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      The Waterfront Hotel caught the eye the way a diamond made you stop and stare through a department store window. It was impossible not to glance.

      No reservations were taken at The Waterfront. Only a selected few were granted invitation each night. Exclusiveness was desire’s most trusted companion.

      It was a tower reserved for the wealthy and powerful, visited by heads of state and celebrities. Here, the upper echelon of society escaped for a night of fun and privacy. Because the only element matched by The Waterfront’s grandeur was its discretion.

      When Dakota Logan’s invitation was checked before she was allowed to enter the main lobby, listening to the guest behind her chatting excitedly about spending the night, she forced herself to remember the truth: What happened behind the closed doors of The Waterfront was cruel and vile.

      “Thank you, ma’am,” the security guard at the front door replied. “Enjoy your stay at The Waterfront.”

      Dakota smiled politely. “Thank you.” She took a breath before she passed through the double doors and straightened up. There was no going back now.

      Dakota entered the lobby and was immediately greeted by a smiling server, dressed in a tux, who offered her champagne. The bubbles were still fizzing in each of the glasses, but Dakota politely declined. She wouldn’t be able to keep her hand steady enough not to drop the crystal flute.

      The Waterfront’s interior was a modern design with accents of Roman and Greek columns, statues, and art. She spied a Jackson Pollock displayed in the lobby, along with an authentic Picasso. Above, massive chandeliers hung from the ceiling and sparkled like diamonds.

      Every detail inside The Waterfront was meticulously designed to exude wealth and what it could buy. But all Dakota saw when she looked around was what The Waterfront had stolen from so many people.

      Underneath the paintings and luxury furnishes, and behind the smiling, eager staff members were secrets buried beneath mountains of money and influence built on The Waterfront’s most unique feature.

      The five-star experience wasn’t limited to food, drinks, and accommodations. It also provided companionship. It wasn’t a service advertised openly, of course. But everyone knew where to go to find a good time.

      The Waterfront Bar inside the hotel was the kind of place where beautiful women, practiced in the art of conversation, whispered into the ears of the wealthy and powerful and then guided them by the hand to a private room high above.

      Top-tier service was what the guests of The Waterfront Hotel had come to expect, and the women never disappointed.

      But the marble floors, the paintings, and velvet carpets were nothing more than a distraction from the truth of a silent minority of women who masked their broken lives with pretty dresses, perfumes, mascara, lipstick, and eyeshadow.

      Beyond those seductive expressions were women desperate for a way out, forced into this line of work by the threat of their very lives. And it was the reason for Dakota Logan’s visit.

      Dakota turned heads on her way to the bar, every man’s gaze lingering after she passed. The shimmering gold dress hugged her slender figure, the high cut exposing smooth, shapely legs, capped by a pair of matching, sparkling gold high heels. Her brunette hair, normally pulled back in a simple ponytail, was curled and fell freely down the length of her bare back. She had traded her glasses for contacts, and the red lipstick and gold eyeshadow transformed her normally studious gaze into the subtle art of seduction. In a word, she was stunning.

      The dress, the heels, the makeup, and hair served a specific purpose. And judging from the entitled glances Dakota received on the way to the bar, it had worked. The men here saw Dakota as nothing but an object to be bought, used, and then dispensed before returning to their normal lives.

      With a trail of gawking men in her path, Dakota quickly found a seat at the bar, thankful she hadn’t fallen on her face. She wasn’t accustomed to heels. It was like walking on a tight wire.

      “Something to drink, miss?” The bartender placed a menu and a black cocktail napkin in front of her.

      “Anything with gin,” Dakota answered, her voice trembling. “And make it a double.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      The bartender worked on the drink, and Dakota surveyed the area. She noticed a few other women at the bar, all of them young and gorgeous. A few sat idly on their phones while others sipped drinks and waited to be approached.

      Dakota remembered the escorts she’d spoken with, how they all wore “masks” whenever they worked. The clothes, the makeup, the jewelry, it was all used to create a different persona, an alternate version of themselves. It helped them keep their sanity.

      Dakota had taken the advice to heart, but she was too aware of the second skin she wore. It was awkward, but in this place, it was necessary. She wasn’t Dakota here; she was just a girl looking for work. She had learned that with gross wealth came gross negligence, and the true purpose of Dakota’s disguise was to expose it.

      “Here you are, miss,” the bartender said, placing a champagne glass in front of her. “A French seventy-five.”

      Dakota had never heard of the cocktail before, but she drank it quickly, barely tasting it before it was gone. She pushed the empty glass away from her and wiped her mouth with the back of her trembling hand, careful not to smear her lipstick.

      “Thanks,” Dakota said.

      The booze helped settle Dakota’s nerves, and she reminded herself to remain focused. She couldn’t afford to misstep tonight.

      The bartender eyed her curiously. “First time?”

      “What?” Dakota asked, distracted by an older gentleman who winked at her from a booth where he sat with a woman who was most likely his wife.

      “I don’t mean to assume, but….” The bartender gave her a look up and down. “I would guess to say your stay here at the hotel is only for a short time?”

      Dakota blushed. “I’m meeting someone.”

      “It’s not too late to back out,” the bartender said, whispering. “I’ve seen plenty of women come through this bar, and I don’t know any of them who were glad they stayed.” He locked eyes with Dakota. “You’re smarter than this.”

      It wasn’t as cut and dry as this bartender might have assumed, but before she could reply, her phone buzzed with a text from an unknown number.

      Room 1401. 5 min.

      Dakota stared at the text, squeezing the phone so tight the tips of her fingers turned white from the pressure. All of the pieces were in place; she only needed the courage to make the leap. This was the moment of no return.

      “What do I owe you for the drink?” Dakota asked, reaching for the cash in her clutch.

      The bartender’s expression saddened, and he placed the check in front of her before helping another patron.

      Dakota laid down a twenty for the fifteen-dollar cocktail and then slid off the barstool as she headed toward the lobby elevators. She was no longer worried about the stares from the other men. She was only concerned about making it to room 1401 without passing out.

      Dakota removed her phone from her purse, realizing it would probably be taken from her the moment she entered the room. She turned on her geo-location tracker, and then cracked open the phone case, exposing the circuits. She reached for the tiny nano SIM card and then slipped it inside her bra, then closed her phone back up and returned it to her clutch. She hoped she was only being paranoid, but if not then she was prepared for a worst-case scenario.

      Dakota rode the elevator to the thirteenth floor alone. She couldn’t stop shaking, and her deep breaths only made her lightheaded. Her nerves were getting the better of her.

      Dakota shut her eyes and drowned out the sharp dings which signaled the passing floors on the way up. She understood what was at stake and the lives she held in her hands. This was bigger than her, and she clung to the idea of fighting for something larger than herself as the elevator doors opened.

      Unsure of exactly how she did it, Dakota stepped out of the elevator and then gracefully followed the signs to the room number.

      The empty hallway reminded her of the movie The Shining, which she used to watch with her mother on Halloween. The ritual had started when Dakota was too old to go trick-or-treating. They’d stay up past midnight watching old, scary movies together until they both fell asleep on the couch.

      Dakota’s mother was never far from her thoughts, especially in the past week. Dakota knew how lucky she was to have her as a parent.

      The gentle hands and kind words helped Dakota grow up into a strong and confident woman. And it was this strength Dakota held onto now as she set the thoughts of her mother and her life aside. Dakota was a stranger tonight, hidden beneath makeup and a glittering dress.

      Dakota stopped in front of room 1401 and took three seconds to compose herself, knowing the next five minutes would mean the difference between saving lives or losing them, including her own.

      Dakota softly knocked on the door, and a stillness came over her just before the door opened. She was someone else now, someone who smiled as she stepped into this strange room as the door was shut and locked behind her.
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      FBI Special Agent Kira Lockhart struggled to sit still in the chair of Dr. Lapinsky’s office. It wasn’t her first visit, and if history repeated itself, then it wouldn’t be the last. The frequent visits had nothing to do with their affection for one another and everything to do with her disciplinary record.

      The proceedings were purely a formality at this point. The Bureau simply wanted to ensure they protected themselves from any legal trouble.

      “How long do you want to keep doing this, Kira?” Dr. Lapinsky asked.

      Kira checked the time on the clock. “Looks like our session has eight minutes left, but I’m fine with leaving now if it’s all the same to you.”

      Lapinsky was around Kira’s age, mid-forties, maybe a few years older. He had the preserved softness of someone who had enjoyed a life and career indoors. In contrast, Kira’s complexion had a few sunspots from her love of the outdoors, and as a lifelong runner, she remained lean and strong.

      But the streaks of gray appearing in Kira’s chocolate-brown hair belied her age. She was about a decade removed from her prime, but she was still more than capable and focused. And her job gave her purpose.

      “You understand why you’re here?” Lapinsky asked.

      Kira gestured to the form in his hand. “I need you to sign that so I can go back to work.”

      Lapinsky sighed the way he always did when Kira knew she was getting on his nerves. “You know what I mean.”

      Over the past five years, Kira had developed a reputation during her tenure at the Tampa Field Office. Her results-at-all-cost approach was seen as too hardline by some, but every time they considered letting her go, the Bureau realized what they’d be losing.

      “Why don’t we go over what happened again the night of the incident?” Lapinsky said, flipping back through his notes. “What were you doing at the house?”

      Kira took a breath and then repeated the same answer she’d given a dozen times already. “I was tracking a missing person.”

      “A child,” Lapinsky said. “A female child, correct?”

      “Correct,” Kira answered.

      “And how old was the child?” Lapinsky asked.

      “Twelve,” Kira answered.

      Lapinsky nodded, staring down at his notes, even though he knew damned well what they said. “And how long had you’d been tracking this missing twelve-year-old girl?”

      Kira shifted in her seat. “By the time I arrived at the house, I was twelve hours into the investigation of the disappearance.”

      Lapinsky looked up from his notes. “You were alone.”

      “Yes,” Kira said.

      “That’s not uncommon for you, is it?” Lapinsky asked.

      “No,” Kira answered.

      “But it is uncommon to show up alone in regards to procedure, correct?” Lapinsky asked.

      Kira hesitated, unsure if this was some last-ditch effort by Lapinsky to get her to admit something for which she had already been cleared by the review board.

      “Procedure dictates an agent be prepared for a tactical encounter,” Kira said. “I was prepared.”

      Lapinsky jotted a note down and then flipped a few more pages in Kira’s file, which had grown thick over the past five years.

      “And what happened next?” Lapinsky asked.

      “I entered the home and found the missing girl inside with the suspect,” Kira said.

      “The suspect being Darren Thompson, yes?” Lapinsky asked.

      “That’s right,” Kira answered.

      “And what happened when Mr. Thompson saw you enter the house?” Lapinsky asked.

      Kira drummed her fingers on the armrest, tilting her head to the side. She had never particularly liked Lapinsky, but she hadn’t disliked him, either. That was beginning to change.

      “Is there a specific question you want me to answer directly, Doc?” Kira asked.

      “Are you uncomfortable, Kira?” Lapinsky asked.

      “This meeting was meant to be a formality,” Kira answered.

      “This session was meant for me to assess your mental state before returning to active status with the Bureau," Lapinsky said.

      “Assess, but not decide,” Kira said. “That decision has already been made.”

      “Yes, it has,” Lapinsky said.

      Kira leaned forward, resting her elbows on her legs. “So, what’s with the inquisition?”

      “Nobody expects the Spanish Inquisition.” Lapinsky changed his voice to a different pitch. “Sorry, it’s from an old Monty Python sketch.”

      “I’m familiar with it,” Kira said.

      Lapinsky slowly closed Kira’s file, set it aside, and tucked his pen into his shirt pocket. “Kira, I don’t know if you’ve fully processed the events that occurred at Darren Thompson’s house.”

      “It’s over,” Kira said.

      “Are you sure?” Lapinsky asked. “Because you haven’t stopped bouncing your leg since we started talking about it.”

      Kira glanced down and immediately steadied her leg. She shifted in her seat and shook her head. “My encounter with Thompson was detailed in my official report.”

      “Yes, I’ve read the report,” Lapinsky said. “But I’m talking about the effect those events had on your psyche. Your tenure with the human trafficking division hasn’t been the smoothest journey.”

      “I hunt down predators who are paid to abduct and sell human beings,” Kira said. “It’s never going to be a smooth ride.”

      “I know, but—”

      “No, you don’t,” Kira said. “You sit here in this office, listening to people complain about their lives, but in reality, they have nothing to complain about. Their problems pale in comparison to what happens to the victims I help recover. Your notes and observations don’t matter because you’re not out there; I am.”

      Lapinsky was quiet for a moment, and then he cleared his throat. “We never had a chance to talk about your daughter—”

      “And we won’t,” Kira said angrily.

      But like Kira, Lapinsky didn’t frighten easily, and he pushed the subject. “The anniversary of your daughter’s death is coming up. I’m sure that’s always a hard time of year for you.”

      “Every day, every hour, every minute and second is a hard time for a mother who’s lost their child,” Kira said.

      “Kira, it’s important to talk about what happened,” Lapinsky said. “You never properly grieved after—”

      “Do not tell me how I’m supposed to grieve,” Kira said sharply. “You’ve never buried a child, so I don’t give a fuck about how you think I’m supposed to act or feel.”

      Lapinsky was smart enough to back off when he knew he had crossed a line. “All right.” He uncrossed his legs and hunched forward. “Since we only have a few more minutes together, I’ll be candid. Why do you have this need to fight the status quo?”

      “The status quo only works for the people above the line where it’s set,” Kira answered. “I’m just trying to lower the bar.”

      “Kira, what happened at Thompson’s house was violent and reckless,” Lapinsky said. “And it worries me you don’t see that.”

      “That’s your opinion,” Kira replied.

      “It’s my professional viewpoint,” Lapinsky said. “Do you know how many times you’ve been in my office over the past five years?”

      “I don’t know, seven? Eight?” Kira answered.

