally bringing our full force to bear against Myers’ careful plans.

“Don’t worry,” Bonnie called after us. “If there’s anything to find, we’ll find it. Nobody knows how to tear apart a crime scene like we do.”

“Thanks,” I said as I turned to Robbie. “Just one more thing, and then we can go.”

“Only one?” he joked.

I ignored him.

“Brooks, Matthews,” I called, catching them before they headed back to their vehicle. “Need you two on neighborhood canvas. Security cameras, witnesses, anything that gives us eyes on this place for the past month.”

Matthews glanced at the continuing downpour, then at Brooks. “Lovely weather for a walk.”

“Could be worse,” Brooks replied, but she was already pulling up her hood. “Could be hurricane season.”

“These people have more lawyers than friends,” I warned them. “And we just evacuated them from their multi-million dollar homes in the rain.”

“So what you’re saying is they’ll be super cooperative,” Matthews said dryly.

Brooks pulled out her badge. “Good thing I brought my winning personality.”

“And I brought warrant applications,” Matthews added, patting his jacket pocket with a slight grin. “Plus, you know... this charming smile.”

“Well, if your charming smile doesn’t work, maybe get Catalina involved.” I paused a beat. “Just try not to antagonize the entire neighborhood,” I advised, watching them head down the block to where the families had been evacuated. They walked close together under Matthews’ umbrella, and professional distance was somehow maintained despite the tight quarters.

I shook my head as they disappeared into the rain, then turned back to the SUV. I caught Myers watching our team through the window, that satisfied smile finally showing signs of strain. Maybe he wasn’t the only one who could plan ahead after all.

The drive back was tense, windshield wipers fighting a losing battle against the deluge. Myers sat silently in the back, that slight smile never leaving his face. Every time I caught his eye in the rearview mirror, he looked... satisfied. Like everything was going according to plan.

Beside him, Coleman kept a close eye on him. She kept her distance, but she was also on alert for any sudden movement or trouble. Beside me, Robbie kept his head on a swivel, checking the side view mirrors and scanning the traffic for any possible ambush. He knew as well as I did that we were missing a piece of information, and that could mean trouble for us.

Fortunately, we made the drive with no surprises. Lightning illuminated the city in bursts as we pulled up to the Pembroke Pines police station. Myers maintained his silence as we processed him, his composure never wavering. Even his mugshot looked composed. The crescent scar was like a signature on his carefully neutral expression.

“You know we’re going to find her,” I told him as we secured him in holding.

He looked at me then, really looked at me, and his smile widened just slightly. He was still silent, but that look said everything: You have no idea what you’re dealing with.

“I really don’t like this,” Robbie said as we watched Myers settle onto the holding cell bench like it was a luxury hotel bed. “Guy’s too calm.”

“Yeah.” I checked my phone. No updates from the squints yet. “Almost like...”

“Like getting caught was part of the plan,” Coleman finished.

We stood there for a moment, watching Myers through the security glass. He’d closed his eyes, completely at ease, like he was taking a casual nap instead of sitting in custody.

“All right,” I said finally. “Let’s get changed, get some coffee, and figure out our next move. Because whatever game he’s playing...”

“We’re running out of time to beat him at it,” Robbie nodded.

As we headed toward the conference room, my phone buzzed with a text from Bonnie: You need to see what we found in the garage.

I showed the message to Robbie and Coleman.

“Well,” Robbie said with forced brightness, “at least we know what we’re doing for the rest of the night.”

“Sleep is for the weak, anyway,” Coleman added, but her slight smile didn’t quite reach her eyes.

As we walked, the mental image of Myers wouldn’t leave my head. He looked like he was enjoying his serene nap, looking for all the world like a man without a care.

Which meant whatever came next was going to be very, very bad.
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“It’s a Porsche Taycan charger,” Clyde announced over the phone, his voice competing with the continuing storm. “High-end DC fast charging system. Way more sophisticated than your average home setup.”

I had him on speaker in the conference room where we’d gathered after booking Myers. Robbie, Coleman, and I had taken time to shed our gear and get some coffee, and then we’d waited while the rest of the team back on the scene continued to work. Now that the gear was stowed and the three of us were properly caffeinated, it was time to check in on the rest of the crew. By now, hopefully, they had news for us.

“That explains the power spikes?” I asked. I knew next to nothing about electric cars, but the information made sense to me.

“Perfectly,” Bonnie cut in. “These things draw massive power, especially at the start of the charging cycle. And it’s been used regularly. Every three days, like clockwork.”

“Just like the power spikes Price found,” Coleman said, making notes on her tablet.

“The interesting part,” Clyde added, “is the timing. Always between two and four AM. That’s deliberate. When power usage is lowest, it’s cheapest to charge, but that also makes spikes more noticeable.”

“Do we know what vehicle he’s been charging?” I asked.

“Not yet,” Bonnie cut in. “The charging pad’s clean. Like professionally cleaned clean. But Liam’s got some promising trace evidence we’re processing. Tire marks, rubber transfer on the guide marks...”

“And Myers wiped his security footage completely,” Clyde added. “Like, DOD-level wiped. But we have Price running recovery algorithms.”

“All right, thanks,” I replied. “Keep me posted.”

“Of course,” Bonnie assured me before hanging up.

I checked my phone and then dialed Matthews. He answered on the second ring, voices arguing in the background.

“Please tell me you’re having better luck with the neighbors,” I said.

“Define luck,” Matthews replied dryly. “Half these people are lawyers, and the other half have lawyers on speed dial. They’re not exactly thrilled about being evacuated from their multi-million dollar homes in the rain.”

“Any footage at all?” I asked.

“Some.” I heard Brooks in the background; her voice was professional but strained. “No, sir, this isn’t a violation of your Fourth Amendment rights... Yes, sir, I understand you’re on the zoning board...”

Matthews sighed. “It’s slow going. These people love their privacy almost as much as they love complaining about it being violated. But we’re making progress. Few of them actually want to be the ones who impeded a kidnapping investigation. On the plus side, we’ve already sent Price the little footage we’ve gotten so far.”

“Keep me posted,” I said. “And Matthews? Try not to let Brooks kill any of our wealthy neighbors.”

“No promises,” he replied as another voice rose in the background. “Though she may not because Catalina’s handling the holdouts beautifully. She just got three more warrants signed. Coverage of the whole street for the past month.”

“Great. Let me know when you’re on your way to the station,” I said with a sigh. That was going to be a lot of footage to go through, even if we couldn’t get it all.

“Will do,” Matthews said before hanging up.

I dialed yet another number.

“Price, how many cameras are we looking at?” I asked as soon as she answered the phone.

“Seventeen so far,” she replied distractedly. “Please tell me you found something interesting in that garage. My retinas are burning.”

“Porsche Taycan charger. High-end DC fast charging system. Used every three days between two and four AM.” I smiled. “Bonnie’s probably already sent it over.”

I heard her fingers already flying across the keyboard. “Adding it to my search parameters. Looking for high-end EVs, especially Porsches...” She trailed off, most likely focused on her screens again.

“The Taycan’s not exactly subtle,” Coleman observed. “Luxury EV probably stands out on camera.”

“If we can find it,” I agreed. “Price, how far back does the footage go?”

“Varies by house. Some keep a month, some only a week.” More typing. “But if he’s been charging every three days...”

“We should be able to establish a pattern,” Robbie finished.

“Here’s what I don’t get,” I said. “Why risk charging at the house? Why not use public chargers?”

“Because public chargers have cameras,” Coleman replied. “And records. This way...”

“He controls who sees what.” I nodded. “Plus, middle of the night in a quiet neighborhood...”

“Holy shit,” Price interrupted. “Got something. Three nights ago, 2:47 AM. Black Taycan, pulling into the garage. I’ll send you the footage.”

Coleman opened up her laptop, and we waited for the footage to come through. When Coleman announced she had it, we crowded around her monitor. The footage was crisp. Expensive security cameras paid off. The car moved with predatory grace, all sleek lines and silent power.

“Can you see the plate?” Robbie asked.

“Working on it... there,” Price announced. “Florida plate, King-Victor-Nine-”

“Wait,” I cut in. “Go back. What’s that reflection in the passenger window?”

Coleman reversed the footage frame by frame. For a split second, as the car turned into the driveway, a streetlight caught the window just right.

“There’s someone in the back seat,” Coleman said quietly.

The image was blurry but unmistakable. A figure was slumped against the window, with dark hair and a small frame.

Isabel.

I stared at her for a moment until Coleman hit play again, and I rattled off the rest of the plate number when I saw it.

“Already running the plate through every database I can access,” Price called out over the phone. “And setting up alerts for any Taycan sightings in the area.”

Thunder rattled the windows as we stared down at the security footage. Somewhere out there, Myers’s carefully laid plans were still in motion.
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The interrogation room felt smaller than usual. Maybe it was the storm still raging outside, or maybe it was just Myers’s presence. He sat with perfect military posture, hands folded on the table, with that same satisfied smile playing at the corners of his mouth.