      “Today is number twenty-three,” Lapinsky replied. “More than any other agent within our region in the same amount of time. Almost quadruple the number of times of my other most-frequent patients. What do you think that says?”

      “I love the coffee here,” Kira answered.

      “You have a problem with following the rules,” Lapinsky said. “And my fear is that your repression of emotions from your daughter’s death will lead to further violent encounters in the future.”

      “So, this is more about protecting the Bureau than it is me,” Kira said.

      “Why can’t it be both?” Lapinsky asked. “Your success is tied to the Bureau’s and vice-versa. The two aren’t mutually exclusive.”

      To be fair, Lapinsky had a point. While the rest of the review board believed Kira had simply lost her cool, Kira knew the truth. There was no flash of rage or anger. No blind bloodlust from a firefight. She was aware of every second of the attack. She had wanted to intentionally inflict damage. But they didn’t know the whole story, and Kira intended to keep it that way.

      “You hate sitting still,” Lapinsky said. “It’s a trait of yours I’ve noticed, probably the most prominent trait. Being idle is akin to death.”

      “I suppose that’s why you’re keeping me waiting,” Kira said.

      “This isn’t a game,” Lapinsky said, irritated. “These sessions are meant to help you come out of your shell, to help you realize the path you’re on only leads to one destination.” He held up his index finger for effect and then pointed to the floor. “Six feet under.”

      “I get it,” Kira said. “My job is dangerous.”

      “No,” Lapinsky said. “You’re dangerous. And while my peers don’t quite see it yet, it’s only a matter of time before you prove me right.”

      It was rare for Kira to get worked up by Lapinsky. After so many sessions together, it seemed she had done just as much psychoanalyzing of him as he had of her. But there were realities of the job Lapinsky couldn’t fathom.

      “Did you read the entire report on the Thompson case?” Kira asked.

      “Yes,” Lapinsky answered.

      Kira nodded, and she leaned forward in her seat. “It’s one thing to read a report. And I imagine reading what I described was… difficult. But I saw it. I was the first one on the scene, the first one through the door. Reports give you the power of hindsight. We’re able to see how things might have gone differently, how we might have made a better decision. But I can tell you, even now, I made the right call.” She leaned back into her chair. “So, why don’t you save us some time, sign the report, and we can both get back to our lives.”

      Lapinsky stood and then walked to his desk, where he grabbed a folded piece of paper and then dropped it into Kira’s lap. “Read it.”

      Kira calmly unfolded the letter and started reading.

      “Aloud,” Lapinsky said.

      Kira cleared her throat. “Agent Lockhart has shown repeated signs of instability during her job performance. This latest incident is nothing more than a result of her current mental trajectory. If she is given another chance, after exhausting so many over the past five years, then she will undoubtedly commit a crime that will tarnish the Bureau and send her to prison. It is my strong recommendation she be terminated effective immediately. Sincerely, Doctor Harold Lapinsky.” She nodded and then folded the letter and looked up at Lapinsky. “Your first name is Harold?”

      Lapinsky snatched the letter from her hands, crumpling it up in his fist. “You’re a child with a gun! You don’t think I know what this is? It’s textbook deflection and repression! This wall you’ve built around yourself is doing more harm than good. And while you put on a good show for everyone else, I can see past your bullshit.” He aimed the crumpled letter at her. “Anger is eating away at your ability to see the bigger picture. You only live in the moment, and your refusal to acknowledge and deal with your past is going to destroy your future and anyone who associates with you. You talk about helping people? Fine. Think about the people and the public you serve because it’s one of them who will pay the ultimate price.”

      Despite the obvious levels of vitriol coming out of the good doctor, deep down, Kira believed Lapinsky was right. But if some terrible event were to come to pass, it wouldn’t be because of some egotistical rage but a product of tunnel vision. She understood her approach on cases wasn’t traditional, but she knew firsthand what happened to the victims she didn’t bring home fast enough.

      “Finished?” Kira asked.

      Lapinsky laughed and then picked up Kira’s file off the floor and scribbled his signature on the release form. “When this comes back to bite you—and the Bureau—in the ass, at least I will have covered myself from the fallout.” He finished signing, closed the folder, and then tossed it into Kira’s lap. “Session’s over.”

      Kira checked the signature and then stood and walked to the door. She paused before she stepped out and looked back to the therapist. “If you end up being right, make sure you come to my funeral and give me a big ‘told you so,’ would you? Just to make sure the message sinks in.”

      Lapinsky rubbed his forehead, the fight run out of him. “You want to know what’s so tragic about all of this?” He looked at her from his chair, exhausted. “You’re one of the most talented agents I’ve ever seen. But your anger and your grief will burn you alive.”

      “Maybe,” Kira said. “But it’s my choice. And in life, our choices are the only thing we can control.”

      “And are you sure you’re making the right choices?” Lapinsky asked.

      Kira shrugged. “I guess we’ll both find out soon enough.” She stepped out of the room, shutting the door behind her.

      Needing a distraction, Kira called the field office as she walked to her car. “Dusty,” Kira said. “I’m back.”

      “How many more of those nine lives do you have?” Dusty answered.

      “Lost track,” Kira replied. “Anything on the board this morning?”

      “Yes, we have a fresh one,” Dusty answered. “The brief is scheduled in half an hour.”

      “I’ll be there in ten,” Kira said and hung up.

      Kira returned to her old Buick and tossed the folder onto the passenger seat as she sat behind the wheel. She placed the keys into the ignition but then paused.

      A yellow piece of paper had been folded and placed beneath her windshield. It was tucked so low it was almost under the hood. She stepped out of the car and removed the paper. When she unfolded it, she revealed the message written in bold, red letters.

      I know what you did, and you’ll get yours.

      Kira studied it a moment longer before she folded it back up and then placed it in her pocket. She could run it through forensics, but she doubted they would find anything. There had been no evidence on the previous letters, all of them with the same foreboding message.

      Kira returned to the driver’s seat. She glanced over at the release form, Lapinsky’s words ringing in her ears. She hated when Lapinsky struck a nerve. He didn’t hit it often, but when he did, it was always right on the money.

      If Kira respected one thing about the grumpy doctor, it was his ability to sniff out the truth. They were kindred spirits in that regard. And now, it was time to put her own nose to good use.
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      The Tampa Field Office was an unassuming building. It was a beige, bland, rectangular five-story building tucked away inside of an office park with matching beige, bland, rectangular five-story buildings. Much like Kira, the building had been stripped of anything superfluous. All that remained was what was necessary to get the job done. No frills, only functional purpose. The only distinction the building held was the FBI Field Office sign etched in gold lettering near the front entrance.

      The interior shared the same minimalist style as the exterior. Kira had adopted the same traits as her employer. She streamlined everything in her life, both professionally and personally.

      Kira didn’t bother with makeup or hairstyles; she kept it pulled back in a ponytail, and she wore the same work outfit seven days a week. No dating. No personal life. Only the job. It was how she liked it.

      Kira specialized in human trafficking cases, specifically sex work, but she also assisted in labor and indentured servant trafficking. And, simply put, she was the best at what she did. No other agent in the country had the type of success she’d garnered over the past five years in any specialization.

      And while Kira might have found success, her formula wasn’t without its imperfections. She had very few friends within the Bureau, with most people finding her work/life balance too abrasive. She had burned more bridges than she cared to admit but wasting time on the past only deterred her from the present. And besides, she had all the professional aid she needed in one person.

      “Hey,” Kira said, walking up to Dusty’s desk. “They haven’t started yet, right?”

      “Nope.” Dusty Simmons was Kira’s right hand when it came to recovering missing persons. He had only been with the Bureau for a few years, but he had quickly become their ace in the hole when it came to busting up trafficking rings.

      Cybercrimes were the fastest growing sector of criminal activity in the country, and the Bureau had pivoted a significant number of resources into cyber to help combat the ever-presence threat.

      Most of all human trafficking cases now happen through the dark web. Black market sites are constructed for buyers and sellers to exchange payments and services. Women, men, and minors are paraded across the dark web and sold to the highest bidder.

      The dark web is an infinite black hole to navigate, with new trafficking sites springing up every day, making the Bureau’s job a never-ending game of whack-a-mole. But it was a game Kira and Dusty were always primed to play. And win.

      “You have anything so far?” Kira asked.

      Dusty stopped typing and looked up at her. “Are you asking if I have information on the case we haven’t yet been briefed on? No. I don’t.” He started typing again. “I’m not a mind reader.”

      “But I am,” Kira said, looking around to the scowling faces of the agents who walked past. “Not everyone is happy about my return.”

      Kira had never minded the stares. Even before her transfer to Tampa, she had always been outspoken, as Lapinsky had pointed out earlier today. And despite her disagreements with the good doctor, there was another truth to his notes, which he so elegantly penned to her superiors when he had recommended she be terminated.

      She had unresolved trauma.

      “You’ve sullied the Bureau’s good name,” Dusty said. “It’s the ancient art of ‘shunning.’”

      “How come you’re not joining the masses?” Kira asked.

      Dusty raised his fist. “Fight the power.”

      “You do realize who you work for, right?” Kira asked.

      “No better way to change the system than from the inside,” Dusty said. “So, how was your vacation? Did you stay out of trouble this time?”

      “Vacation” was the term she and Dusty used whenever Kira was on a leave of absence. She usually went stir crazy at home. Being alone with her thoughts was akin to torture (another point to the good doctor). The last time she was suspended without pay, she decided to do some pro-bono work for a local family whose daughter had become involved with a local pimp.

      Because Kira was a private citizen at the time, the actions she took had to be done from a civilian standpoint, which was a lot of observing. But when she finally discovered the daughter’s location, she shifted into a “concerned citizen.”

      Kira knew if she swung first, she’d be hauled away in handcuffs, so when she spoke with the pimp, she offered a few choice words to get a rise out of the man.

      It had worked.

      After Kira took the first punch, a right hook she saw coming a mile away, the rest was self-defense. When the dust settled, local PD and the media saw a woman with a black eye and bruised chin who heroically stood up to her aggressor when she was attacked. The daughter was returned to her family, and the pimp was still serving time in prison.

      “No bruises this time,” Kira said.

      The timer on Dusty’s watch beeped, and he reached for the jug of water on his desk.

      “How many of those do you drink a day?” Kira asked.

      “Two,” Dusty answered. “It’s important to stay hydrated. Keeps the mind clear and the body fluid.”

      Dusty might have been an IT guru, but he didn’t fit the typical stereotype of the computer geek. He was nothing but lean muscle and always dressed well: button-up, slacks, and polished shoes. He was clean-cut, never any sign of a five o’clock shadow, and never a hair out of place. He had turned quite a few heads when he had first arrived, with rumors about him modeling before his career with the Bureau.

      Turns out the rumors were true. Dusty modeled to help pay for college, and while he no longer posed professionally, he was still a fitness nut. The women in the office often frequented his desk to ask for workout tips and private sessions.

      “Sometimes, I think the reason everyone here hates me is that they think I’m sleeping with you,” Kira said.

      Dusty choked on his water and then set down the jug. “You’re joking.”

      Kira shrugged. “You’re a hot commodity in the office, Dusty. And I’m an older woman—”

      “A much older woman,” Dusty said.

      “Easy.” Kira smiled.

      She liked giving him a hard time. And she was certainly too old for him. She looked at Dusty more like a nephew than a potential love interest. He was a good kid, smart, had a very bright future with the Bureau. One which Kira ensured she didn’t impede.

      Regardless of how effective Kira might have been in the field, her results didn’t make her immune to the rumor mill, spitting out countless falsehoods over the past five years.

      Everyone believed the next case would be her last, but she continued to prove them all wrong. Dusty had even told her there was a pool going around regarding when she’d finally be fired. She wasn’t sure how high the pot was for the winner, but after five years, she guessed it was substantial.

      Kira glanced around the office, shaking her head. “Most people are either too afraid to do the right thing, or they’re so blind they can’t even see what the right thing is.”

      “But can’t the ‘right thing’ be subjective?” Dusty asked.

      “Sometimes,” Kira answered. “But for what we do, there’s only one right thing, and that’s making sure we rescue as many people as we can, regardless of how others might perceive our tactics. But even if the right choice is unpopular, it’s important that we make it. Don’t ever be afraid to stand up for what you believe in. It’s more important to be able to live with yourself and your choices than it is to be liked by people. Trust me.”

      “I do,” Dusty said. “But I don’t think it would hurt to bring in donuts for the office occasionally. I like apple fritters, by the way.”

      Kira frowned. “That’s not even a donut.”

      “It’s deep-fried dough with apples and sugar!” Dusty said.

      “Lock!” Jacob Mackie, Special Agent in Charge of the Tampa Field Office, stuck his head out from his office. “A word.”

      “Yeah,” Kira said, and then she knocked on Dusty’s desk as she walked away. “Donuts are bad for you; don’t you know that?”

      “Hey, at least it’s not meth,” Dusty answered.

      Talking with Dusty always put her in a better mood, but when she entered Mackie’s office, the good mood vanished. She could always smell him before she saw him, and there was only one person who wreaked of cigarette smoke in this office: Agent Lenny Boseman.

      “Have a seat,” Mackie said, “and shut the door behind you.”

      Boseman sat with his back to Kira, arms crossed, refusing to acknowledge her presence even after she sat next to him. He looked pissed, his trademark expression. He was a stocky man, with a pot belly fighting to make him as wide as he was tall. But he was a company man, the kind of good ’ole boy the Bureau would hire during the days of its infancy. If the FBI could grow perfectly conformed agents, Boseman would have been the brightest flower in the garden.

      The smell of smoke only became worse at closer proximity. Boseman was so addicted to cigarettes he had started rolling his own smokes. And he always had a few of his hand-rolled smokes tucked into his breast pocket.

      “I know a new missing person case just came through, so I’ll make this quick,” Mackie said. “We all know Agent Boseman has been filling in as the team lead for the trafficking unit while Agent Lockhart has been on her leave of absence. Now that she has returned, we need to straighten out the chain of command.”

      Boseman cleared his throat, shifting in his seat while Kira remained still.

      “Lock,” Mackie said. “I know you’ve been cleared by the review board for active duty, but if you need more time—”

      “I’m good,” Kira said. “I can only learn to crochet so many things.”

      Mackie raised an eyebrow. “Any good?”

      “I made you a potholder for Christmas,” Kira answered.

      “Looking forward to it,” Mackie said. “Well, I figured you’d be ready to go, but for the time being, I’m going to keep Agent Boseman in the team lead spot.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “What do you mean ‘for the time being?’”

      Kira and Boseman both replied at the same time, speaking over one another.

      Mackie held up his hands to silence both of them. “The decision has already been made,” Mackie said. “We will reassess in three weeks to determine the best path forward for the Bureau.”

      Boseman was shooting daggers at Kira now that he knew his promotion wasn’t permanent, at least not yet. Ever since Kira had arrived, she and Boseman had been rivals. He wanted to be top dog while Kira had never cared for titles. But she enjoyed the autonomy that came with being in charge. And she couldn’t imagine what it would be like having Boseman as her immediate superior.

      “Boseman, you’re dismissed,” Mackie said. “Lock, you hang on for a minute.”

      “Sir,” Boseman said and then stomped out of the room like a toddler.

      The moment the door was shut, Kira released the floodgates. “You can’t be serious about putting Boseman in charge of the unit,” Kira said.

      “I heard your meeting with Dr. Lapinsky was lively,” Mackie said.

      “Aren’t those sessions supposed to be confidential?” Kira asked.

      “Not when you make your therapist scream at you from the top of his lungs,” Mackie said, looking up from the pile of paperwork stacked in a perfect tall rectangle at the center of his desk, which was a representation of how the man lived his entire life.

      Mackie thrived in order and stability. Disorder was the man’s antithesis and considering how chaotic Kira had made his professional life, she was genuinely surprised why he kept her around for so long.

      “I’ll remember that for next time,” Kira said. “Why are you letting Boseman keep the post?”

      “Why not?” Mackie asked. “Unlike you, Boseman actually finished all of his paperwork correctly and on time.”

      “He’s a shit agent,” Kira answered. “The only reason he’s still with the Bureau is that he’s never been written up.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with going by the book, Lock,” Mackie said. “I was hoping you might have used your leave as an opportunity to reflect on your decision-making.”

      “My decision-making reunites victims with their families,” Kira said.

      “It also lands suspects in the morgue,” Mackie said.

      “Yeah, well, the world won’t miss one more scumbag,” Kira said.

      “Kira,” Mackie said, “it’s important to me that you recognize the seriousness of your actions. A man is dead. Regardless of what he did, that still means something.”

      Kira understood Mackie’s concern. This wasn’t the first time she’d had an incident with a perp while she was working case. Lapinsky, along with a few others, had painted a depiction of Kira as an agent whose behavior was becoming increasingly erratic. And while she acknowledged she had a temper, she never engaged in combat unless provoked.

      “He attacked me,” Kira said.

      “So you said,” Mackie said. “And this time, there was enough evidence for the review board to clear you. But you went into that house alone. If you had backup—”

      “If I had waited for backup, then Missy Rivers might not have been alive,” Kira said. “If you read my report, then you also read what Darren Thompson was about to do to her. I know better than anyone how every moment counts. And when it comes to the job, I refuse to waste a single second. Procedure be damned.”

      Mackie set down his pen. “I was privy to the details of the review board’s decision to have you reinstated. In fact, I was part of the review process.” He raised his eyebrows. “Would you like to know how many votes separated you from being fired?”

      “Sir, I didn’t mean—”

      “One vote,” Mackie said, holding up his finger. “You came back because of one vote. And I suspect because of that one vote that I won’t be invited back next time to review your case.”

      “That’s one hell of a morale booster, sir,” Kira said.

      “I’m serious, Lock,” Mackie said. “I’m telling you this because I want you to understand the gravity of your situation. You don’t realize how much the ice has thinned beneath your feet. It’s already cracking; one wrong step and you’ll fall right through.”

      Kira had been in trouble before, and while she might not have always agreed with the punishment, she understood the Bureau had to take a stand when she broke protocol. But perhaps it was time for the protocol to change instead of her actions.

      “Why did you vote for me to be reinstated?” Kira asked.

      “Because you’re a dedicated agent,” Mackie answered. “And while you open the rules to interpretation, I know where your loyalties lie. It’s to the people. But you’ve allowed yourself to become completely absorbed by the job, and that’s not meant to be a compliment.”

      “I’m not afraid to do what others are hesitant to do,” Kira said. “The day I’m no longer effective in my role here is the day I’ll walk away. You won’t even have to fire me. I’ll hand over my badge personally.”

      “It’s not about being afraid, Kira,” Mackie said. “Despite your detest for politics, the Bureau’s reputation is just as important as our results. Our main function is to act as a facilitator, to bridge the gap between the local, state, and federal authorities. If we lose their trust, then we lose our ability to effectively participate and share information. And accurate and reliable information is the key to successful law enforcement. Without it, people are guessing, and when people guess, it leads to chaos.”

      Kira knew Mackie’s heart was in the right place. “I don’t think I’m above the system. I’m a cog in the wheel. I understand that, probably more than I should. But my role in the machine is simple and straightforward. I grind, chew up, and spit out whatever obstacles are in my path. Because as much as the Bureau needs its reputation, it needs people willing to risk the badge in order to honor it.”

      Kira knew her buried anger, along with the fear that fed it, was her fuel. And the risks she took in the field were what justice demanded. She also knew justice was the only way she was ever going to find any semblance of peace in her life.

      Of course, not everyone agreed with her approach. And Mackie had tried, multiple times, to get her to sit down and fully process her loss and grief.

      But the angered mother, scorned by the death of her daughter, was the only identity Kira understood now. If it were taken from her… what else was she?

      “Regardless,” Mackie said. “You shouldn’t take this return lightly. There are certain people at the top watching you now. People whose gaze you don’t want on you.”

      “Thanks for the tip,” Kira said. “Anything else?”

      “I liked Dusty’s donut idea,” Mackie answered.

      “I’ll move that to the top of the to-do list,” Kira said.

      “Good,” Mackie said, and then he cleared his throat and shifted uncomfortably at his desk. “There was one last thing I wanted to discuss with you. I know the anniversary of your daughter’s—”

      “Boss, I’m fine,” Kira said. “Really, I’m one hundred percent focused on the job.”

      Mackie studied her. “Right, well, if you do need time—”

      “I won’t,” Kira said.

      “Very well,” Mackie said. “You’re dismissed.”

      When Dusty saw Kira walking over, he lifted his thumb horizontally. “Well?”

      Kira flashed a thumbs up. “I live to fight another day.”

      “Good,” Dusty said. “Tampa PD just called. I texted you the address of where to meet them.”

      “No brief?” Kira asked.

      “According to TPD, it’s an ‘evolving’ situation,” Dusty said. “They want you on scene at the dorms of USF.”

      Kira flinched. “College student?”

      “Looks like it,” Dusty answered.

      “Keep me posted on what they feed you,” Kira said. “I’ll email you when I know more.”

      “Copy that,” Dusty said.

      “Hey, Lock!”

      Kira had her back turned, but she knew it was Boseman. No one spoke her name with that level of disdain except for him. She almost chose not to engage, but she also knew the moment she let him think he had the upper hand, he’d never let it go.

      “What?” Kira asked

      Boseman walked like he had a stick up his ass, which explained his constant bad mood. He planted his hands on his hips, chest puffed out, just like all the other blowhards Kira remembered leaving in the dust when she was at Quantico.

      “I don’t want any trouble from you now that you’re back,” Boseman answered. “Things have been running smoothly while you’ve been gone, and I don’t want you to fall back into old habits, understand?”

      “I understand,” Kira answered. “I’ve also been keeping an eye on the unit’s numbers while I’ve been gone. Successful recoveries were cut in half since you’ve been in charge.”

      “We’ve hit a few roadblocks,” Boseman said.

      “Roadblocks or incompetence?” Kira asked. “Sometimes it’s hard to tell them apart.”

      Boseman stepped closer, shoving a plump finger between her eyes as his face reddened. “It’s only a matter of time before you’re gone, but let me make myself clear. I’m in charge. You answer to me. And I’m going to make your life here so miserable you’ll be begging to call it quits.” He flared his nostrils. “No one trusts you, Lock. Me included. You’ll only get people killed.”

      Boseman knocked into Kira’s shoulder hard when he stepped past her, but she didn’t let it phase her. Boseman was a blowhard with a flattop. She’d dealt with far worse.

      Once Kira returned to her Buick, she entered the address into her GPS for the fastest route to the college. It had been almost five years since the last time she had searched for a college student, and it had been the case that changed the course of her life forever.
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      Despite the number of times Kira had been called to a scene, she still experienced the rush of adrenaline when she arrived. But while she still enjoyed the same fiery passion as she had on her first case, many worried the fire would burn out of control.

      The building where the missing girl’s dorm was located had been sealed off, with a growing number of onlookers with their phones taking pictures and videos. People always stopped to look at a train wreck, but with thousands of young folks with too much energy and time on their hands, the normal foot traffic was amplified tenfold.

      “Did they find a body?”

      “I heard the place was covered with blood.”

      “Do you know many people were taken? I heard it’s an epidemic.”

      “Fuck you, pigs!”

      The last comment was followed by laughter and a few hoots and hollers. The young mindset seemed to always be programmed to rebel against authority, in whatever shape it appeared, but that wasn’t new. Kira remembered her own detest of authority when she was younger. She grew out of it, and most of them would, too.

      Once Kira made it past the sea of raging hormones, she entered the dorm building and walked up the staircase to the third floor. The entire floor had been cleared out, allowing forensic and detective teams to search the crime scene uninterrupted.

      Kira signed in with the crime scene sergeant and then stepped under the police line. She saw the backs of the two detectives assigned the case: Maples and Kershaw. She’d worked with them before. They were the missing person detectives out of Tampa’s third precinct.

      “Detectives,” Kira said, causing the pair to turn around.

      “Kira,” Kershaw said, smiling. “Glad you could make it. I thought they’d finally canned you.”

      Kershaw was one of the few female detectives Kira had the opportunity to work with in the area. They were around the same age, both divorced, though Kershaw’s reason for leaving her marriage stretched beyond a mutual understanding.

      Kershaw had caught her husband with a minor in their bed at home. She arrested him herself, and after a very long, exhaustive legal process, she was cleared of any wrongdoing and returned to work.

      “Not yet,” Kira said.

      “Kira,” Maples said, giving her a curt nod.

      Maples was a few years younger than Kira. He was a stocky man with Cuban heritage and a marine-style crew cut, which he never changed after his four years with the core. He was first-generation American, and his family still owned and operated a small café near Clearwater Beach where they had been serving hot-pressed Cubans and Café Bustelo for the past forty-five years.

      “What are we dealing with?” Kira asked, glancing into the room where the forensic team was already combing for DNA samples and tagging pictures.

      “Victim’s name is Dakota Logan,” Kershaw answered. “Twenty-one-year-old female. Height five feet, eight inches, long brown hair, and brown eyes.”

      “The room was turned upside down when we arrived,” Maples said. “We thought maybe it was only the girl’s hygiene habits, but the laptop belonging to our victim was wiped clean and restored to factory settings.”

      Kira raised both of her eyebrows. “What about a social media presence?”

      “She has an Instagram account, but the last post was three weeks ago,” Kershaw answered.

      “I’ll have Dusty go through the comments, see if he can’t find anything that sticks out,” Kira said. “If the girl is even remotely attractive, we could be looking at a stalker situation, especially with the room turned upside down. Any cameras nearby that might have caught something?”

      “None that shows the entrance to the building,” Maples said.

      “Damn privacy,” Kershaw said.

      “Anything else?” Kira asked.

      Kershaw picked up an evidence bag from a small box by the entrance to the front door. Inside was a sticky note.

      “We found this in the drawer of her desk,” Kershaw said.

      Kira stared at the note. Scribbled on the blue Post-it were four names. The first three were females, and the last was a single word that could have been a name or something else.

      Kershaw returned the bag to the box. “We’re looking into the names—"

      “Those first three names are missing girls,” Kira said. “

      “How the hell do you know that?” Maples asked, finally turning all the way around to look at her.

      “They’re registered in the national missing person’s database,” Kira said. “Prika Nanjani, Chloe Peterson, and Michelle Calvary. All three were reported missing over the past two or three years.”

      “You memorized every name on the list?” Kershaw asked.

      “Just the ones within the Tampa/St. Pete region over the past ten years,” Kira said.

      Kershaw laughed. “You need to get laid.”

      Kira stared at the tips of her boots while Maples stiffened and clenched his jaw. Kershaw noticed the awkwardness and quickly changed the subject.

      “What about the last name on the note?” Kershaw asked. “Recognize it?”

      “Honza?” Kira shook her head. “Never heard it before.”

      “Maybe it’s a place?” Kershaw asked.

      “Maybe,” Maples answered.

      “What was Dakota studying?” Kira always liked to get into a habit of using the missing person’s first name instead of just “victim.” It reminded Kira that they were searching for someone with an identity. Someone who had a family, friends, and a life she desperately wanted to return to.

      “The victim was a journalism major,” Kershaw said. “She’s a junior this year. We have some meetings set up with her teachers to see what they might know.”

      “What about the roommate?” Kira asked. “Is she still here?”

      Kershaw nodded. “You want to talk to her?”

      “Yeah,” Kira answered and then followed Kershaw down the hall. Once they were out of earshot from Maples, Kershaw leaned into Kira’s ear.

      “Sorry about the ‘getting laid’ comment,” Kershaw said. “I forgot the two of you used to be a thing.”

      “We hooked up,” Kira said. “It wasn’t more than that.”

      “Yeah, I don’t think you and Maples were on the same page about that,” Kershaw said.