“You know,” I said, settling into the chair across from him, “most people show at least some stress when they’re arrested. But you...” I studied his composed features and the way his eyes tracked every movement. “You seem pretty comfortable.”

Silence.

Robbie leaned against the wall behind me, arms crossed. “Could be because this is all part of the plan. Right, Gerald?”

Nothing. Not even a flicker.

“See, that’s what’s bugging me,” I continued, opening the file in front of me. “Everything about you is deliberate. The warehouse setup, the equipment sales, even getting caught.” I spread photos across the table. The lighthouse, the warehouse, his immaculate house. “Nothing happens unless you want it to happen.”

Myers’s smile widened slightly, but he remained silent.

“Nice car, by the way,” Robbie said casually. “Porsche Taycan. Hell of a machine. Though I have to wonder why someone trying to stay off the grid would pick something so... distinctive.”

That got us the first micro-expression. Just a slight tightening around the eyes.

“You thought you’d wiped all the footage,” I pressed. “But rich people love their security systems. And their neighbors’ security systems.” I slid the grainy image of the car across the table. “This was three nights ago. See that reflection in the window?”

Myers didn’t even glance at the photo.

“Here’s what I think.” I leaned forward. “I think this was never about getting away with it. This is about sending a message. To Judge Rivera, to Elena... hell, maybe to the whole justice system that you think wronged you.”

“Twelve years is a long time to plan revenge,” Robbie added. “Prison, Canada... building connections, setting up your network. All so you could hurt one family in the most devastating way possible.”

Myers’s eyes shifted to Robbie for just a fraction of a second.

“But here’s the thing about plans,” I said quietly. “They rarely survive first contact. Especially when you get sloppy.” I tapped the photo. “And right now, your entire network is exposed. Every contact, every safe house, every person who helped you. We’re tearing it all apart.”

For the first time, something new flickered behind Myers’s eyes. Doubt? Concern?

“See, by the time your lawyer gets here,” Robbie mused, “we’ll have executed warrants on every property connected to your aliases and every person you’ve contacted. Your whole carefully built system, dismantled piece by piece.”

“And Isabel?” I gathered the photos slowly and deliberately. “We’ll find her. Maybe not in time for you to get any deal out of it. But we’ll find her. And then all these years of planning, all this careful preparation... it’ll mean nothing.”

Myers’s jaw tightened almost imperceptibly.

“Time’s running out, Gerald,” I said softly. “In more ways than one.”

He opened his mouth, and for a moment, I thought we’d finally broken through. Then, a knock at the door made us all look up.

Anger laced through me at the ill-timed interruption, but I knew that wouldn’t have happened unless it was about something important, so I took a steady breath as I went to the door and opened it.

Brooks stood in the doorway, her expression urgent. “Forensics is back,” she said under her breath. You need to see this.”

I went back to the table and gathered my files, holding Myers’s gaze for a long moment. “Think about what I said. About choices.”

Robbie fell into step behind me, and outside, Catalina was waiting. But something in their expressions told me whatever forensics had found, it wasn’t good news.

Myers’s satisfied smile followed us out the door.

“Tell me you found something,” I said, still frustrated from the interrogation.

“Me? No. Bonnie, maybe,” Catalina said with a sigh as we headed toward the forensics lab. “Liam and Clyde are still at the scene.”

The Pembroke Pines PD forensics lab was quiet when we arrived. The woman who had been in here the last time I’d dropped by was gone, but so was the sense of calm.

Equipment and evidence bags covered every surface, each labeled and organized, and in the middle of it all sat Bonnie.

“What did you find?” I asked as I approached.

“Several things,” Bonnie replied, pulling on fresh gloves. “But two items in particular.” She gestured to a small evidence bag on the table. “First, these.”

Inside were three keys on a plain ring. There were no markings and no identifying features—just clean, recently cut metal.

“Found them behind a false panel in the kitchen,” she explained. “Guy had a whole system of hidden compartments throughout the house. Really professional work.”

“Well, that means it’s going to take a while to search,” I grumbled.

“Which is why Clyde and Liam are still there. But look at this,” she added, holding up another evidence bag. Inside was a crumpled pamphlet, its glossy surface showing signs of water damage. “Stuffed in the bottom of a garbage can outside. Atlantic Self Storage.”

“Could be nothing,” Catalina cautioned. “But...”

“But nothing in Myers’s house was accidental,” Robbie finished. He’d been studying the keys with intense focus. “Everything had a purpose.”

“Where’s the storage facility?” I asked.

“That’s the interesting part,” Bonnie said, pulling up a map on her tablet. “It’s way out on the edge of town. Kind of place you’d go if you didn’t want anyone asking questions.”

Lightning flashed outside as I processed this new information. The storm was getting worse, sheets of rain hammering against the windows.

“Let’s go check it out,” I said, turning to Robbie. “Worst-case scenario, we get wet.”

“Take an SUV,” Catalina advised. “Streets are starting to flood in some areas. And if Isabel is there, you don’t wanna shove her in either of your cars.”

“That… makes sense,” I replied with a laugh. “Let’s do that. Meanwhile… can you get a warrant for–”

“Already on it,” she replied without looking up from her phone. “Judge Martinez is standing by.” She paused and looked up at me. “I’m sorry for interrupting the interrogation, by the way. I know it’s not usually acceptable behavior, but…” She gestured toward the keys and the pamphlet. “Everything about this screams that we can’t wait.”

“I understand,” I assured her.

We stepped out of the lab, and a few minutes later, after a stop to don tactical gear, Robbie and I were in an SUV, wipers fighting a losing battle against the deluge. The pamphlet sat between us, its cheerful marketing copy somehow sinister now: “Security You Can Trust” and “24/7 Access.”

“Think this is it?” Robbie asked as we navigated through increasingly heavy rain. “Think we finally got ahead of him?”

I studied the keys in his palm, their edges still sharp and new. “I think Myers doesn’t make mistakes. Which means either this is exactly what we’re supposed to find...”

“Or it’s another trap,” he finished grimly.

Thunder crashed overhead as we pulled into the storage facility’s parking lot. The place was exactly what you’d expect—rows of identical metal buildings stretching into the rainy darkness, security lights casting weird shadows through the downpour.

The perfect place to hide someone you didn’t want found.

Or the perfect place to lead federal agents into an ambush.
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The front office was barely bigger than a closet, lit by flickering fluorescent tubes that made the rain outside seem even darker. Behind the counter, a heavyset man in a security uniform barely glanced up from his phone.

“We’re closing,” he said flatly. “Weather warning.”

“Federal agents,” I said, showing my badge. Robbie showed his as well. “We need your help.”

The guard set his phone down with obvious reluctance. “Look, I can’t give you access to any units without proper–”

“I know,” I cut in, keeping my voice level. “And our warrant’s being processed right now. But we’re trying to find a missing girl, and we have reason to believe she might be here.”

That got his attention. He straightened slightly in his chair. “Missing girl?”

I pulled up Isabel’s photo on my phone, turning it so he could see. “Isabel Torres. Twelve years old. Taken three days ago.”

“Jesus,” he muttered, studying the image as water dripped from our tactical gear onto his counter, but he didn’t seem to notice or care.

I set the keys we’d found on the counter. “These were found at our suspect’s house, along with one of your pamphlets. You might have seen him.” I showed him Myers’s booking photo. “Older guy, gray hair, distinctive crescent scar.”

Martinez frowned at the photo. “Yeah... yeah, I remember him. Real particular about everything. Always came at weird hours. Said he worked nights.”

My phone buzzed. The message was from Catalina: “Warrant’s coming. Judge Martinez is reviewing it now. Ten minutes.”

Thunder rattled the windows as I looked back at the security guard. “Look, I know you have protocols. But right now, there’s a twelve-year-old girl who might be locked in one of these units. And if she is...” I let that hang there.

“Ethan,” Robbie warned quietly. “Without that warrant, anything we find would be inadmissible. Catalina would have our badges.”

The guard drummed his fingers on the counter, conflict clear on his face. Finally, he sighed. “Thing is, our system’s down right now. Storm knocked out the main server. Can’t access any records until it’s back up.”

“But you remember seeing him?” I pressed.

“Yeah. Noticed his car mostly. One of them fancy electric ones. Real quiet. Would see it on the cameras, usually real late at night.” He gestured at the rain hammering against the windows. “At night, there’s not many people coming or going. Makes the unusual ones stick out.”

My phone chimed again, and again it was Catalina: “Warrant’s signed. Sending now.”

“Look,” I said carefully. “That warrant’s coming through right now. But every minute we wait...”

He studied us for a long moment, then nodded slowly. “Look, I can’t give you access without the warrant. That’d be my job. But...” He pulled up a paper map of the facility. “Guy like that, wanting privacy? These back rows of C block, that’s where most of our long-term, keep-to-themselves customers end up. Units 300 through 320.” He tapped the map. “Lot of space between them and the main road.”