      “I didn’t lead him on,” Kira said defensively. “So, I don’t know what he told you, but it was strictly casual. That’s it.”

      Kershaw held up her hands in surrender. “Whoa, hey, didn’t mean to cause a stir, honest. I’m just telling you he might have had more feelings than he was letting on. That’s all.” She nudged her arm. “He’s a good guy.”

      Kira fidgeted. “I know. I thought he understood.”

      “Look, I’ve dealt with office hookups myself,” Kershaw said. “No matter what they start out as, they always end messy. But you can mitigate the damage so long as you talk and so long as both of you are honest.”

      “Yeah, okay,” Kira said.

      “Girl’s in there,” Kershaw said, gesturing to the next room. “Her name is Leslie.”

      “You don’t want to come in?” Kira asked.

      “We already questioned her,” Kershaw answered. “Put some fresh eyes on it. Besides, I have to go give Maples a shoulder to cry on.” She smiled, exposing a wide grin with the slightest gap between her teeth that should have detracted from her pretty face but somehow made it even more beautiful.

      “You’re a bitch,” Kira said, smiling.

      “Rawr,” Kershaw said, clawing the air before she walked away.

      Kira laughed but made sure to compose herself before she entered the room to speak with Dakota’s roommate. When Kira entered, Leslie was sitting in a chair, cradling her head as she stared down at the carpet with a white tissue clutched in her right hand.

      “Leslie?” Kira asked quietly.

      The girl quickly jerked up her head. Her face was tear-streaked, her eyes bloodshot from crying. She quickly wiped her nose. “Yes?”

      “I’m FBI Special Agent Kira Lockhart,” she answered.

      Leslie stood to shake Kira’s hand but saw she was still holding the tissues, and she quickly pocketed them. “Sorry.”

      “It’s fine,” Kira replied. “It’s nice to meet you, Leslie. Can we sit?”

      Leslie nodded, and while the pair of women sat near one another, Leslie remained guarded and avoided eye contact with Kira.

      “I just wanted to ask you a few questions about Dakota,” Kira said.

      “I told the detectives everything,” Leslie answered, eyes wide with fear. “I-I’m not hiding anything, I swear.”

      “I’m not here to get you in trouble,” Kira said, knowing the girl was simply overwhelmed. “Law enforcement likes to get fresh perspectives on testimony, that’s all. I might hear something different than what the detectives heard. And you might even remember another detail by telling me what you know. We’ll go slow. Take your time. All right?”

      Leslie took a deep breath and then nodded.

      “Did you know Dakota well?” Kira asked.

      Leslie shrugged. “Not great. She was really only in the dorm to sleep, and we didn’t run in the same social circles. I’m really involved with Greek life on campus, and Dakota is really focused on her studies. But we did hang out a few times this semester. She’s a really nice person and super smart. She would always help me with my homework.”

      Kira studied the girl’s body language. She noted the tears, the slumped shoulder, the relaxed posture; she wasn’t nervous about talking to an authority figure. Whatever happened to Dakota, this girl wasn’t involved.

      “Do you know if she had a boyfriend? Girlfriend?” Kira asked.

      Leslie shook her head. “No, I mean, I don’t think so. She never mentioned one, but Dakota never talked about her personal life. She was always focused on school or her job.”

      “Where did she work?” Kira asked.

      “She had an internship at a news station,” Leslie answered. “She said she really liked it, even though all she was doing was getting coffee and donuts. She said she was excited to be near the action.” She laughed. “I don’t know about you, but when I think of the news, the last thing I think about is ‘action.’”

      “She enjoyed being a part of the journalism world,” Kira said.

      “Yeah,” Leslie said. “She would tell me all the time how the world needed good reporters and how integral they were to the fabric of society, all of that stuff. I never really thought about it like that, but I guess she was right, you know? They help uncover the truth. It’s a noble pursuit.”

      Leslie stiffened, and then she started to cry again.

      “I’m sorry,” Leslie said, wiping her eyes. “I don’t know why I keep doing this.”

      Kira placed a comforting hand on Leslie’s shoulder. “You cared about her, and now you’re worried about her, but everything you’ve told the detectives and me will help us find her.”

      “I just hope she’s okay,” Leslie said.

      “Leslie,” Kira said, “I know college can be a time for… experimentation, and sometimes we might try things we don’t normally do. It can be at a party, with friends, or people you just met—”

      “Oh, no, I’m, um, not into girls,” Leslie said.

      “I’m not talking about sexual experimentation,” Kira said. “I’m talking about drugs. Do you know if Dakota was using anything like that?”

      “No way,” Leslie answered. “She wouldn’t do something like that. She barely even drank.”

      “What about any changes in behavior?” Kira asked. “Weird mood swings, stuff like that?”

      “I mean, I guess she had been a little on edge over the past few weeks,” Leslie answered. “She got a little jumpy every time I walked into the room. But I never caught her doing anything if that’s what you mean.” She frowned. “Do you really think she was on drugs?”

      “No, it was just a thought,” Kira said. “But thank you for everything you told me. I’m going to speak with the detectives again and then let you know when it’s all right for you to leave.”

      “Okay,” Leslie said. “And please find her. I know people say things like this can happen to anyone, but it never should have happened to her. She was too good of a person.”

      “We’ll do everything we can to bring her home,” Kira said.

      Finished with her questioning of the roommate, Kira returned to the dorm room where Maples and Kershaw were speaking quietly to one another.

      “Well?” Kershaw asked, looking at Kira.

      “The girl wasn’t involved,” Kira answered. “No clear signs of drug use or boyfriends. Have you contacted the news station where she was interning?”

      “We have, but it was the same message as the roommate told us,” Maples answered. “Good worker. Likable. No signs that she was in trouble with anything.”

      Kira looked back into the girl’s room, which was still turned upside down. “Well, she’s in trouble now. What’s next on your docket?”

      “We have a meeting with one of her teachers,” Kershaw answered.

      “Let’s see what he has to say,” Kira answered.
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      The classroom emptied as Kira, Maples, and Kershaw arrived, and they stood by the exit while the students filed out. A few of the kids glanced their way, whispering to one another. No doubt, word had already spread through social media about what had happened at the dorm.

      “Gossip travels fast,” Kershaw said.

      “It’s human nature,” Kira replied. “The only difference is now it can travel at the speed of light and reach millions in the span of seconds.”

      Once the students were gone, they made their way down to the front, where Professor William McArthur was packing up his briefcase.

      “Can I help you?” McArthur asked.

      “Professor, I’m detective Maples, and this is my partner, Detective Kershaw,” Maples said. “We have FBI Agent Kira Lockhart with us as well.”

      McArthur frowned. “Okay?”

      “We need to speak with you about one of your students,” Maples said. “Dakota Logan.”

      “My God,” McArthur said, swallowing hard. “It’s her? I saw a few posts online from some of the students, but they didn’t know who it was. Is she… dead?”

      “She’s missing,” Kershaw answered. “We’re hoping you could answer a few questions for us.”

      “Yes, of course,” McArthur answered, setting down his briefcase.

      “What was Dakota like as a student?” Maples asked.

      “She was excellent,” McArthur answered. “Always going the extra mile in her assignments, always citing her sources. Very meticulous.”

      “You were aware of her internship at Channel Six News?” Kershaw asked.

      “I was the one who recommended her for it,” McArthur answered. “She was—is—a very bright student.”

      “Do you know if she was working on any projects for school or the news station?” Kira asked, catching a quick glance from Maples.

      Kira understood the main function of her role in federal support was to act as an extra pair of ears or eyes only, but she found it difficult not to interject when she saw an interrogation going so slowly, especially when time was of the essence.

      “Nothing specific,” McArthur asked, but then he reached for his briefcase. “I can show you some of the homework she submitted. Maybe that will be helpful.”

      “Yes,” Maples said. “Thank you.”

      McArthur unpacked his laptop and then sifted through several files in search of Dakota’s submissions. “Here we are. I have assignments on ethical reporting, working with sources, proper interview questions—”

      “I was thinking more of any extracurricular activities,” Kira said. “Was she working on any personal projects?”

      “Oh,” McArthur said. “Well, she did email me a bunch of files at the beginning of the week and said she wanted to talk about them in class today, but…” He shook his head. “I hadn’t had time to sift through them all. It was a lot of information.”

      “We’ll take all of it,” Kira said.

      “Oh, sure,” McArthur said.

      Once the professor had emailed them everything, McArthur scrolled through the documents himself and noted a theme. “Looks like she was doing research on trafficking,” McArthur said.

      Kira perked up and then checked her email on her phone. She quickly found the email MacArthur had sent her and noted the familiar headlines of the articles.

      Dakota Logan had dove into the main three categories of trafficking: labor, indentured servitude, and sex trafficking.

      “You don’t think…” McArthur looked to the detectives. “Was she taken by someone?”

      “We can’t talk about the details of an open investigation,” Maples answered. “But we thank you for your time, and if you remember any other details, please give us a call.”

      “Of course,” McArthur said. “Whatever I can do to help.

      Kira followed Maples and Kershaw out of the classroom and then back outside.

      “Looks like we might be turning this over to you sooner rather than later,” Kershaw said.

      “We don’t know for sure what happened yet,” Kira replied. “As of right now, this is still a joint investigation. We’ll need more evidence than a few news articles.”

      “Dakota’s mother is at the precinct,” Maples said. “You want to talk to her?”

      “Yes,” Kira answered.

      “All right,” Kershaw said. “We’ll meet you back at the station.”

      Kira nodded, but as she turned to leave, Maples tapped her on the shoulder.

      “Hey, hang back for a second, will you?” Maples asked.

      Kira glanced at Kershaw, who raised her eyebrows in a “told you so” manner, before she continued walking away.

      “What’s up?” Kira asked.

      Maples was clearly nervous, and his anxiousness was rubbing off on her. “We need to finish the conversation we started.”

      “Talking isn’t really our thing,” Kira said.

      “Look, about last night—”

      “It’s fine,” Kira said. “We’re clearly not on the same page. I think it’s best if we keep this professional.”

      Maples was slack-jawed, and Kira walked away before he recovered with a response. The last thing she needed right now was a distraction. It might have been cruel to end it with Maples the way she had, but the faster he understood she was better off alone, the easier it’d be for both of them. She wasn’t relationship material. That chapter of her life was done.
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      Kira saw Pam Logan sitting in the interrogation room through the monitor on the screen. An empty box of tissues sat on the table, along with the crumpled and discarded tissues scattered in front of her and an untouched cup of coffee.

      The mother was expressionless, but her tear-streaked cheeks and red, swollen eyes revealed the sorrow that had completely drained her energy. Pam Logan’s world had crumbled around her.

      Kershaw and Maples had been trying to get Mrs. Logan to open up, but she had completely shut down. Unable to elicit a response, Kershaw and Maples had stepped out of the room and joined Kira in front of the monitors.

      “She’s a wreck,” Kershaw said. “Not sure if you caught any of her incoherent sobbing.”

      “Her daughter’s missing,” Kira shot back sternly. “Cut her some slack.”

      “You want a crack?” Maples asked.

      Kira was honestly surprised Maples was still talking to her. She’d anticipated the cold shoulder after their last interaction at the college, but he had been nothing but professional. Perhaps she’d underestimated him.

      “Yeah,” Kira answered. “Thanks.”

      Kira stepped between Kershaw and Maples and made her way toward the interrogation room. She quietly knocked as she entered. “Mrs. Logan?”

      Pam looked up, at least acknowledging Kira’s presence. The mother was nothing but a fractured shell, her essence leaking out of her and vanishing into the ether. It was an unrelatable experience unless you had gone through it yourself.

      “I’m FBI Agent Kira Lockhart,” she said, choosing to sit next to the woman instead of across the table. “I know the detectives bombarded you with a lot of questions, but I wanted to ask if it was all right to speak with you about your daughter.”

      Kira knew how difficult this process was for a mother and how the next twenty-four hours would be a waking nightmare. But she also understood the necessity of this discomfort. Without proper information about Dakota, the authorities could miss something integral to her recovery. And every piece of information was as precious and important as the seconds ticking past.

      “Did I not answer the questions correctly?” Mrs. Logan asked.

      “You did fine,” Kira answered. “I’m only here to make sure we can get a second pair of eyes on what you told the detectives. To make sure nothing falls through the cracks.”

      “Oh,” Mrs. Logan said, nodding. “Okay.”

      “When was the last time you spoke with your daughter?” Kira asked.

      “It was two days ago,” Mrs. Logan answered.

      “What did you two talk about?” Kira asked.

      Mrs. Logan stared up at the ceiling, slowly collecting her strength. Kira knew there weren’t any answers from above, though. No amount of prayer or wishful thinking could bring Dakota home. Only the truth could bring her daughter back.

      “Nothing important,” Mrs. Logan answered, clearing her throat as she looked down from the ceiling. “We talked about her classes and the job at the news station. I asked her if she was seeing anyone, but she told me no.”

      “Had she been dating anyone seriously?” Kira asked.

      “No, not really,” Mrs. Logan answered. “I think the last serious relationship she was in, and I use the term ‘serious’ very loosely, was when she was a senior in high school. She dated this boy for a year, but when they were accepted into different colleges, they broke it off.”

      “Do you know if Dakota was still in contact with him?” Kira asked.

      “No, I don’t know, maybe,” Mrs. Logan answered. “If she was talking to him, she didn’t tell me about it.”

      “What was his name?” Kira asked.

      “Thomas,” Mrs. Logan answered. “Thomas Hoyle.” She frowned. “Do you think he had something to do with Dakota’s disappearance?”

      “I want to collect as much information as possible,” Kira answered. “If Dakota did speak with this boy, then she might have told him something. Right now, it’s integral we learn as much as possible. That’s all. Any detail, no matter how small, could be a tremendous help.”

      Mrs. Logan nodded and then folded her hands together. “You know. It was always just Dakota and me.” She cleared her throat. “Her father left the moment he found out I was pregnant. I was very young, only seventeen. I thought maybe he’d stick around. Maybe he really loved me.” She shrugged. “Young love is often dumb and blind.”