“Thank you,” I said quietly.

“I didn’t tell you anything,” he replied, turning back to his phone. “And I’m about to take my break. Won’t be able to monitor things for about ten minutes.”

Just then, my phone chimed again, and there it was: the warrant. I turned the phone so the man could see it, and he merely shrugged.

“I’m taking my break anyway,” he muttered.

“All right,” I replied with a shrug.

Back in the storm, we studied the facility map under the flickering security lights. Building C wasn’t far, but in this weather, visibility was down to maybe twenty feet. Thunder crashed overhead as we moved between the rows of identical metal buildings, our boots splashing through growing puddles.

“Okay, here we go,” I said, pulling out the keys. “Twenty units, two of us. We just check if any of these keys fit. Start at 320, I’ll start at 300. Work toward each other. You know, trying to identify the unit before we lose what little visibility we have left.”

“Just checking locks,” Robbie agreed, already moving.

We reached Building C, and then we split up. Each unit looked identical, with the same padlock, same handle, and same metal door. Hopefully, the key wouldn’t work in all of them. Though, honestly, that seemed unlikely.

I started with 300 and tried the first key. Nothing.

Move to 301. Repeat.

“Nothing on 320,” Robbie’s voice crackled in my earpiece, though it was barely audible over the storm. “Moving to 319.”

No. 303. No. 304. No. 305.

The repetitive motion almost made it feel routine, except for the storm, the time pressure, and the constant replay of Myers’ smug smile in my head.

“318 is a no,” Robbie reported.

I hit 307. Nothing. This was taking longer than I’d thought because the rain made everything slicker, and it was harder to manipulate the keys with tactical gloves.

I was about to move to 308 when I heard something. Just barely audible over the storm.

“Robbie,” I whispered into my comm. “You hear that?”

“What?” he asked.

“Listen,” I replied.

We both went still. For a moment, there was only the rain. Then… there. A mechanical sound. Like a fan or...

“Air conditioning,” Robbie said. “One of these units is running climate control.”

“Wait,” Robbie reported, his pace quickening too. “There’s water coming from under 317.”

I was already moving in his direction. Through the rain, I could see what he meant. There was a thin trickle of condensation, like from an overworked AC unit.

“Key fits,” Robbie said tensely, testing the lock. “And look at this. The lock’s been used recently. Oil’s still fresh.”

Thunder crashed overhead as I joined him. And now, this close, I could hear something else under the mechanical hum.

Movement. Inside the unit.

I checked my phone and cursed.

“No signal,” I muttered, holding my phone higher. The bars flickered between one and none. “Can’t reach Catalina.”

Robbie checked his own phone, rainwater streaming off his jacket. “Same here. Storm’s probably knocked out half the towers.” Another crack of thunder punctuated his words. “We could head back to the main road and try to get reception there.”

I stared at the storage unit door, raindrops hammering against the metal like tiny fists. If we left now and drove back through this mess to get a signal... how many minutes would that cost us? And if that cry was what I thought it was...

A sound cut through the storm. Muffled, barely audible, but unmistakable.

A cry for help.

“Did you hear that?” I asked Robbie, loud enough for my comm to pick up.

“Definitely heard a cry for help,” he confirmed, weapon already drawn. “Sounded like it came from inside.”

The cry came again. Weaker this time.

“Price,” Robbie called clearly for his comms to record. “Be advised we now have probable cause. Sounds of distress from unit 317. We’re going in.”

The storm intensified, rain hammering against the metal buildings like gunfire.

I raised my gun and reached for the key.

“Isabel?” I called through the door. “We’re federal agents. If you can hear me, move away from the door.”

The only response was another weak cry.

“This is probably a trap,” Robbie said, taking position.

“Definitely a trap,” I agreed, turning the key. “Ready?”

He nodded, weapon aimed. “Just like the lighthouse?”

“God, I hope not,” I said as I pulled the door up.
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The door groaned upward, unleashing a blast of climate-controlled air into the storm. Inside, we were met with darkness and the steady drone of industrial AC units. Our weapon-mounted lights cut through the gloom, revealing stacks of plastic storage containers against the walls.

Professional grade. Organized. Everything in its place.

Just like Myers’s house.

“Clear left,” Robbie called, sweeping his sector.

“Clear right,” I responded, moving deeper into the unit. The space was bigger than it looked from the outside, maybe twenty feet deep. Plastic sheeting divided the back portion, creating a makeshift room. Behind it, a shadow moved.

“Isabel?” I called softly, keeping my weapon ready. “Isabel Torres? We’re federal agents.”

A muffled sound. Then, barely audible: “Help.”

We approached the sheeting carefully, and memories of the lighthouse kept us cautious. But when I pulled back the plastic, there was no elaborate trap. Just a small figure huddled on a camping cot, dark hair hiding her face.

“Isabel,” I said, holstering my weapon. “I’m Agent Marston. This is Agent Holm. We’re here to take you home.”

She looked up slowly, eyes wide and red-rimmed in the harsh tactical light from Robbie’s weapon, now pointed to the floor. For a moment, she just stared at us like she couldn’t quite believe we were real. Then, her face crumpled.

“I want my mom,” she whispered, tears cutting tracks through the dirt on her cheeks.

“We’ll get you to her,” I promised, approaching slowly. “You’re safe now. It’s over.”

She launched herself off the cot, colliding with my tactical vest hard enough to knock the breath from me. But I caught her, feeling her whole body shake with sobs.

“It’s okay,” I murmured, meeting Robbie’s eyes over her head.

“Package secured,” he reported into his earpiece. “Subject is alive. Need medical for evaluation.”

I did a quick visual assessment as Isabel cried against my vest. She had no obvious injuries, though she was pale from days without sunlight. An IV stand by the cot explained how Myers had kept her hydrated. Everything was organized and methodical. Even her captivity had been precisely planned.

“Isabel,” I said gently, “we need to get you out of here. Can you walk?”

She nodded against my vest but didn’t let go.

“Here,” Robbie said, shrugging out of his tactical jacket. He draped it over her shoulders, completely engulfing her small frame. “Let’s get you somewhere warm and dry.”

“He said...” she hiccupped through tears, “he said no one would find me. That it was all part of his plan.”

“Yeah, well,” Robbie replied with forced lightness, “his plan didn’t account for our lab techs. They’re kind of obsessive about details.”

That got a watery almost-laugh. I kept an arm around her shoulders as we moved toward the door, Robbie covering our exit. The storm had intensified, but right now, the rain felt like a blessing. It felt like it was washing away three days of fear and darkness.

“Agent Marston?” Isabel’s voice was small but steady.

“Yeah?” I asked.

“My parents?” She hiccupped. “Are they...”

“They’re waiting for you,” I assured her. “They never gave up hope.”

She nodded, pressing closer to my side as lightning illuminated the storage facility in stark flashes. We made our way back toward the main office, this time a lot slower, as we wanted to move at Isabel’s pace.

As we reached the front, I heard a welcome siren, and in the distance, red and blue lights approached through the deluge. I was glad that, despite the lack of cell service, our earpieces clearly still worked.

A moment later, an ambulance pulled up, tires throwing rooster tails of water. I pulled Isabel back under the building’s awning to help keep her somewhat dry, and then two paramedics jumped out, gear already in hand.

“I’m Cindy-Lou Smith,” the shorter one said, her blond ponytail already plastered to her head. She gestured to her much taller Asian partner. “This is Darren Smith. No relation.”

“We get that a lot,” Darren added with a practiced grin, rain streaming off his angular features. “Smith’s a pretty common name.”

“Not that common,” Cindy-Lou muttered, already opening her kit. She knelt beside Isabel, movements practiced and gentle. “Hi, sweetheart. I’m going to check you over, okay?”

Isabel nodded, still pressed against my side. The woman pulled out a blood pressure cuff, and I realized that she’d been too prepared and knowledgeable about the situation when she’d arrived. I had no doubt someone from our team had given these paramedics details as to what they would find upon arrival. I was once again grateful to work with such an amazing team.

Two patrol cars pulled up next, officers emerging with flashlights to secure the scene.

“BP’s ninety over sixty,” Cindy-Lou reported, removing the cuff. “Little low, but not critical.” She pulled out a penlight. “Can you follow this for me?”

Darren worked methodically on Isabel’s other side. “Pulse is seventy-two. Regular rhythm.” He checked her hands, then her feet. “Capillary refill normal. No signs of peripheral circulation issues.”

“Pupils equal and reactive,” Cindy-Lou added. She felt gently along Isabel’s neck and skull. “Any pain? Dizziness? Nausea?”

Isabel shook her head.

“Found an IV setup inside,” I reported as Darren checked the crook of Isabel’s arm. “Looks professional grade.”

“Yeah, I can see the insertion point,” he confirmed. “Clean work. Multiple sticks, though.” He made a note on his tablet. “Signs of regular sedation.”