      “It can be,” Kira said.

      “When I was pregnant with Dakota, I remember being so angry and scared,” Mrs. Logan said. “Angry because I believed my life was over. Scared because I didn’t know what I was going to do. I was just a kid myself. I didn’t know how to raise a child. And my parents… Well, they weren’t supportive of my having a child out of wedlock. I came from a very religious, very Catholic family. They didn’t kick me out, but I could tell the moment they learned about the pregnancy was when I stopped being their daughter.”

      “Where is your family now?” Kira asked.

      “My parents are still living in Miami,” Mrs. Logan answered. “They never took much of an interest in Dakota or me. I think we’ve seen them maybe a handful of times since Dakota was born. They’re not really family to her, or me for that matter. Not anymore.”

      Kira frowned. “Did you have a falling out?”

      “After Dakota was born, my parents told me I had a month to figure out a new place to live,” Mrs. Logan answered. “They told me they had already raised a child, and they didn’t want to go through the process again. I’d like to tell you I was surprised, but I knew it was coming. They were never going to accept Dakota or me. We were on our own.

      “And all of the anger, all of the fear, all of those emotions I blamed on my child, it was all really coming from my parents. And the moment I held Dakota in my arms, I knew there was only one option for my daughter and me: we had to get out.

      “I wasn’t going to allow my daughter to go through the same upbringing I did. Sure, my family had money, but it came at such a high cost. There was no love, no affection, no compassion in our house. I didn’t want that for my daughter. And I didn’t want that for myself anymore, either. So, we moved here.

      “I found a room an older couple was willing to rent. They said they were too deaf to hear the baby crying, so Dakota wouldn’t bother them. Plus, the rent was cheap, and I managed to find a waitressing job. The couple helped take care of Dakota while I worked, and when they couldn’t, I brought her with me. I had a lot of help when I came here, all from people I’d never met before. I made a new family. A better one.”

      It was a very touching story, but Kira had already isolated a few leads. Anyone who helped raise Dakota, anyone who had a strong connection or relationship with her, could potentially be a suspect in Dakota’s disappearance.

      Most cases of abduction involved a friend or family member. There were always exceptions, but nine times out of ten, it was always someone the victim knew personally.

      Kira made a mental note to ensure she checked up on the parents in Miami, but this older couple were other potential suspects.

      “Do either you or Dakota stay in contact with anyone from those early years?” Kira asked.

      “No,” Dakota answered. “The couple we stayed with who helped me raise her died a few years back.” She paused, almost as if she remembered something, but didn’t want to say it aloud.

      “What is it?” Kira asked encouragingly.

      “It’s nothing,” Dakota answered. “But... I did get a call a few weeks ago.”

      “A call from who?” Kira asked.

      “It was from my old boss,” Mrs. Logan answered. “The one who owned the diner I worked at when I first moved here.”

      “You hadn’t spoken to him in a while?” Kira asked.

      “It’d probably been at least ten years,” Mrs. Logan answered. “Anyway, he said he was just calling to check on me and to see how Dakota was doing in college. He’d sent us cards over the years, always on Dakota’s birthday. He was a good man.”

      A good man who might have had an eye on Dakota once she began to mature into a young woman, but Kira kept those thoughts to herself.

      “What did you and your old boss speak about?” Kira asked.

      “Nothing, really,” Mrs. Logan answered. “But I couldn’t help but feel how strange it was. He just sounded… off. Like maybe he was going through a hard time or something. I know he had to sell the diner a few years back. I think he got into money trouble with the IRS. The last card we received from him was for Dakota’s high school graduation, and it was postmarked down in Key West, but I don’t know if he still lives there. He didn’t mention it when we spoke.”

      “What was his name?” Kira asked.

      “James,” Mrs. Logan answered. “James Filmore.”

      Kira added Mr. Filmore to the list of people they’d need to check on later.

      “Nothing really prepares you for something like this, does it?” Mrs. Logan answered. “Losing your daughter.”

      Kira reached for Mrs. Logan’s hand across the table. “You’re strong. And you’re going to have to hold on to that strength, not just for yourself, but for Dakota as well. Can you do that for her?”

      Kira knew how important and difficult it was to keep the parents of missing children in their right mind. It only took one meltdown for Mrs. Logan to run to the press and divulge vital information to the case that could tip off the abductors and ruin their chances of a successful recovery.

      “Yes,” Mrs. Logan answered. “I can.” She reached into her purse and then removed a small photograph. She smiled fondly as she held it. “We put so much time and energy into our children. We sacrifice our present to secure a better future for them. It’s all we think about. All I wanted was a better life for Dakota.”

      “It sounds like you did a great job raising her,” Kira said.

      Mrs. Logan laughed. “It wasn’t always easy. She was always very stubborn. When she set her mind to something, she would see it through to the end. So tenacious. I think that’s why she wanted to become a journalist.”

      “Did she share anything with you about school recently?” Kira asked. “Any projects she might have been working on?”

      Mrs. Logan shook her head. “No.” She settled herself with a deep breath. “You never stop worrying about them. No matter how old they get or how safe you think they are. Even though Dakota stayed local for college, I still worried. I would wake up in the mornings and immediately call her to make sure she was all right. She always answered.” She shook her head. “Except for this morning. That’s when I knew something was wrong.”

      “Your instincts were right to investigate,” Kira said. “Now, it’s time for us to take over for you. Let us relieve you of the burden. Or at the very least, let us help you carry it. Okay?”

      “Okay,” Mrs. Logan answered. “Thank you, Agent Lockhart.”

      Mrs. Logan then placed the picture into Kira’s hand and closed her fist around it. “I want you to keep it,” Mrs. Logan said. “You keep it and remember my daughter is more than just a name on a file. She’s my blood. My life. And I need you to bring her home.”

      “I will do everything I can, Mrs. Logan.” Kira squeezed the mother’s hand one more time and then excused herself as she stepped out of the room.

      Before Kira rejoined the detectives, she took a moment to compose herself. It was always difficult for her whenever a young woman went missing. It drudged up the past.

      Because it was just how Mrs. Logan described. No matter how much you tried to protect your child, no one was immune to danger.

      Kira stared at the picture of Dakota. Twenty-one years old, pretty, intelligent, driven, college student abducted with her entire life ahead of them, the similarities were too obvious for Kira to ignore. It was just like the last case Kira had worked on five years ago.

      When Kira’s own daughter was abducted.
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      After the conversation with Mrs. Logan, Kira broke off from Maples and Kershaw so they could dig into the investigation. Mrs. Logan provided Kira with a slew of potential leads. She started with Dakota’s grandparents and then quickly removed them from the suspect pool when she discovered they were currently vacationing in Europe and had been for the past two weeks.

      From there, Kira moved on to Dakota’s biological father. Children were often curious about their parents, especially in instances where the parent was absent in the child’s life.

      Mrs. Logan provided Kira the details, and a quick DMV search revealed Carl Peters was currently living in Montana and employed with an oil company operating a fracking site in the northern portion of the state.

      Carl Peters had no priors, no felonies, and always paid his taxes. He had even married ten years ago and was the father of two children. Mrs. Logan was adamant Carl had never shown an interest in them, but perhaps Dakota had shown an interest in him?

      Still, the window of disappearance for Dakota was between seven o'clock last night and eight o’clock this morning. There had been no activity on Dakota’s bank accounts, no plane or rental car purchases to signal Dakota had gone to visit her biological father.

      Kira moved Carl Peters to the bottom of the list but made a note to follow up on him. She moved on to the ex-boyfriend, Thomas Hoyle, but when Kira learned he was attending college at Stanford and confirmed he was at a party last night via his Instagram account, she crossed him off the list.

      Plus, Dakota’s phone records showed no sign of any calls from the ex-boyfriend or Carl Peters. In fact, it showed no phone calls to or from anyone.

      Finally, Kira moved on to James Filmore, the owner of the diner where Mrs. Logan worked when she first moved to the area.

      If Mrs. Logan looked anything like her daughter twenty years ago, then it was clear she was a beautiful young woman, not that all those physical features had faded.

      Kira confirmed the latest known address for James Filmore and discovered that he was indeed living in Key West, where he’d been residing for the past three years. Another quick search of Filmore revealed the tax evasion scandal he was embroiled in four years ago.

      Apparently, Mr. Filmore had managed to settle with the IRS, but only after declaring bankruptcy and selling off his assets, which at the time was a considerable amount of beachfront property in Clearwater.

      Kira found it odd the owner of a diner who went bankrupt was able to afford multi-million-dollar properties on what had been awarded the country’s best beaches for several years running. But perhaps the cause of IRS troubles was what afforded him the property in the first place, which led Kira to believe Mr. Filmore had a side business off the books.

      In human trafficking cases, the most successful rings usually had a sustainable and legitimate business to help launder their money. Kira could request the details on the IRS investigation and see if there was any sign of laundering, and if there were, then she needed to know if Filmore’s laundering was limited to drugs or included people.

      Kira fired off the request to the IRS and hoped to hear back in a timely manner. She only had one contact at the department, but FBI requests were typically escalated to the top of the order as a professional courtesy.

      While Kira waited to hear back about Filmore’s money trouble, she pivoted her attention to the names written on the sticky note in Dakota’s dorm room. She already knew the first three names on the list were of women abducted in the area, but the last name eluded her.

      Kira typed it into Google and discovered several search results that told her it was a common male name popular in the Czech Republic. But another quick search of the same name isolated in the bay area revealed nothing of note.

      No one with a criminal record by that name and no one registered in the DMV.

      Kira leaned back in her chair and drummed her fingers on the desk. She stared at the screen, then back to the names on the sticky note. They were obviously connected somehow.

      All three missing women were now listed as cold cases that hadn’t been worked since the first three months of their initial investigations.

      It was possible the girls were still in the area. It wasn’t uncommon for women in sex trafficking cases to work in the same areas where they were abducted. And when they were approached by law enforcement or former family, they would deny that they were coerced into the sex work. That was how well these women were programmed. They believed there was no other way for them to survive. Or, if they talked, their pimps or handlers threatened to kill them. Either way, it was sufficient motivation for the women to keep quiet.

      Kira made it a point to check with the local VICE to see if these girls were still around. They were probably using different names, but if the girls were, in fact, being pimped out, Kira knew it might be difficult to recognize them, so she studied the pictures on the missing person files, looking for anything that made them stand out.

      Prika Nanjani was Indian American, with brown eyes and jet-black hair. She had a beauty mark high on her left cheek, along with several piercings on her left ear.

      Chloe Peterson was a blonde with piercing blue eyes. She saw a few notes scribbled by the detective who handled the case about how she had a scar along her abdomen from an appendicitis a few years prior to her abduction, but Kira doubted she’d be able to see it from the street.

      Lastly, Michelle Calvary was a brunette with brown eyes, a small button nose, and a tattoo of a heart with a knife through it on the back of her neck

      After Kira committed these traits to memory, she searched for any commonalities between the abductions and found a few interesting links. They were all between the ages of eighteen and twenty when they were abducted, and all three of them were formerly enrolled at USF, which was where Dakota Logan had been enrolled.

      “I doubt that’s a coincidence,” Kira said, muttering to herself as she scrolled through the notes the investigators had made.

      “Lockhart.” Boseman’s voice boomed from across the field office. “What’s the status on the Logan girl?”

      Kira might have hated the tone in Boseman’s voice, but she didn’t want to spend more time than necessary speaking to him, so she bit her tongue. “Working on a few leads now,” Kira said.

      Boseman walked around so he could see her computer screen. “That doesn’t look like a few leads. Those look like cold cases.”

      “They might be associated with Dakota’s disappearance,” Kira said.

      Boseman grunted. “I wouldn’t waste your time. None of those girls have been seen in three years. They’re either dead or long gone.”

      “Then why did we find a sticky note on Dakota’s desk with the names of these women?” Kira asked.

      Boseman shrugged. “I don’t know. But I don’t want you wasting time and resources.”

      “Looking for these women isn’t a waste of either,” Kira said. “I’m not ready to write these women off.”

      “I’m not writing them off; I’m being realistic,” Boseman said. “You and I both know the statistics. Twenty-four hours after a person goes missing, the odds of finding them drop to fifty percent. After forty-eight hours, they drop to practically zero.”

      “Last winter, I found a girl who had been missing for six years,” Kira said. “These people, these women, deserve to be found, no matter how long they’ve been gone.”

      Boseman rolled his eyes. “Just let me know when we can officially hand this over to local PD.” He stomped away, and Kira bit her tongue.

      Kira might have known the name of every missing person taken in the bay area over the past ten years, but that didn’t mean she’d worked all of them personally. She was only one member of a team who was divvied out assignments. It was agents like Boseman who gave the Bureau a bad name, even though they did everything by the book. He was cold, calculated, didn’t care about anything other than numbers.

      If Kira could have cloned herself or found a way to live without sleep, she might have been able to take on all of them, but she had been unable to do either. Understanding her limited resource, Kira knew how important it was to do everything she could to recover victims before they were lost forever.

      Even though Kira hadn’t determined if this was a trafficking case, she looked at certain factors that could help her clarify.

      In most cases of trafficking, a person was targeted after being scouted by a pimp or handler who worked for a larger organization. These hunters typically prayed on individuals in lower economic brackets, people with drug addictions or mental issues, anyone who didn’t have a strong support system.

      Most of the time, the predator presented themselves as someone who could offer assistance through money or favors. They gained their target’s trust, and then once they had complete control over the individual, that was when the pleasantries were dropped.

      By that point, the victim had no control over their own lives. The handler had severed them from their friends and family, taken control of their identification, and seized their assets. The handler was now in complete control and used that control to force the victim to do whatever they wanted.

      Social media had also exacerbated the manner and ease in which people were trafficked. Behind the filters of the internet, people could pretend to be anyone: a child, or a model, or a father figure, and then lure unsuspecting victims into their bubble and communicate with them through those messaging platforms.