“Temperature’s slightly elevated,” Cindy-Lou announced. “Thirty-eight point two. Might be a stress response.” She wrapped a blanket around Isabel’s shoulders. “Let’s get her out of this rain.”

“O2 stats are good,” Darren said, checking the pulse oximeter. “Ninety-eight percent. But we should get her to the hospital for blood work and a full evaluation.”

Robbie stepped away, phone pressed to his ear. “Yeah... yeah, we got her. Send Bonnie and Clyde... and get Reeves over here too. The place is set up like a hospital room. A real professional.” He paused, listening. “Roger that.”

“They’re twenty out,” he reported, rejoining us. “Storm’s making traffic a nightmare.”

“I’m glad you were able to get through,” I replied.

“Let’s load up,” Cindy-Lou said, helping Isabel onto the gurney.

“You riding with us?” Darren asked me.

I caught Robbie’s eye. “Yeah. Not leaving her alone.”

Robbie nodded instantly. “Good call. Myers planned everything else...”

“Fine by me,” Cindy-Lou said, securing the gurney straps. “But if you’re riding, you’re working. Here.” She handed me a bag of saline. “You get to play IV stand.”

“I’ll follow in the SUV,” Robbie said, already heading for the borrowed vehicle.

Once we were moving and Isabel was secured between the paramedics, I pulled out my phone. Elena picked up before the first ring finished.

“Agent Marston?” Her voice was tense. She was clearly expecting bad news.

“We found her,” I said simply. “She’s safe. We’re en route to the hospital now.”

The shriek of joy nearly deafened me. In the background, I heard her yell: “Robert! ROBERT! They found her! They have our baby!”

“She’s okay?” Elena’s voice was choked with tears. “You’re sure? Wait, the hospital?”

“I’m looking at her right now,” I assured her. “Paramedics say she’s stable. We’re getting her checked out just to be safe.”

“We’re coming,” she managed. “Right now. Tell her... tell her mommy’s coming.”

After she hung up, I relayed the message. Isabel’s eyes welled up again, but she nodded, clutching the blanket tighter.

The rest of the ride was a blur of sirens and rain. Robbie’s SUV followed us through traffic while our lights strobed through the deluge. At the ER entrance, a team was waiting with a gurney. They whisked Isabel through double doors in a flurry of efficient movement and medical terminology faster than I could process.

“She’s in good hands,” Robbie said a moment later as he jogged up to me, the SUV abandoned behind us in the ambulance bay.

We watched through the windows. He looked as drained as I felt.

“Parents are probably ten minutes out,” I informed him.

He nodded. Isabel was safe. Her parents were coming.

Everything else could wait.

At least for the moment.
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Robbie and I stood in the hospital corridor near Isabel’s room, just past the nurse’s station. We’d been coordinating with the uniformed officers about security protocols when the elevator at the end of the hall dinged.

Elena Torres burst out with Robert right behind her, nearly colliding with the nurse’s station, which formed an L-shaped barrier between the elevator bank and the patient rooms.

“Isabel Torres,” Elena managed, gripping the counter. “Our daughter...”

“Mom?” Isabel’s voice carried from the room just behind us.

Elena froze for just a second, then rushed forward, Robert following, his usual composed demeanor cracking. They both paused at the doorway where we stood as if afraid moving too quickly might make this all disappear.

“Come on,” the nurse said gently from inside the room, gesturing them in. She glanced past the parents to where Robbie and I flanked the doorway. “Agents? You can come too.”

Isabel sat up straighter in the hospital bed, the IV line trailing from her arm. She looked impossibly small against the white sheets. Then Elena was there, gathering her daughter into her arms, both of them dissolving into tears.

“My baby,” Elena kept saying, pressing kisses to Isabel’s hair. “My baby girl.”

Robert enveloped them both, his shoulders shaking silently. For a long moment, there was just the sound of mingled crying and whispered reassurances.

The nurse moved efficiently around the family bubble, checking vitals and adjusting equipment. “We’re still running some tests, but her preliminary exam looks good. No signs of serious dehydration or injury.”

Elena pulled back just enough to study her daughter’s face, hands trembling as she brushed Isabel’s hair back. “Did he... did he hurt you?”

Isabel shook her head, leaning into her mother’s touch. “No. He just... He kept me in dark rooms. The storage unit was the third place.” Her voice got smaller. “There wasn’t much food. Or water. Just a thin blanket.”

“But he didn’t...” Robert’s voice was rough. “He didn’t touch you?”

“No.” Isabel clutched her mother tighter. “He barely talked to me. Just moved me around and kept me sedated.”

“Her physical exam supports that,” the nurse confirmed, making notes on her tablet. “We’ll do a complete workup, but she seems physically okay. Though she is slightly dehydrated and sleep-deprived.”

Elena finally looked up, seeming to really notice us for the first time. She disentangled one arm from Isabel, reaching for my hand.

“Thank you,” she whispered, tears still streaming. “Thank you for finding her.”

“Just glad we got her back safe,” I said softly, my throat tight as I watched them together. After three days of wondering if we’d find her in time... seeing Isabel safe in her parents’ arms made everything worth it.

Robert stood by his daughter’s bed, one hand stroking her hair, the other clasping Elena’s shoulder. His eyes were red-rimmed as he looked at Isabel.

“Three days... We thought...” He swallowed hard, gathering himself. “We thought we’d lost her.” Finally, he turned to us, gripping my shoulder. “We can never repay you for this.”

“That’s not necessary. Seeing her reunited with her parents is all we ever wanted,” I said as I glanced at Robbie, who nodded. I took a deep breath and forced myself back into agent mode. “We’ll need to talk to Isabel. Get her statement about what happened.”

“But it can wait until morning,” Robbie added quickly. “She needs time with you first.”

“We have officers posted outside,” I assured them. “No one gets in this room without clearing it through us first.”

“Get some rest,” Robbie told Isabel with a gentle smile. “We’ll see you tomorrow.”

As we headed for the door, Isabel’s voice stopped us: “Agent Marston?”

I turned back.

“Thank you,” she said softly. “For not giving up.”

“Of course,” I said with a laugh. “Get some rest, kiddo. We’ll check on you tomorrow.”

The walk through the hospital corridors felt lighter somehow, even with the storm still raging outside. Three days of tension, dead ends, and mounting fear... and now Isabel was safe, back with her family where she belonged. Sure, we still had questions. Myers’s smug smile still nagged at me. But for now, this win was enough.

“I need grease,” Robbie announced as we left the hospital. “Like industrial quantities of grease.”

“Burgers?” I suggested, already anticipating a heavy meal.

“Read my mind,” he confirmed. “Nothing says ‘successful rescue’ like midnight fast food.”

We climbed into the SUV, which Robbie had parked once we’d seen Isabel off into the ER, and then he aimed the SUV toward the nearest drive-through, wipers still fighting the dying storm.

A few minutes later, we were pulling into the drive-through. The speaker crackled as the worker asked for our orders.

“I want everything,” Robbie called out seriously. “Everything you have.”

Ten minutes later, we sat in the parking lot, surrounded by an embarrassing amount of food. Robbie raised his condensation-laden cup.

“To not screwing up,” he proclaimed.

I tapped my cup against his. “To Isabel being safe.”

“To Bonnie’s weird obsession with power consumption data,” he added, demolishing half his burger in one bite.

“To your Mustang staying safe and dry in the garage while we drove this lovely government vehicle through biblical floods,” I added with a laugh as I dipped my fries in my Frosty.

“Yeah, well,” he grinned, stealing one of my fries, “some of us have priorities. Sorry your Corvette is sitting out in the rain.”

“Eh,” I replied with a shrug. “She’ll survive.”

We ate in comfortable silence for a while, the rain drumming against the SUV’s roof. It felt good to just sit, to let the tension of the past three days slowly drain away.

“You know what this means, right?” Robbie asked, wadding up his burger wrapper.

“Massive amounts of paperwork tomorrow?” I offered.

“That too. But I meant we actually get to sleep tonight.” He grinned. “I haven’t slept in a week. At least, that’s what it feels like…”

“Speaking of...” I checked my phone and saw a message from Tessa. I quickly typed a response, updating her on the night’s success.

“Ah.” Robbie’s grin widened. “That’s why you got extra fries.”

Twenty minutes later, we were back at the station, and after dropping off the SUV and checking in with Matthews, we headed back out for the night. Forensics would need time to process everything, and I wanted to have all my ducks in a row before facing Myers again. I wanted him to stew and worry all night while I got a good night’s rest.

I drove the Corvette carefully through the rain, dropping Robbie off on the way. When I pulled into my driveway, a warm glow spilled from the living room windows.

Inside, Tessa lounged on my couch in one of my old Navy shirts, her camera gear spread across my coffee table. She looked up with that smile that still hit me like a punch to the gut.

“Heard you had a good night,” she said, eyes sparkling.

“Getting better by the second.” I held up the takeout bag. “Hungry?”

“Starving.” She rose gracefully, crossing to where I stood. “But food can wait.”

Her kiss tasted like coffee and promise. Definitely better than sleep.

“You’re right,” I managed when she pulled back. “Food can definitely wait.”

“Told you so,” she murmured against my neck.

My original plan had been to get a good night’s rest.

Yeah, that wasn’t happening.

And I was perfectly okay with that.
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The scent of warm butter, maple syrup, and fresh coffee woke me before anything else. My eyes opened to sunlight streaming through the windows and the soft sounds of movement in the kitchen. For a moment, I just lay there, enjoying the moment.

“I know you’re awake,” Tessa called softly from the kitchen. “I can hear you thinking from here.”

I smiled, pushing myself up. “Thinking about how lucky I am.”

She appeared in the doorway, still wearing one of my old Navy shirts, hair pulled back messily. A spatula was tucked into the pocket of her shorts. “Flattery will get you everywhere. But your coffee’s getting cold.”

I pulled myself out of bed and padded after her. Tessa had been busy in the kitchen. A stack of pancakes sat warming in the oven, bacon was arranged on a plate, and there was sliced, fresh fruit in a bowl.

“Sometimes,” she said, sliding onto the stool next to me and handing me a steaming cup of coffee in my favorite mug, “it’s all the small things. Like breakfast with someone you miss.”

I reached over to tuck a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “I’m sorry I’ve been so busy with this case.”

“Don’t be.” She popped a strawberry into her mouth. “It’s important work. Though I do miss our treasure-hunting adventures.”

“Speaking of which...” I started, but she cut me off with a laugh.

“No Dragon’s Rogue talk until you eat. These pancakes were hard work.”

“Were they?” I teased, eyeing the perfect stack. “Isn’t it just eggs and flour?”

Tessa gasped in mock offense, brandishing her spatula. “Just eggs and flour? That’s a soufflé, you heathen. These are buttermilk pancakes. Do you know how much science goes into the perfect bubble formation? The precise ratio of baking powder to baking soda? The exact moment to flip?”

“Sounds complicated.” I hid my smile behind my coffee mug. “Maybe you should stick to photography.”

“You know what? Give those back.” She reached for my plate, but I pulled it away, laughing. “No, no. You’ve lost pancake privileges. You can have plain toast like the pancake philistine you are.”

I cut her off with a kiss, and when we broke away, I smirked and took a bite. Then I groaned appreciatively. “Where did you learn to cook like this?”

“Natural talent.” She grinned. “Plus, your kitchen is way better stocked than mine.”

We fell into a comfortable silence, sharing sections of the newspaper, our feet tangled together under the counter. Tessa caught me up on her latest article while I told her about the case, carefully editing out the more dangerous parts. She saw through me anyway… She always did. She’d been around long enough.

Eventually, I reluctantly untangled myself from our comfortable position. “I should get ready.”

“Go ahead,” Tessa said, gathering the plates. “I’ll clean up.”

I emerged from a quick shower and found unfamiliar clothes for the day laid out on the bed. That was… thoughtful, and I couldn’t help but smile. By the time I finished dressing and strapping on my holster, she’d cleared breakfast and was leaning against the counter with a fresh cup of coffee in a travel mug.

“These the new clothes you picked out?” I asked as I looked down at my outfit.

“You like it?” she asked. “I have the receipt if you don’t.”

“I love it,” I assured her as I closed the distance between us. “Thank you.”

“You’re being careful, right?” she asked, her hand finding mine.

“Always am.” I squeezed her fingers. “Plus, I’ve got Robbie watching my back.”

As if summoned, a car horn sounded outside. I wasn’t surprised. He’d texted me shortly after the pancakes, insisting on picking me up.

“Speaking of...” Tessa sighed.

“I’m sorry, I have to–”

She silenced me with a quick kiss. “Go. Be safe. Come back to me.”

I pulled her close for a proper goodbye, breathing in the scent of her shampoo mixed with maple syrup. “I will. And when this case is done, let’s get back to the Dragon’s Rogue.”

Her eyes lit up. “Promise?”

“Promise.” I kissed her on the forehead.

Another horn blast made us both laugh. I grabbed my jacket, already missing the warmth of the kitchen, of her.

“Ethan?” she called as I reached the door. When I turned, she was smiling, and that smile still hit me like a punch to the gut. “I’ll be here.”

Sometimes, it really was all the small things. Pancakes on a sunny morning, coffee in your favorite mug, and someone to come home to. I carried that warmth with me as I headed out to face whatever the day would bring.

Robbie was leaning against his Mustang when I came out, looking far too amused for this early in the morning.

“You missed your car?” I teased.

“You look... rested,” he said with exaggerated innocence instead of acknowledging what I said.

“Not another word.” I slid into the passenger seat, grateful for the coffee Tessa had pressed into my hands before I left.

“I’m just saying.” He pulled away from the curb, grinning. “Some of us actually slept last night.”

“Yeah?” I asked. “How’s Aurora?”

“Actually, in Italy right now.” His grin widened. “But we had a very nice video call.”

“Not another word,” I repeated, hiding my own smile behind my coffee cup.

The drive to Pembroke Pines was quiet, both of us mentally preparing for what came next. Myers was still in holding, still wearing that insufferable smile. But maybe now we could finally wipe it off his face.

After parking and heading inside, we met our team in the conference room. Forensics had no news for us yet, but I was suddenly itching to get back in front of Myers. Matthews made a call, and a short while later, we were informed that Myers was ready for us.

Catalina met us in the hallway outside interrogation, folders tucked under her arm. “Ready?”

“More than ready,” I replied.

Catalina followed us into the room. Myers sat exactly as we’d left him, hands folded on the table, perfect military posture. But something flickered in his eyes when we entered.

“Morning, Gerald,” I said pleasantly, settling into the chair across from him. “Sleep well?”

Nothing. Just that same measured stare.

“We thought you’d like to know,” Robbie added casually, leaning against the wall. “Isabel Torres is safe. Back with her family.”

The change was instant. Myers’s composure shattered like glass, color draining from his face. His hands, still folded on the table, began to tremble.

“That’s right,” I pressed, leaning forward. “Storage unit on Atlantic. Nice setup, by the way. Very professional. Climate control, medical equipment... must have cost a fortune on a former convict’s salary.”

“You weren’t supposed to find her,” Myers whispered. The first words he’d spoken since his arrest. “Not yet. Not until...”

“Until what?” Catalina asked quietly. “Until you’d made your point? Hurt enough people?”

“Hurt enough...” Myers’s laugh was bitter, edges sharp with barely controlled rage. “Do you have any idea what they did to me? What that self-righteous bitch of a judge took from me?”

“Your case was fair,” Catalina replied evenly. “The evidence–”

“Fair?” Myers slammed his hands on the table, making us all tense. “I lost everything! My career, my reputation, my life! Do you know what it’s like to try to rebuild after that? The looks, the whispers, doors closing before you can even knock?”

“So you decided to take it out on a child?” I kept my voice level, but anger burned in my chest. “Make an innocent family suffer because you couldn’t handle the consequences of your own actions?”

“Innocent?” Myers’s face twisted. “Rivera destroyed my life with a stroke of his pen. I wanted him to know what that felt like. To have everything you love ripped away, to feel that helplessness...”

“And Isabel?” Robbie’s voice was dangerously quiet. “What did she ever do to deserve this?”

“She was convenient,” Myers spat. “The perfect way to make them all pay. Rivera, the system, all of them.”

“Here’s what’s going to happen,” Catalina said, opening one of her folders. “We’re prepared to offer you a deal. Plead guilty, cooperate fully, and we can talk about reducing your sentence.”

Myers stared at her for a long moment. Then, with deliberate slowness, he gathered the saliva in his mouth and spat directly in her face.

I moved without thinking, grabbing Myers by his shirt collar and yanking him halfway across the table. “You son of a–”

“Ethan.” Catalina’s voice was sharp. She wiped her face with clinical detachment. “Let him go.”

I released Myers but stayed between him and Catalina, every muscle tense with the effort of not hitting him.

“Well,” Catalina said calmly, gathering her folders. “I think you just made a very poor decision, Mr. Myers. That deal was the best offer you were going to get.”

“You can’t–” Myers started, but she cut him off.

“Actually, we can. And we will.” She headed for the door, then paused. “By the way, we found your offshore accounts. All of them. The DA’s office will be quite interested in where that money came from.”

Myers’s face went from rage to shock to fear in rapid succession.

“Enjoy prison,” Robbie added as we followed Catalina out. “Again.”

In the hallway, I finally let out the breath I’d been holding. “You okay?”

“Please.” Catalina rolled her eyes. “That’s not even the first time someone’s spat at me this month. Though, usually, they wait until we’re actually in court.”

“Still,” I started, but she waved me off.

“Save it for the paperwork,” she advised. “Because there’s going to be a lot of it.”

Behind us, through the one-way glass, Myers sat with his head in his hands, his careful plans finally, completely unraveled.