      People voluntarily opened their lives to the rest of the world, allowing anyone a peek inside, which made it easy for human traffickers to pick apart their targets and learn their likes and dislikes, their hopes and fears, their insecurities, any detail to entrap them.

      There were three main types of trafficking: domestic servitude, forced labor, and sex trafficking. The first two groups involved both men and women, but sex trafficking was predominantly young women and children.

      It sickened Kira to look at the data and see how often people were taken. And it didn’t just happen in big cities or foreign shores; it was happening every day in communities across the country. There was no neighborhood untouched by human trafficking. It was the scaly underbelly hidden right beneath people’s designer shoes, who were so preoccupied with their own lives they were too distracted to see the truth.

      But Kira worked tirelessly to make sure the cases she was assigned didn’t turn cold. The first twenty-four hours were pivotal because after that threshold if the victim was indeed abducted and sold into trafficking, they would already be in their new location and forced into slave labor.

      But most trafficking organizations had a prep area where they would keep people until they were ready to be moved. That holding area was Kira’s window of opportunity, but it was closing quickly.

      Kira turned to the information Dakota’s teacher had given them. She sifted through the assignments and discovered Dakota’s journalistic preference centered around heavy-hitting stories like social justice. She couldn’t help but smile. She remembered the fiery desire of youth to change the world. She had felt the same when she had gone to college for criminal justice. She was going to change the way the system worked.

      But what Kira hadn’t realized at the time—and what all young people fail to see—is just how massive the system really is. The world is so much bigger than anyone can comprehend. Even with the advent of the internet, with so much information to access, people relegate themselves to tiny circles.

      Eventually, Kira stumbled upon the human trafficking articles Dakota had come across. It was all basic information, talking about the different types of trafficking, how victims are chosen, everything Kira learned in a textbook. But the reality of how these predators hunted people down was far more sinister. It was one thing to read it in a book; it was another to come across a young woman who’d just been drugged and raped by thirty different men every day over the course of months. It hit differently in real life.

      Kira’s phone rang, and she answered it. “Lock.”

      “Hey, it’s Dusty,” he said.

      “Where are you?” Kira asked.

      “At my desk, listen—”

      “We’re on the same floor,” Kira said. “Why didn’t you just come to get me.”

      “Because I wanted to save time,” Dusty said. “I found—”

      “Aren’t you always getting up from your desk to take mini walks?” Kira asked. “Why didn’t you just come over to talk to me? Dusty?” She checked the line and saw he’d hung up.

      “Is this better?” Dusty said, appearing out of thin air.

      “Christ, you scared me,” Kira answered. “Why don’t you call next time?”

      Dusty rolled his eyes and placed a paper on her desk with a phone number scribbled on it.

      “What’s this?” Kira asked.

      “It’s James Filmore’s cell number,” Dusty answered.

      “How the hell did you find this?” Kira asked. “There isn’t anything listed in the public domain?”

      “He has a Tinder account,” Dusty answered and then held up his hands. “Relax, I didn’t hack it or anything like that, but I did create a fake profile.”

      “How did you get him to swipe on you?” Kira asked.

      “Easy, just put up a picture of a beautiful woman,” Dusty answered.

      “Men are such simple creatures,” Kira said.

      “We really are,” Dusty said. “Oh, and you should know that James follows Dakota on social media. And he likes nearly all of her posts.”

      “Really?” Kira asked.

      “Yeah, and he does it under a fake name,” Dusty answered. “Bill Timpett.”

      “Right,” Kira said. “Thanks.”

      Once Dusty was gone, she dialed the number, hoping he’d pick up, but she tempered her expectations. The phone rang almost six times, and Kira was certain it would go to voicemail, but then a tired voice answered.

      “Yeah?”

      Kira perked up. “James?”

      A pause. “Who’s this?”

      “I’m a friend of Pam Logan,” Kira answered, not wanting to scare him off with her job title. “Do you have a second to talk?”

      “Oh my God, is she okay?” James asked, concerned. “Is Dakota all right?”

      Kira remained calm. “I was hoping you could tell me that. I haven’t heard from Pam in almost a week, and I remember her talking about you. Have you heard from her?”

      “Um, no, we haven’t talked in a long time,” James answered, clearing his throat. “I’m sorry, who are you again?”

      “Just a friend,” Kira answered. “So, you haven’t heard from either Dakota or Pam recently?”

      “No,” James answered. “I’m sorry, but this is a little strange. How did you get this number again? You said Pam gave it to you?”

      “No, I looked you up online,” Kira answered. “When was the last time you spoke to either Dakota or Pam?”

      “God, it’s been years,” James answered.

      “She used to work at your diner, right?” Kira asked, wanting to keep the line of questioning moving as quickly forward as possible.

      “Yeah, that’s right,” James answered.

      “About how long did she work for you?” Kira asked.

      “Long time,” James answered. “Right up until I had to sell it.”

      “Why did you sell?” Kira asked.

      James paused. “I’m sorry, what does this have to do with Pam? You said she’s missing or something? This is all very strange. What’s your name?”

      “Mr. Filmore, my name is Kira Lockhart and I’m an agent with the FBI,” she said. “Dakota Logan has been reported missing, and I need to know everything you can tell me about the last time you spoke with her and if you’ve been in contact with Dakota at all over the past few weeks.”

      “Christ, are you serious?” James answered, and then there was a choking sound as if he were crying. “How long has she been missing?”

      “Since last night,” Kira answered. “Did she contact you?”

      “No, she didn’t,” James answered. “How’s Pam holding up?”

      “She’s doing her best,” Kira answered. “I saw in a report by the IRS you had a tax evasion scandal a few years back. Is that why you sold the diner?”

      “It wasn’t tax evasion. It was just a misunderstanding,” James answered defensively. “I paid all the money I owed. But, yeah, I had to sell the diner to do it.”

      “I imagine that was a hard time for you,” Kira said.

      “That diner was my whole life,” James replied. “What does all of this have to do with Dakota’s disappearance?”

      “We saw you follow Dakota on social media,” Kira said. “Under the name of a Bill Timpett. Is there a reason you created a fake profile to follow Dakota?”

      James was quiet, and Kira feared he might hang up on her, but he cleared his throat. “It’s a little embarrassing, all right? I’m not in the best place right now, and I watched Dakota grow up. I didn’t want her to see… who I am right now.”

      It was an honest enough answer, but it didn’t make the creep factor any less… creepy.

      “When you were running your diner,” Kira said, “did you try to do any… questionable business practices to keep it afloat?”

      “What? No?” James answered.

      “Mr. Filmore, if someone tied to the diner, a place where Dakota spent much of her childhood growing up, is responsible for her disappearance, it’s integral you tell me everything you know,” Kira said. “I promise I will do everything I can to make sure nothing blows back on you. If you’re not guilty of her disappearance, that is.”

      “What? No, of course, I’m not,” James said. “I would never hurt her—Dakota or Pam.”

      “So?” Kira asked, waiting for James to divulge any secrets.

      “All right, fine,” James said. “I never did anything illegal when I was trying to keep the diner open, but when I sold it, I may have sold it to some… questionable businessmen.”

      “Questionable how?” Kira asked.

      “I don’t know. They were eastern European types,” James answered. “Looked like they might be trouble, but they paid me twice what it was worth, all in cash. I needed the money, so I only recorded the absolute minimum of what I needed to pay back to the IRS and then pocketed the rest.”

      “What was the address for the diner?” Kira asked, pulling up a new tab on her browser.

      She entered the address and saw a new restaurant appear on the map. Eastern European cuisine. She glanced down at the name Honza, which had been the last name on the sticky note found on Dakota’s desk. She remembered how Honza was a popular name for boys in the Czech Republic.

      “Did these people give you their names? Provide documentation?” Kira asked.

      “Look, the paperwork is filed with the city clerk,” James answered. “I didn’t ask a lot of questions back then, all right?”

      “Right,” Kira answered. “Thank you for your time, Mr. Filmore.”

      “Hey, wait!” James said. “Do you think you could give me Pam’s number? I’d like to reach out to her, make sure she’s all right.”

      “I’m afraid I can’t do that, Mr. Filmore,” Kira said. “Have a good day.”

      Kira hung up and then made a note to have Dusty check Filmore’s movements online, but she didn’t think he had anything to do with Dakota’s disappearance, at least not at this time.

      After a quick Google search of the restaurant, she saw the former diner owned by Filmore was close to the USF campus, and if that wasn’t enough, the cuisine served now was Eastern European, just like the Czech name written on the sticky note along with the other names.

      Honza could have been anyone, another victim, or it could be the handler of the three girls who were abducted. Kira was determined to find out which one.
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      The Czech restaurant was called Lokal, and the building it occupied looked like it had been constructed when the city was first built. It sat at the end of a small strip of businesses wedged between two high rises. It looked like a structure out of time, transported here from another era.

      Kira parked her car in the back of the lot and then checked the pistols in her jacket holster and her ankle holster. Both were secure, and she buttoned her jacket to make sure the 9mm on her left side remained concealed.

      If the individuals inside were indeed involved in trafficking, there would most likely be someone working at the restaurant who could identify threats to their enterprise, like law enforcement.

      There was nothing Kira could do about the way she looked. She had the “cop walk,” and she knew it. But, if she was lucky, she could pass off as a busy businesswoman too involved on her phone to really notice anything that was happening around her, and she did just that when she walked through the front door.

      A young woman of Eastern European descent greeted Kira at the door, asking her if she’d like to have a seat at the table or up at the bar.

      “Bar, thank you,” Kira said.

      There were minimal servers, and all of them appeared young. From what she gleaned through their conversations with customers, she heard they spoke decent English, and Kira figured they’d either been born here or lived here long enough to where English was a natural second language.

      “Anything to drink?” a server asked.

      “Coffee, please,” Kira answered. “Black.”

      The server poured a cup. “I’ll give you a minute to look over the menu.”

      Kira nodded and pocketed her phone as she reached for the mug. She sipped from it while surveying her surroundings. She had done this long enough to utilize her peripheral vision better than most. And from what she observed, this restaurant had all the telltale signs of forced labor.

      Most of the workers in the back were middle-aged men, and everyone working in the kitchen communicated in the same foreign language. She saw no safety code inspections on the walls, and she figured they probably bribed the code enforcer, which meant they were well connected at the local levels.

      Anytime one of the kitchen workers noticed Kira looking at them, they quickly averted their eyes, and they stopped talking. There was a sense of fear about them, and Kira wondered if they realized she was law enforcement.

      But as Kira scanned the workers, she noticed one pair of eyes that continued to flit back in her direction. It was one of the bussers who came out to collect the dishes after customers had left. Unlike his counterparts, he held Kira’s gaze for longer, and while he always eventually looked away, he continued to stare back at her before he disappeared back into the kitchen. And when she saw the name written on the tag of his shirt, she knew why.

      It was Honza. But there was only one way to know for sure if this Honza was the same one Dakota had written down on her sticky note.

      The waiter returned, and even though Kira wasn’t hungry, she ordered an appetizer just to give her an opportunity to try to interact with the busser. But after she gave her order, another man stepped from the back of the kitchen.

      He was tall and bald with a thick brow associated with most Eastern European men. He was dressed in a suit and tie that looked bulky on his already large frame, and he stared at Kira a moment before taking a seat along the wall where he had a good view of where Kira was sitting.

      Kira sipped her coffee and found the security cameras in the corner of the ceilings. It was a lot of security for a rundown restaurant in an area with a low crime rate, but Kira knew the cameras weren’t for watching customers; it was for watching the employees.

      The traffickers wanted to keep a close eye on their merchandise, and the constant threat of surveillance helped keep the workers in line.

      The bald man in the suit pretended not to pay Kira any attention and read a newspaper, but Kira knew the only reason he came out of the back was to keep an eye on her. He must have recognized her as law enforcement. She saw the stiff outline of a holster on his left side. She doubted he would do anything violent; he was simply there to observe and possibly intimidate.

      But Kira wasn’t deterred. She had come up against some of the worst pimps and handlers the world had to offer, men whose violence and hate had made the lives of so many women miserable over the years. Men like him believed they were superior to women, and Kira loved nothing more than to humble those monsters.

      Just as Kira’s appetizer arrived, she also noted a tattoo on the side of the gangster’s neck. It would be too obvious of her to try to snap a picture, but she made as many mental notes as she could about it.

      The tattoo was about the size of a silver dollar, and it was all black ink. The design was circular in nature, and it looked like it had several stars circled around a flame. She couldn’t stare at it for long without drawing attention to herself, so she focused on the food.

      Kira didn’t expect much from the dumplings she ordered, but they were surprisingly tasty, and she hadn’t realized how hungry she was until she started eating. It didn’t take long before they were gone, and she pushed the plate away as the server came up to her.

      “Hated them, huh?” he asked with a smile.

      “Terrible,” Kira answered.

      “Anything else for you?” He asked.

      “No, just the check, thank you.” Kira nodded and wiped her mouth with the napkin as the server walked away. She realized she was running out of time, and she knew the tattooed goon in the corner wasn’t going to leave until she was gone.

      “No rush,” the server said as he dropped the check off in front of Kira.

      Kira thanked him and then pivoted her shoulder to block what she was doing out of view from both the cameras and the man at the table. She tore off a small piece of paper from the check and scribbled a message on it. She crumpled it in her hand and then dropped the cash on the check.

      “Do you need any change?” the server asked, picking up the twenty.

      “No, thank you,” Kira answered. “But I could use a refill of the coffee.” She lifted her empty mug and smiled.

      “Of course.”

      Kira watched the back door to the kitchen, waiting for the busser to come to collect her plate, but she wasn’t sure if he’d wait until she was gone. At the very least, she could wait until the couple behind her left, and then Honza would have to come out. She just needed to be patient.

      Kira finished two more cups of coffee by the time the older couple at the table behind her was gone. She still had the message clutched in her left palm, never letting go. Her palm was sweaty, and she hoped the ink hadn’t smudged.