Good.
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The conference room buzzed with activity as our team assembled. Bonnie and Clyde had commandeered one wall with photos and evidence logs from the storage unit. Dr. Liam’s red hair was visible above his laptop as he compiled the forensics data. Price had joined us, too, and she was surrounded by an array of screens while Brooks and Matthews compared notes from their neighborhood canvas.

Catalina stood at the head of the table, spreading files with practiced efficiency. “All right, people. Let’s review what we have.”

“Three distinct scenes,” Bonnie started, gesturing to her evidence wall. “The lighthouse, the warehouse, and the storage unit. Each one shows the same attention to detail, same methodical setup.”

“And the same equipment suppliers,” Clyde added. “We traced the medical gear. All purchased through shell companies, but the paper trail’s solid.”

“Speaking of paper trails,” Price looked up from her screens. “Those offshore accounts Catalina mentioned? They’re just the tip of the iceberg. Found a whole network of financial transactions. Myers wasn’t working alone.”

“We’re already pursuing those leads,” Matthews confirmed. “Some interesting connections to his time in Canada.”

“The physical evidence is overwhelming,” Dr. Liam reported. “DNA, fingerprints, and fiber transfer were all consistent with long-term captivity. Plus, the medical equipment shows regular use patterns. Time stamps, wear marks, everything matches Isabel’s statement.”

“What about the security footage?” Catalina asked.

Brooks nodded. “Finally got through all the neighborhood cameras. Caught the Taycan coming and going multiple times, always between two and four AM. Matches the power consumption data perfectly.”

“Timeline’s solid too,” Matthews added. “We can account for nearly every hour from the initial kidnapping through to the rescue.”

Catalina made notes as each person reported, and her expression was satisfied. “This is excellent work, everyone. Really excellent.” She looked around the room. “The DA’s office doesn’t often get cases this thoroughly documented. You’ve given us everything we need to make these charges stick.”

“The lab analysis alone could bury him,” Bonnie said with professional pride. “Clyde and I found trace evidence connecting all three locations. And Liam’s analysis of the medical equipment proves premeditation.”

“The whole team came through on this one,” I said, watching Catalina add the final notes to her file. “From forensics to field ops to cyber... Everyone played their part.”

“And played it well,” Catalina agreed, closing the file with finality. “I’ll start preparing the case for trial immediately. With this evidence and Isabel’s testimony...” She smiled slightly. “Let’s just say Mr. Myers won’t be seeing the outside of a prison for a very long time.”

Matthews’s phone buzzed just as everyone was gathering their things. Coleman’s name lit up the screen.

“Tell me you found something good,” he said by way of an answer. Then he put it on speaker.

“Better than good,” she replied, the satisfaction clear in her voice. “We found the Taycan. Abandoned in a long-term parking structure at Miami International. Place he left it has a perfect view of the security cameras like he didn’t care if we found it.”

“Of course he didn’t,” I muttered. “Anything inside?”

“Clean. Professional detail-level clean. But Price was right about one thing,” she said. “It’s registered to one of those shell companies she traced. Another piece for Catalina’s case.”

“Good work,” Matthews replied. “Get it to impound and–”

“Already done,” Coleman cut in. “I’m heading back to the station now. You can tell Catalina she’ll have the vehicle processing report by the end of the day.”

“Excellent,” Catalina said, adding it to her growing stack of evidence with a satisfied nod. “Now, once we get the footage from the storage units done, we’ll have everything.”

“I’m working on it,” Price said with a grunt. “Have none of you heard of work-life balance?”

“You know what that is?” I teased. I received an eye roll in response.

As the meeting broke up, Robbie caught my eye. I nodded, knowing what he was thinking.

“Hey, Catalina,” I called as she gathered her things. “We’re heading to the hospital to check on Isabel. Want to come? Might help to meet her before the trial prep starts.”

She hesitated for just a moment, then smiled. “Actually, that would be perfect. Give me a chance to see how she’s doing, maybe talk to her parents about what comes next.”

“Great,” Robbie said, grabbing his keys. “I’m driving.”

“You always wanna drive now that you have the Mustang,” I pointed out.

“Because I value my life,” he shot back. “I’ve seen how you handle that Corvette.”

“Hey, I’ll have you know that car is a lady,” I protested as we headed for the elevator. “She just likes to be handled with... enthusiasm.”

“Is this what it’s always like with you two?” Catalina asked with an arched eyebrow.

“Nah,” Robbie replied seriously. “Sometimes he’s actually annoying.”

The drive to the hospital was lighter, somehow, now that the case was wrapped up. Even the morning traffic seemed less irritating than usual. We’d caught the bad guy, rescued the victim, and built a solid case. Days like this made all the hard ones worth it.

“You know,” Catalina said as we pulled into the hospital parking lot, “I don’t usually get to see this part. Usually, by the time cases reach my desk...”

“The human element is lost in the paperwork?” I suggested.

She nodded. “Exactly. So... thank you. For including me in this.”

“Hey, you’re part of the team, too,” Robbie said, finding a spot near the entrance. “Even if you do spend most of your time with those weird lawyer people.”

“They are a strange bunch,” she agreed with a slight smile. “Always wanting things like ‘proper procedure’ and ‘admissible evidence.’“

“So demanding,” I said solemnly as we headed for the entrance. “Next thing you know, they’ll want us to actually fill out our paperwork correctly.”

“Let’s not get crazy,” Robbie muttered, making Catalina laugh.

The morning sun felt warm on our faces as we walked toward the hospital entrance. Another day, another case wrapped up. But this one... this one felt especially good.

Isabel’s room felt different in the morning light. Flowers had appeared on nearly every surface, which were clearly the work of Elena’s extensive family network. Isabel sat propped up in bed, looking stronger already. Her mother was perched on the edge of the mattress while Robert worked on his laptop from a nearby chair.

“Agent Marston!” Isabel’s face lit up when we entered. Then she noticed Catalina and hesitated slightly.

“This is Catalina Hernandez,” I introduced. “She’s the prosecutor who’s going to handle the case.”

“She’s going to make sure Myers pays for what he did,” Robbie added with a reassuring smile.

Elena stood, exhaustion evident in her movements but determination in her eyes. “Whatever you need from us, you’ll have it. Isabel’s already told us she’s willing to testify.”

“Are you sure?” Robert asked gently, looking at his daughter. “You don’t have to–”

“Yes, I do,” Isabel said firmly. “I want him to see me. I want him to know he didn’t break me.”

I saw pride bloom in her father’s eyes, but he didn’t say anything more on the topic.

Catalina smiled warmly. “That’s very brave. But we’ll do everything we can to make it as easy as possible for you. The evidence is overwhelming, so your testimony would just be the final piece.”

A knock at the door made us all turn. Judge Edgar Rivera stood in the doorway, his usually stern expression softened with concern.

“Abuelo!” Isabel’s whole face brightened.

He crossed to her bed in three long strides, enveloping her in a careful hug. “Mi nieta valiente,” he murmured. When he pulled back, his eyes were suspiciously bright. “Your mother called. I came as soon as I could.”

“Judge Rivera,” Catalina greeted him professionally, though they clearly knew each other well.

“Ms. Hernandez.” He nodded, keeping one hand on Isabel’s shoulder. “I understand you’re prosecuting?”

“Yes, sir.” She nodded. “We were just discussing the process.”

“Good.” He settled into a chair, every inch the federal judge despite the family moment we’d witnessed. “I want this done right. No technicalities, no loopholes. This animal never sees freedom again.”

“The evidence is solid,” Catalina assured him. “Agent Marston’s team was extremely thorough. DNA, financial records, surveillance footage... and that’s before we even get to the medical equipment and the three holding locations.”

“Three locations,” Edgar mused, his judicial mind clearly working. “That shows planning and premeditation. Multiple charges for each one.”

“Exactly.” Catalina nodded. “Plus kidnapping, false imprisonment, child endangerment, assault on a federal officer...” She glanced at Isabel. “We’ll make sure the charges reflect everything he did.”

I watched them talk about legal strategy, grateful that Isabel had such a strong support system. Between her family’s determination, Edgar’s legal expertise, and Catalina’s prosecutorial skill, Myers didn’t stand a chance.

“Agent Marston?” Isabel’s voice was small but steady. “Will you be there? When I testify?”

“Count on it,” I promised. “The whole team will.”

She nodded, seeming relieved. Edgar squeezed her shoulder gently.

“Mi nieta,” he said softly, “you are so much stronger than he ever counted on.”

Looking around the room—at Isabel’s quiet determination, Elena’s fierce protectiveness, Robert’s steady support, Edgar’s legal authority, and Catalina’s professional confidence—I had to agree.

Myers had tried to destroy this family. Instead, he’d only made them stronger.

And now he was going to spend a very, very long time learning just how badly he’d miscalculated.

A knock on the door made everyone turn. Coleman stood there with Brooks and Matthews, looking almost sheepish, which seemed like a strange expression on someone usually so composed. Brooks held an enormous teddy bear wearing a t-shirt that said “BRAVE,” while Matthews juggled what had to be two dozen yellow roses.

“We, uh,” Coleman started, “thought you might like some visitors. I’m Officer Coleman, this lovely lady is Sergeant Brooks, and this handsome lunk,” she gestured at Matthews, “is Sergeant Matthews.”

“Hey, kiddo,” he said warmly, carefully navigating the flowers through the doorway. “I’m Jack. I really wanted to meet the brave girl in person.”

“Jack!” Isabel’s face lit up. “I wondered if you would show up.”

“How’s it feel to see him in the flesh?” Brooks asked, presenting the bear with a flourish, “since you only heard his voice.”

“Amazing,” Isabel said, hugging the bear close. “You stayed on the phone with me that whole time.”

“That’s right,” Matthews replied, his usual professional demeanor softening. “And you were incredibly brave. Followed every instruction perfectly.”

As Coleman set her own contribution, a bright balloon bouquet, next to the other flowers, I caught Robbie’s eye, then glanced at Catalina. She nodded slightly, understanding.

“Well,” I said, stepping back, “we should let you catch up. Isabel needs her rest, and we’ve got some paperwork to handle.”

“When don’t we have paperwork?” Robbie muttered, but he was smiling.

“We’ll check in later,” Catalina added professionally, though her eyes were warm.

As we headed for the door, I glanced back. Matthews had settled into a chair, describing to an enthralled Isabel how they’d coordinated the search. Brooks perched on the arm of his chair, adding details, while Coleman arranged the flowers with Elena. The scene felt right. The officers who’d helped save her were now making sure she knew she had an entire police force in her corner.

“They’re good people,” Catalina said quietly as we walked down the hall.

“The best,” I agreed.

Behind us, Isabel’s laugh carried through the doorway. After everything she’d been through, that sound was better than any evidence we could have collected.

Some wins just felt especially good.
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The ride to MBLIS was quiet until we dropped Catalina at the courthouse. She lingered at the Mustang’s window for a moment.

“Thank you both,” she said softly. “For everything. Not just the evidence, but...” She touched her cheek where Myers had spat at her. “For having my back.”

“Always,” I replied. “You’re part of the team.”

She smiled, not her professional prosecutor smile, but something warmer. “See you at the arraignment.” Then she was striding up the courthouse steps, every inch the confident D.A. again.

“You know,” Robbie said as we pulled away, “one of these days, you two should actually talk about–”

“Don’t start,” I warned.

“I’m just saying–”

“Drive the car, Robbie.” I glared at him.

His knowing chuckle followed us all the way back to headquarters.

The bullpen was quieter than usual, which was typical for the aftermath of a major case. Everyone was either processing evidence or buried in paperwork. Dr. Reeves’s shock of red hair caught my eye; he was bent over Birn’s desk, both of them studying something on a laptop with intense focus. The Secret Service analyst had been around a lot lately, I realized.

“Still here, Doc?” I called as we passed.

He looked up, green eyes sharp despite what had to be hours of work. “Oh, hey, Agent Marston. Yeah, just helping Agent Birn with some trace analysis.” His southern drawl seemed more pronounced and fatigued.

Birn barely glanced up, which was typical for him when focused. Whatever they were working on had his complete attention.

“Come on,” Robbie said, steering me toward Diane’s office. “Let them work.”

Diane was on the phone when we entered, but she waved us in. “Yes, sir... No, sir, the threat has been completely neutralized... Yes, sir, I’ll have the full report on your desk by morning.” She hung up and fixed us with that penetrating stare. “Well?”

“Myers is in holding,” I reported. “Isabel’s safe at the hospital with her family. Catalina’s confident about the prosecution.”

“The evidence is solid,” Robbie added. “Price is still digging into those shell companies, but we’ve got more than enough for multiple convictions.”

“Excellent work, both of you.” She leaned back, studying us. “Now, about the next few days–”

“I was thinking,” I cut in, “Birn and Muñoz seem pretty deep in their case. Maybe we could-”

“No.” Diane’s voice was firm. “They have it handled. You, on the other hand, haven’t properly moved into your new place yet, have barely slept in a week, and look like you’re about to fall over.”

“I’m fine–” I started.

“He’s really not,” Robbie stage-whispered.

“Neither are you,” I shot back.

“Exactly my point,” Diane said. “You’re both taking two days off once the paperwork is done. That’s an order.”

“But–”

“No buts.” Her expression softened slightly. “You did good work here. Exceptional work. Now go home, get some rest, and let someone else save Miami for a couple of days.”

“See?” Robbie grinned. “Boss says you have to go home to Tessa. Such a hardship.”

“Like you won’t be on a video call with Aurora the second you’re off duty,” I retorted.

“Children,” Diane warned, but she was fighting a smile. “Paperwork. Then home. Clear?”

“Yes, ma’am,” we chorused.

The paperwork took less time than usual. It was amazing how motivated I could be when there was somewhere else I’d rather be. I was just finishing my last report when my phone buzzed with a text from Tessa: “Dinner’s almost ready. Don’t make me eat all this pasta alone.”

“Go,” Robbie said, not looking up from his own forms. “I’ve got this.”

“You sure?” I asked.

“Yeah.” He finally glanced up, grinning. “Besides, Aurora’s calling in an hour. Different time zones and all.”

“Thanks, partner.” I grabbed my jacket. “Tell her I said hi.”

“Tell Tessa the same!” He smirked.

I nodded as I headed for the elevator, his laughter following me out.

The sun was setting as I left headquarters, painting Miami in shades of gold and pink. Two days off stretched ahead. I’d have time to unpack, to sleep, to just... breathe. Maybe even look into those coordinates Tessa found.

Sometimes, the small victories were the sweetest—bad guys in jail, victims safe with their families, paperwork filed.

And someone waiting at home with pasta and a promise.

Not a bad way to end a case at all.

I had to call a cab since I didn’t have my car, but I didn’t mind. When I arrived, the house smelled like garlic, basil, and something rich when I walked in… Tessa appeared from the kitchen, still wearing my Navy shirt from this morning but now paired with yoga pants, her hair up in a messy bun.

“Perfect timing,” she said, rising on her toes to kiss me. “I was just about to text you again.”

“Wouldn’t dare be late when you’re cooking.” I followed her into the kitchen, where various pots bubbled promisingly. “How was your day?”

“Actually really productive.” She stirred something that looked like heaven in pasta form. “Been researching wedding photography techniques. You know, for Bonnie’s wedding. I don’t usually do weddings, but I’ve been studying different styles and lighting setups. That church she picked is going to be tricky, but...” She grinned. “I think I’ve got some good ideas.”

“Of course you do.” I snagged a piece of garlic bread, earning a playful swat with the wooden spoon. “You’re amazing with a camera.”

“And you’re biased.” But she was smiling as she plated the pasta. “Still, it’s been nice having time to actually focus on the research. And...” she gestured around the kitchen, “doing this. Taking care of you a bit.”

“I appreciate it,” I said softly, pulling her close. “More than you know.”

She leaned into me for a moment, then pulled back with that spark in her eyes that usually meant she was up to something. “Speaking of focus. I made that lunch appointment for tomorrow.”

“Oh?” I asked.

“Mhmm. Dr. Marcus Blackwood. He’s absolutely brilliant with Caribbean maritime history, and when I mentioned the Cuba connection...” She grabbed her phone, already typing. “He’s fascinated. Says he might have some insights about shipping routes from that period.”

“Tomorrow works perfectly, actually.” I grinned. “Diane ordered me to take two days off.”

“Really?” Her eyebrows shot up. “Diane Ramsay ordered you to take time off? After she called you in from the last time she made you take time off?” She laughed. “I’ll believe it when it happens, dear.”

“Hey, I can take time off,” I protested weakly.

Her skeptical look said everything.

“Speaking of potential leads...” I took a breath. “Remember that woman at the bar the other night? Sarah?”

Tessa’s hands stilled on her phone. “The marine archeologist?”

“Yeah. She says she knows Bill…” I ran a hand through my hair. “Anyway, she might have some information about the Rogue. Old stories, maybe some documents.”

“Oh.” She was quiet for a moment, and I could see her working through something. Then she straightened, and the decision was made. “You should set up a meeting. While you have the time off.”

“You sure? I know it’s kind of out of nowhere...” I shrugged.

“Ethan.” She set her phone down and took my hands. “This is important. These connections, these stories... they’re pieces of the puzzle we’ve been trying to solve. And if I’m here...” She smiled. “Well, I have all our research right on my laptop. Maybe we can help fill in some gaps for them too.”

“You’re amazing, you know that?” I grinned.

“I know.” She picked up her phone again. “Now call Bill. Set it up. And then eat this pasta before it gets cold because I spent way too long getting this sauce perfect.”

As I pulled out my phone to call Bill, I watched Tessa move around the kitchen, humming softly to herself. She’d made space in my life so naturally, bringing order to chaos without ever trying to change who I was and supporting the search for the Rogue while keeping me grounded.