      Finally, the busser came out, and at the same time he stepped through the kitchen doors, Kira slid off of her stool. She kept her head down, pretending to stare at her phone as she crashed into Honza.

      “Oh my God, I’m so sorry,” Kira said and then reached for Honza’s hand, discreetly shoving the piece of paper into his palm. “Are you all right?”

      Honza reacted to the paper in his hand for a split second, and for a moment, Kira realized this could turn south. He could completely drop the message and immediately tell the bald man in the corner in hopes of gaining favor. It wouldn’t be the first time someone in trafficking wanted to please their captors.

      But when Kira saw the hint of recognition in Honza’s eyes as he closed his fist around the paper she’d shoved into his palm, she knew he wouldn’t tattle.

      “It’s okay. I’m fine,” Honza said.

      Kira quickly stood and then hurried out of the restaurant before the bald man with the neck tattoo had a chance to stop her.

      But even after Kira made it to the car, and even after she drove down the road and parked in a different spot where she still had a clear view of the restaurant, she knew she wasn’t out of the woods yet.

      If the bald man found the note Kira had shoved into Honza’s hand, then she would be sentencing him to more pain and torture.

      Jittery from the two cups of coffee, Kira occupied herself by reaching for the laptop and sifting through some of Dakota’s articles. She eventually stopped on one about a hotel on the beach.

      The Waterfront Hotel was the area’s finest accommodations. From the pictures and descriptions on the website, along with the hotel’s reputation, Kira knew it catered to the wealthy and powerful. It hosted celebrities, CEOs, billionaires, and heads of state. Anyone who was anyone who visited the St. Pete/Tampa Bay area always stayed at The Waterfront Hotel. It had been around for a very, very long time.

      The hotel stood out amongst the other articles Kira had found because all of the other information was about poorer areas.

      Kira searched for any assignment Dakota had written about the hotel, but she found nothing.

      With one eye on the restaurant, Kira watched as Honza stepped out of the back of the establishment and headed toward the alley at the end of the strip mall. Kira waited until she was certain he wasn’t followed and then quickly joined him in the alley.

      Honza jumped when Kira turned the corner, nearly dropping his cigarette.

      “I’m glad you got the note,” Kira said.

      “Who are you?” Honza asked and then held up the note. “Why would you give me this? You’re police?” His English was accented, but it was pretty good.

      Kira stood opposite him, back against the wall where she still had a good view of the restaurant’s rear exit in case anyone came looking for Honza.

      “I’m looking for someone,” Kira said, and she fished out the photograph Mrs. Logan had given her. “Do you know this girl?”

      The moment Kira showed Honza Dakota’s picture, she knew he recognized her. But he eyed Kira skeptically.

      “You never answered my question,” Honza said, taking another drag. “Are you police?”

      “I’m FBI,” Kira answered. “Now, do you know this girl or not.”

      Honza muttered something to himself in his native tongue and took a few more pulls on the smoke before flicking it to the ground and snuffing it out with his shoe. “Yes. I know her. She came into the restaurant before.”

      “Did you talk to her?” Kira asked.

      Honza shook his head and avoided eye contact. “What happened to her?”

      “I don’t know yet,” Kira answered. “But she’s missing, and I think you might know something about where she is.”

      “I don’t know!” Honza said, raising his voice before quickly lowering it back to a normal volume, and he glanced around to make sure he hadn’t drawn attention to himself. “I don’t know, okay?”

      Kira tilted her head to the side. The guy was fidgety, nervous, and one bad day from a nervous breakdown.

      “Are you part of the gang?” Kira asked.

      “What?” Honza asked. “No, of course not. I’m a busser. I work here.”

      “You sleep here, too, don’t you?” Kira asked.

      Honza finally looked at her, a note of curiosity to his gaze.

      “Let me take a wild guess at what happened to you,” Kira said. “You were strapped for cash back in Czechia with a family to take care of. Someone approached you with an opportunity, a way for you to help your family, make sure they didn’t starve to death or freeze in the winter. You’d do anything for your family, so you agreed. Next thing you know, you’re here with a gun to your head, and the man with his finger on the trigger is telling you to shut up and do your work or he’ll kill your wife and your kids. Am I close?”

      Honza studied her intensely. Kira could tell he wanted to trust her, but the fear from the gang who’d abducted him was stronger than any chains.

      “How did you know all of this?” Honza asked.

      “I specialize in human trafficking,” Kira answered. “I can help you. But first, you need to help me.” She showed Honza the photograph of Dakota again. “Did you talk to her?”

      Honza took a deep breath and then nodded. “Yes. She was trying to help me.”

      “You told her what happened to you?” Kira asked.

      “No, she did what you did,” Honza answered. “She just knew.”

      Smart girl. “What did you two talk about?”

      “She wanted to know about the people who brought me here,” Honza said, and then his eyes grew wide. “They are very bad men. Dangerous.”

      The fear was genuine. Kira had seen it before. Every day was a battle of life and death for someone who had been trafficked.

      “Did she know about the gang who trafficked you?” Kira asked.

      Honza nodded. “She managed to find them on the internet. She would come into the shop and sit at the bar, just like you, and then we would talk, here…” He lowered his gaze. “I thought she sent you. But now that she’s missing…”

      “Do you know if she was caught?” Kira asked. “Were they on to what you guys were talking about?”

      Honza shook his head. “No. Maybe. I don’t think so, though. They watch me every day and night. The only time I have any space to think for myself is when I’m actually working. God, what have I done? I told her it was too dangerous!”

      “Did she mention any leads? Any places she found where they’d been hiding girls?” Kira asked, thinking of three other names on Dakota’s list.

      Honza shook his head. “No, but they bring girls here sometimes. Always young. Always very pretty. Sometimes they look scared, sometimes they look drunk.”

      Kira raised her eyebrows and pointed back toward the restaurant. “They bring girls here?”

      “Yes,” Honza answered. “I saw them one night. They didn’t know I saw, but I did. The girls don’t stay here for long, though. They only come here to collect money.”

      Kira figured it was a pimping operation. They must have been keeping the girls in a central location and then sent them out to work in shifts.

      It was good news and bad news. The good news was the gang might be keeping the girls they take locally, which meant it would be easier for Kira to find them. The bad news, they were being sold into prostitution.

      “What’s the name of the gang?” Kira asked.

      “The Serpents,” Honza answered. “They’ve been around for a long time in Czechia. I didn’t realize it was them when I agreed to the deal to work for them, but I was desperate.”

      “Listen,” Kira said, “I’ll do what I can to help you, but I need something from you, okay? Find out where they’re hiding the girls.”

      “I told you, I can’t leave!” Honza said.

      “No, but you can listen,” Kira replied. “It’s clear the restaurant is their central operating hub, and they have gang members here, which means they have meetings. If you can hear the girls when they come in, then you can hear other people talking. I’ll do what I can to get you out, but my main priority is to find Dakota.”

      “If they find out I’m talking to you, they’ll kill my family,” Honza said.

      “I won’t let that happen on my end,” Kira said. “Just keep your ear to the ground.”

      “How am I supposed to contact you?” Honza asked. “I don’t have a phone.”

      Kira glanced around. “I don’t think it’s a good idea if I come back to the restaurant. They already know I’m law enforcement, and if they find out I’m FBI, they’ll be on high alert. What about here? Can you sneak away for a smoke break at this time every day?”

      Honza nodded. “I can try.”

      “Do it,” Kira said. “If you have something, take out two cigarettes, if nothing, then only one, got it?”

      “Okay,” Honza said.

      Kira walked away quickly, making sure the path back to her car didn’t attract any more attention. The last thing she wanted was to blow the cover of her only lead.

      Once she returned to her car, Kira dialed Dusty.

      “You have something?” Dusty asked.

      “I need you to research a gang for me,” Kira answered. “They call themselves the Serpents. They’re based out of Czechia, and I need to know where they’re operating stateside.”

      “I’ll see what I kind find,” Dusty said.

      “Thanks.” Kira hung up and then grabbed her computer and searched for The Waterfront Hotel she found in Dakota’s research.

      Before Kira could find anything useful, her phone buzzed. She recognized the number and quickly answered.

      “Hey,” Kira said. “Everything all right?”

      “No,” a woman answered, frantic. “She’s crying and screaming, and I don’t know what to do, Kira.”

      Kira heard the shouting in the background. “It’s all right; I’m on my way over.”

      “Hurry, please, I think she might… hurt herself,” she said.

      “Just keep an eye on her and try to calm her down,” Kira said. “I’ll be there soon.”

      Kira flipped the lights and then made a U-turn. This wasn’t the kind of surprise she wanted today, but since when did she ever have an easy day at work?
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      Citrus Groves Community was one of the nicer trailer parks in the area. They did their best to keep residents safe, most of whom were simply trying to keep their heads above water. It was a place where people enjoyed their peace and quiet, so when Kira pulled up to the Rivers’ trailer and saw the landlord standing outside, she knew it was bad.

      “Alice, this is the second time this week!” the landlord screamed. “The people here don’t want the kind of trouble you’re bringing!”

      “She’s not trouble!” Alice Rivers said, shouting from her doorstep. “She’s just going through a hard time. We told you the circumstances when we moved in.”

      “I know you did,” he said, “but this is getting out of hand.”

      Alice grimaced and then saw Kira approaching, and she waved her arm. “Kira!”

      Kira jogged over. “Hey, sorry, is she inside?”

      “Yes, thank you for coming,” Alice answered and then turned back to the landlord. “We’ll handle it.”

      “This is the last time, Alice! I’m warning you!” he said and then stomped off.

      When Kira stepped inside the trailer, the screaming intensified. She winced from the noise and followed the screams toward a small bedroom off the left of the hallway that led into the back of the trailer.

      The door was closed, so Kira knocked as she shouted. “Missy? Missy, it’s Kira!”

      “Go away!” Missy shouted.

      “She’s been like that for the past hour,” Alice said, frazzled. “I didn’t know what to do, I didn’t know who else to call—”

      “Alice, it’s fine,” Kira said, and then she knocked on the door again. “Missy, please open the door; we need to talk. Remember? Talking about it is good.”

      The screaming stopped, and Kira’s ears were ringing when the door opened a crack. Missy, the twelve-year-old girl responsible for the siren-like wails, appeared in the sliver of the opening. It was clear she’d been crying, even from Kira’s limited view.

      “Can I come in?” Kira asked.

      Missy stared at Kira, contemplating the request, and then opened the door and retreated to her bed. Kira entered, stepped over the dirty clothes on the floor, and joined Missy on the bed.

      “I had another nightmare about him,” Missy said, clutching her pillow against her chest. “It was so vivid. It was like I was back there.”

      “I’m sorry you had to go through that,” Kira said, gently stroking the girl’s hair.

      “I know it’s not real, but…” Missy looked up at Kira with tear-filled eyes. “It felt real, you know?”

      “Sweetie,” Kira said, her heart breaking, “what happened to you, what you went through, was beyond what anyone could imagine. It was the worst kind of evil. But you survived. You made it, and you’re safe now.”

      “I don’t feel safe,” Missy said. “I keep thinking he’s going to bust down the door and take me again.” She stared at the carpet, her voice a whisper. “Even though I know he’s dead.”

      Missy Rivers was the twelve-year-old girl on the last case Kira had worked before her leave of absence. Kira had found her naked with her hands and feet tied together, and the monster who had abducted her, Darren Thompson, was standing over her, naked as well.

      The scene was still seared into Kira’s mind, but she couldn’t imagine what it was like inside of Missy’s head.

      “I can’t stop thinking about what I did,” Missy said.

      Kira tensed.

      “I see the gun in my hand sometimes,” Missy said. “And I hear the gunshot.”

      Kira was transported back to the night she found Missy and Darren. Darren had charged her, knocking Kira off balance, and she had dropped her gun. The pair grappled on the floor, beating one another with the ferocity of dying animals.

      “Listen to me.” Kira held Missy’s shoulders. “You did nothing wrong. Nothing.”

      “I know,” Missy said. “I’m glad I killed him.”

      It was a complicated situation, but Kira had done everything possible to keep Missy out of the spotlight. The girl had been through enough.

      “It’s okay to feel that way,” Kira said. “But remember what I told you? About keeping what happened a secret?”

      Missy nodded, and Alice appeared in the doorway.

      “I know your mother is so happy to have you home,” Kira said.

      “I am,” Alice said, fighting back the tears. “So happy, sweetie, you have no idea.”

      Missy wiped her eyes, her voice hoarse from the screaming. “I’m sorry I was yelling.”

      Alice immediately rushed forward and dropped to her knees in front of her daughter. “You don’t have anything to apologize for, Missy. Nothing. I love you. And I am here for whatever you need.”

      “Mommy?” Missy started to cry. “I think I’m broken.”

      “Oh, sweet girl.” Alice pulled her daughter closer and hugged her tight. “You are not broken. You are perfect. You are strong, and you will get through this.”

      “Your mom’s right,” Kira said. “It’s hard to see it now, but you will feel better one day. But it’s okay that you don’t feel that way now.”

      Missy sniffled and rubbed her eyes tiredly. “I think I’m going to lie down.” She wiggled over to her pillow.

      Kira stood, and Alice pulled the sheets over Missy, tucking her in.

      “I love you,” Alice said.

      “I love you, too, Mom,” Missy said. “And I love you, too, Kira.”

      “Right back at you, kiddo,” Kira said.

      Alice followed Kira out of the room and shut the door behind her. Kira gestured to the front door, and Alice nodded.

      A few neighbors were still glancing at the Rivers’ trailer from their windows, but it seemed now that Missy had calmed down, people’s interest had waned.

      “I’m sorry about this,” Alice said.

      “Stop apologizing,” Kira said. “I’m happy to help.”

      “I know it’s only been a few months, but she’s still having a really hard time,” Alice said.

      “Have her sessions with the therapist helped?” Kira asked.

      Alice scoffed. “You mean the social worker she talks to? No. Not really. I don’t think the woman knows what she’s doing. Every time Missy comes back from one of their sessions, she seems worse. I don’t know if she should talk to her anymore.”