The line rang twice before a gruff voice answered.

“Coins and Things, we’re about to close–”

“Bill? It’s Ethan Marston.”

“Ethan!” Bill’s voice warmed immediately. “Been too long, son. How’re you doing?”

“Good, actually. Really good.” I caught Tessa’s encouraging smile as she cleared the dishes. “Listen, I met someone the other day - Sarah Thorne?”

“Sarah? Yeah, good kid. Smart as a whip.” There was a shuffling sound like he was settling into his ancient desk chair. “She mentioned running into you.”

“About that…” I said, “She said she might have known something about the Rogue.”

“Wouldn’t surprise me. Those old sailors, they traded stories like currency.” Bill chuckled. “Speaking of which, got something you might want to see next time you’re in.”

“Actually, that’s why I’m calling. Any chance you’re free tomorrow evening? Maybe we could all meet up and compare notes?”

“Hold on.” More shuffling, probably his ancient appointment book. “Yeah, I can do that. Want me to reach out to Sarah? Save you the trouble?”

“That’d be great, Bill.” I nodded even though he couldn’t see it. “Thanks.”

“Don’t mention it. Been too quiet around here, anyway.” He paused. “Good to hear from you, Ethan. Really good.”

After we hung up, I turned to find Tessa watching me, hip propped against the counter.

“Thank you,” I said softly. “For encouraging this. The Rogue... it’s been stalled for so long, and now...”

“Now things are moving again.” She crossed to me, sliding her arms around my waist. “And they should be. This isn’t just about treasure anymore. It’s about family history, stories that deserve to be told.”

I leaned into her. “Bill vouched for Sarah, and he will call her. If she agrees to the time, Bill can meet us all tomorrow evening.”

“Perfect.” Tessa pulled away and then returned to set a plate in front of me that looked like it belonged in a food magazine. “Now we have a full day planned. First, lunch with Dr. Blackwood, then dinner with Sarah and Bill.” She settled into her chair, eyes sparkling. “Who knows? Maybe tomorrow’s the day we crack this mystery wide open.”

“With you helping?” I pulled her chair closer. “Anything’s possible.”

She laughed, the sound warm and perfect in the kitchen we’d somehow started sharing. “Eat your pasta, charmer. We’ve got a big day tomorrow.”

We ate in silence for a while, the flavors of the pasta exploding on my tongue. If she’d worked so hard to get this sauce perfect, it had absolutely been worth it.

“Speaking of big days,” I said after I’d eaten my way through over half my plate, “I’ve got another question for you.”

“Oh?” She tilted her head, curious.

“Bonnie’s wedding. Would you maybe want to be my date?” It was strange. Even as I asked the question, I felt butterflies in my stomach.

Her whole face lit up. “Really?”

“Can’t think of anyone I’d rather have by my side.” I brushed a strand of hair from her face. “Plus, you already know everyone, and you are taking the photos...”

“Yes.” She cut me off with a kiss. “Obviously, yes.”

“Good.” I grinned. “Because Robbie’s already planning his best man speech, and I’m going to need backup.”

“Oh, God.” She laughed. “Is it terrible?”

“Knowing Robbie?” I laughed. “Absolutely.”

She kissed me again, slower this time, with intent. When she pulled back, her eyes were dark with promise. “You know what? We can worry about Robbie’s speech later.”

“Later sounds good,” I managed as she took my hand.

“Come on, Agent Marston.” She tugged me toward the bedroom, and that smile that still hit me like a punch to the gut played across her lips. “I think we’ve done enough planning for one night.”

As she led me down the hall, thoughts of pirate ships and lost treasure faded away. Sometimes, the best treasures were right in front of you.

And this one was definitely worth more than any cargo the Dragon’s Rogue ever carried.


EPILOGUE


The bar was silent as I finished my story, except for the rain still pattering against the windows. The downpour had dissipated some, so the noise had quieted, but we still had a ways to go before we could expect dry sidewalks again.

To my surprise, this time, Mac was the first to speak.

“I think this is my favorite story you ever told,” she decided.

“Really?” Charlie replied. He looked over at Mac in surprise.

“You didn’t like it?” Rhoda asked Charlie. She’d long since abandoned her cleaning tasks, as had Olivia and Hailey, and they’d all been glued to my story.

“No, I liked it!” Charlie rushed to reassure her. “I just don’t know if it was my favorite. Ethan has told some crazy stories.”

“He has,” Mac agreed. “I’m not disputing that. This just felt more… personal.”

“I know what you mean,” Hailey added. “I mean, I obviously don’t know what other kinds of stories Ethan has told, but this one… I was hooked. I probably would have cried if he hadn’t found that girl.”

“Umm, you cried when they did find that girl,” Ty pointed out.

Hailey’s cheeks flushed at getting called out like that, but Olivia was quick to steer the attention away from her new coworker.

“So, whatever happened to the people Myers was working with?” Olivia asked. “Like the one who got away on the boat?”

“Oh!” I replied. “That’s right. The Coast Guard tracked him down on the water and brought him in to us. He wasn’t emotionally invested in the project like Myers was, though, so when we offered him a deal, he gave up the two other guys involved, and we eventually brought them all in. We didn’t need their input when we went to trial, as we had more than enough evidence without them, but every little bit helps.”

“Did you go to the trial?” Mac asked. “Like you told Isabel you would?”

“Of course,” I replied with a shrug. “I told her I’d be there, so I was. We all were. Me, Robbie, Matthews, Coleman, and Brooks. Price and Bonnie showed up, too. I think Rivers and Clyde would have gone, but Diane insisted we leave someone in each department, so the guys volunteered to hang back.”

“And how’d it go?” Rhoda interjected. There was an urgency in her voice as if she was dying to know the answer. “The trial… was it a success?”

“Yeah, you could say that.” I snorted and shook my head. “With the mountain of evidence we had, there was no way he was going to gain the upper hand there. He went away for a good, long time, and as far as I know, he’s still there.”

“That’s amazing,” Hailey breathed. She looked relieved.

“Oh, and you got a new house!” Ty yelled suddenly. “Sorry, it’s just… That was my biggest focus during the entire story. That has to be weird, going from a boat to a real house.”

“Well, it wasn’t new,” I argued, “but yeah. And it was definitely weird. I was heartbroken at first, considering all that I’d lost, but Tessa helped a lot. She did some redecorating and shopping, and she stuck around for long enough to see me through the transition. I settled in very quickly, and I give her most of the credit for that.”

“Did she stay long enough to meet that guy?” Charlie asked. “The marine archaeologist she knew? And the others… Sarah and Bill?”

“She did,” I assured him. “She heard everything they had to say, and she cataloged all the new information to add to her database.”

“That was really cool that she did that,” Olivia admitted.

Charlie took one final sip of his drink, tilting the glass almost completely upside down to drain it. Olivia giggled at that, and when he set the glass down, she quickly swooped in and collected his glass, along with all the others. She took them all to the other end of the bar to clean them off, and Hailey stepped up on autopilot with a damp bar rag to wipe the bar down now that all the drinks were gone. My new hires were nothing if not efficient.

“You’re slipping,” Ty suddenly pointed out.

Mac laughed quietly. “I caught that, too.”

“What?” I looked at both of them in confusion. “How am I slipping?” My mind began to race as I tried to figure out what they were talking about.

“You said Tessa cataloged all the new information,” Mac pointed out. “That means the meetings were productive.”

“Yeah, you learned something new,” Ty added.

“Wow,” I muttered. I couldn’t believe I’d done that. “I guess I did slip.”

“Well, now you have to tell us what you learned,” Charlie boasted in an attempt to trip me up. “What new information did you gather in those meetings?”

I burst out into laughter at that, and one by one, everyone else did, too.

“You really didn’t think that would work, did you?” I asked.

Charlie shrugged and shot me a sheepish grin. “Hey, it was worth a shot.”

“No chance,” I replied, still chuckling. “That, my friend, you’ll have to wait to find out… next time.”

I was met with a few groans of frustration and more laughter, and pretty soon thereafter, the conversation shifted over to current events. The Navy kids ended up sticking around a while longer as they waited out the rest of the rain, but eventually, they gathered their damp belongings by the front door and said their goodbyes.

As the bar girls finished their closing procedures and got ready to go, I looked over at the cash register. Rhoda kept that area tidy, with a small cup of pens and neatly arranged Post-It notes in the corner beside the register. I only bought the pale yellow Post-Its. Rhoda had called me boring once, and she’d suggested some brighter colors, but I’d steadfastly refused. Those neon-colored Post-Its might be eye-catching, but every time I saw them, I remembered a particularly intense case I worked, and I’d always felt I’d rather not be constantly reminded of it. I shivered slightly as the memories of that case resurfaced, not for the first time.

Charlie was right. My stories were in sequential order. They had to be. And that meant that, like it or not, the story behind the Post-Its would be next.

For better or worse.


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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