      “Have you tried requesting a different person?” Kira asked.

      “I put in a request, but no one got back to me,” Alice answered.

      Kira knew how bad the system was overworked and underfunded. There simply weren’t enough resources to go around and too many folks who needed help. Folks like Missy.

      Kira reached into her pocket, removed a business card, and handed it to Alice. “Call her. She’s a therapist who helps people with the kind of trauma Missy experienced.”

      “Oh, we can’t afford a private practice therapist,” Alice said.

      “Just mention my name,” Kira said. “She won’t charge you. She owes me a favor.”

      “Are you serious?” Alice asked in disbelief. “Thank you so much, I don’t—” She covered her mouth with a trembling hand.

      Kira stepped forward to comfort the mother. “I’m happy to help. Really.”

      “Everything you’ve done, it’s just been… I can never repay you,” Alice said.

      “And you won’t have to,” Kira said. “Missy will get better. And this therapist will really be able to help. I promise. I’ve seen her do unbelievable work.”

      Alice nodded. “Thank you, Kira. Thank you so much.”

      “If the landlord gives you any grief, just let me know,” Kira said. “I’m sure I could plant some drugs on him to give you some leverage.” She winked, and Alice laughed. “And don’t ever be afraid to call me for help.”

      “Kira?” Alice asked, sheepish. “Does anyone know she—”

      “No,” Kira answered. “No one suspects a thing.”

      Alice nodded, and after a long hug, Kira returned to the car as Alice Rivers stepped back into her trailer. Kira sat quietly in the car for a moment, thinking about the hard road Missy was on, a road she never should have been put on in the first place.

      But Darren Thompson hadn’t cared about what Missy wanted. He hadn’t thought about the trauma he would inflict on the girl. Men like him never did.

      And even though Kira knew no jury would have found Missy guilty of shooting Darren Thompson, the girl had been through enough trauma. So, Kira coached Missy before the cavalry arrived to say that it was Kira who had fired the weapon. And with Kira’s history on the job, no one even bothered to double-check.

      Kira’s superiors might have wondered why she worked the way she did, why she pushed so hard, why she never settled for no. It was because of the aftermath Kira witnessed after she brought someone home.

      Kira had no regrets or guilt about Darren Thompson’s death or the coverup. Her conscious was clear. She only hoped Missy realized the man and the pain he caused her weren’t worth her time.

      And while Lapinsky and the Bureau might not have agreed with how she had handled the case, Kira knew with one hundred percent certainty she would have done it again. No questions asked.

      Kira started the car and headed for The Waterfront, where she hoped to learn more information about what happened to Dakota Logan before another life was ruined.
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      The moment Kira pulled up to the drop-off circle at the front lobby of The Waterfront, she knew she was about to step into a different world. Her federally issued Buick was a stain amongst the luxury vehicles the valet was used to parking.

      It seemed there was an employee for everything, to open your car door, to take your keys, to open the front doors, and to offer a complimentary beverage before you walked to the front desk where you were greeted with the tenth smiling face within ninety seconds.

      “Hello,” the receptionist at the desk tilted his head to the side when he spoke as if the rest of the world was slanted. “How can I help you?”

      Kira flashed her FBI badge, which was the only reason she was granted entry in the first place. “I’m looking or a young woman named Dakota Logan. I need to know if she’s been here recently.”

      “Oh, um, of course.” The receptionist was a tall, lean young man with bone-thin fingers that looked so delicate they’d break if you tried to grab them. He typed quickly into his computer and shook his head. “I’m not seeing any reservations under that name? Could it be under a different one?”

      Kira flashed Dakota’s photograph to the receptionist. “Did you see her yesterday? Or last night? Any point over the past few days, weeks?”

      The receptionist shook his head, his eyes wide as saucers. “No, I’m sorry, I don’t recognize her.”

      Kira tucked the picture back into her pocket and then glanced around the rest of the lobby. There were several security cameras, and with the multiple angles, it would be nearly impossible for someone not to be seen if they stepped through the front door.

      “I need to speak to your head of security,” Kira said.

      “Of course, I’ll let them know to come down,” he said.

      Kira turned away from the receptionist and glanced around the lobby. Because it was mid-morning, the area was empty except for the woman sitting alone at the bar across the lobby.

      She must have been in her late twenties. Blond hair, blue eyes, and a knock-out figure, which she highlighted in a sundress. The red lipstick, seductive eyeshadow, and lack of tan lines created the image every teenage boy conjured up in his dreams. With time to kill, Kira approached the woman.

      The moment blondie locked eyes with Kira, she stiffened, but she quickly recovered with a disarming smile. “Can I help you?”

      “I’m not a client,” Kira said.

      “Not yet,” Blondie replied, with a seductive wink and a flirtatious laugh.

      “Never,” Kira said, flashing the badge.

      The bartender set a martini in front of the blonde and then turned his attention to Kira. “Can I get you anything?”

      “No, thank you,” Kira answered.

      “Thanks, Tommy,” the blonde said, reaching for the glass and taking a sip, leaving a print of red lipstick on the edge of the glass before she set it down. “You’ll forgive a girl her jokes. It’s been a rather boring day. I’m waiting for my husband—”

      “You can save the backstory,” Kira said. “I don’t care about your profession. I’d normally offer you resources or a way out, but you seem to be doing just fine on your own.”

      The blonde was nervous, but this obviously wasn’t her first run-in with law enforcement. She knew how to play the game, and until money exchanged hands, there was nothing Kira could do, even if she wanted to.

      “What do you want?” the woman asked.

      “I’m looking for a girl,” Kira answered and showed her Dakota’s photograph. “Have you seen her?”

      Kira studied the woman intently, and there was clearly a hint of recognition in her eyes. But the blonde was a practiced poker player, gambling every day with her life, so she knew how to hide her hand.

      “Nope, never seen her,” Blondie answered.

      “Hey,” Kira said. “She’s a kid. Like you were once. So, if you know something, then you need to tell me.”

      The woman dropped the pleasantries. “I’m afraid I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Kira didn’t buy it. “Listen, if you think of anything, call me.” She placed her business card next to the woman’s martini. “Anything at all.”

      Commotion in the lobby pulled Kira’s attention away from the hooker, and she saw a large group of people chatting and making their way to the bar. The men dressed in suits and ties, and the women donned dresses or pantsuits.

      Blondie downed the rest of her drink and then gracefully slipped off her barstool and brushed past Kira.

      Kira watched the blonde maneuver her way through the crowd and single out an older gentleman who was fat and balding.

      The blonde kissed him on the cheek and then whispered something into his ear that made the old-timer grin. He immediately took her by the arm and led her toward the elevators.

      Kira glanced to the empty seat where the blonde had sat and saw her card missing. She hoped it would turn into something.

      The crowd gathered around the bar, engulfing Kira on either side, and she caught a glimpse of the nametags as people circled the bar. At the top corner of each name tag was the same insignia, which read “USF Board of Trustees.”

      Kira tapped a woman on the shoulder and flashed a friendly smile. “What’s with the big group?”

      “Oh, we’re with the USF Board of Trustees,” she replied happily. “We just had our yearly budget meeting, and our fundraising was doubled from last year. So, we’re celebrating!”

      “Cheers!” Kira said, and then she noticed three men approach the receptionist in the lobby, and Kira pegged them as security. “Excuse me.”

      Kira walked toward the security manager, who was a stockily built man, and carried himself as though he might have been ex-law enforcement. He had stern features and a focused gaze designed for intimidation.

      “Can I help you?” the security manager asked.

      Kira again showed her badge. “I need to review your security footage for the past seventy-two hours.”

      “We only hold the footage for twelve hours,” the manager said.

      Kira arched an eyebrow. “That’s it?”

      “And I’ll need to see a warrant before I can give you access to the footage,” he replied.

      Kira narrowed her gaze. “Are you serious?”

      “I’m afraid so, Agent Lockhart.”

      Kira glanced down at the security manager’s name tag, and she couldn’t help but wonder if she was being stonewalled. “I can come back with a warrant, Mr. Tatum, but I think it would behoove both you and your employer to cooperate.”

      “Our number one priority is the security and privacy of our guests,” Tatum replied. “I’m not willing to sacrifice their privacy for your professional courtesy.”

      Kira nodded. If the man wanted to paint a target on his back, then so be it. “Have it your way, Blackwater.”

      Tatum nodded. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, Agent Lockhart.”

      Tatum vanished, leaving Kira alone in the lobby. She glanced back to the skeleton receptionist, who flashed another nervous smile.

      Kira looked to the group of board members at the bar. She thought of the three girls Dakota had been searching for who also happened to be former members of the same college. Coincidences were rare in Kira’s line of work.

      Outside, the valet grabbed Kira’s car as she pondered the connection. Her train of thought was disrupted when Dusty called.

      “What’s up?” Kira asked.

      “I did some research on that gang,” Dusty said. “Looks like the Serpents are largely based in the Czech Republic but have made inroads into Miami.”

      “Any known groups in our area?” Kira asked.

      “None,” Dusty answered.

      “Looks like they’re expanding then,” Kira replied.

      “I spoke with the field office down in Miami, and they were unaware of any operations in our area,” Dusty answered.

      “Someone fell asleep on the job,” Kira said. “Did they give you anything useful?”

      “They told me the gang typically purchases a run-down marina to operate out of,” Dusty answered. “I scoured local real estate records and only found one marina bought and sold over the past six months. Do you want the address?”

      “Like a fat kid who wants cake,” Kira answered.
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      Captain’s Harbor was one of dozens of marinas nestled along the coast of Tampa Bay. It was a smaller marina and run down, but it gave priceless access to the ocean, and a means for traffickers to discreetly and successfully move the bodies they ferried in and out of the country.

      Coastal towns were favored by human trafficking organizations because they granted them the protection the vastness of the ocean provided. Because as advanced as radar had progressed over the years, it was impossible for any navy or coast guard to catch every vessel coming in and out of the country, and even if they did, searching the boats from bow to stern would be far too complicated and time-consuming.

      The best way to stop trafficking wasn’t to endlessly patrol the waterways; it was to cut off access to ports like this because if there was nowhere for the traffickers to go, then there was no place for them to unload their merchandise. It was a simple strategy, yet effective.

      But the only way to bring down a place like this was to find evidence, and Kira kept her eyes open as she parked and stepped foot onto the docks of Captain’s Harbor.

      A few pelicans sat perched at the end on pillars, the dock’s wooden slats covered in old and dried droppings, which transformed a once-proud oak color into a mosaic of white and gray bird shit.

      The security around the marina wasn’t tight. Kira noticed a few cameras, and what fencing they had was chain-link without any barbed wire and with more than one hole people could sneak through.

      If this place was run by the Serpents, then they must have just bought it because gangs liked to keep a tight hold on their territory. Unless this wasn’t their marina.

      Water gently lapped against the hulls of the boats, which mostly consisted of smaller fishing vessels. Fishing boats were often popular with smugglers because they granted plenty of places to hide cargo, and if they buried it beneath the fish, it often made it difficult for the dogs to sniff out.

      As sophisticated as law enforcement technology had grown, the ingenuity of smugglers was never-ending. Kira had once seen a smuggler cover the people he was trafficking with fish guts and force them to lay beneath a false bottom of the boat. He had done it for years, and the only reason he was finally caught was when one of the people below started screaming during a standard port check by the coast guard.

      Kira never doubted or underestimated the enemy she was up against. Because whenever large amounts of money were involved, the lengths to which people would go to break the law were far-reaching.

      Most of the boats in the marina were empty, but Kira spied a few workers cleaning one of the boats, and Kira veered in their direction.

      “Hi,” Kira said, holding off on showing her badge just yet. The workers were all Hispanic, and she didn’t want to make any of them uneasy. “Is this your boat?”

      “No.” One of the men, a worker in a black baseball cap, shook out a net over the side of the boat, dumping some seaweed back into the water.

      “Do you work them?” Kira asked.

      “Just clean,” the man in the black hat answered. “If you want a charter, you go to the office.” He gestured to a small wooden structure near the entrance to the docks.

      Kira nodded and stepped closer. “Who do you all work for? The marina?”

      “Si,” he answered.

      “Who hired you?” Kira asked.

      The other workers exchanged worried glances but continued with their jobs. Black hat stopped what he was doing.

      “We all have green cards,” he said firmly. “We are here to work, not to cause trouble.”

      Kira held up her hands. She wasn’t here on a witch hunt. “I understand. I’m looking for a girl.” She showed the men Dakota’s picture. “Have you seen her here?”

      Everyone shook their heads, but none of them stared at the photograph for very long, except for Black Hat.

      “Do you know her?” Kira asked.

      “No,” Black Hat answered.

      “What about other girls?” Kira asked. “Young, pretty girls? Seen any of them around here while you’re working.”

      “No.” Black Hat wasn’t even looking at her anymore. He either didn’t know anything and simply wanted to finish his work, or he had seen something, and he didn’t want to cause trouble for himself or his crew.

      “You know, if you’re here to work, that means you’re a part of this community,” Kira said. “And community looks after one another.”

      Black Hat stopped his work and then looked up at Kira. It was rare in her line of work where she had an opportunity to appeal to a person’s better nature. Most of the people she interacted with were criminals with the cruelest of intentions.

      “I haven’t seen anything,” Black Hat answered quietly. “But if you want to know something, go to the front office.” He again gestured to the boathouse-type structure at the front of the docks.

      Kira nodded. “I appreciate your time.” She left Black Hat and his crew to do their work and made a few quick laps around the docks, peering into the boats as best she could without boarding them. She was still without a warrant, and just like the security manager at The Waterfront pointed out, she would be hard-pressed to prove anything in court if she went against procedure in this instance.

      But still, as Kira glanced down into the boats she passed, she couldn’t help but wonder if any of them had smuggled people.

      Kira had witnessed the fear of those who were smuggled firsthand. The travel was rough and dangerous. Many of them had been tricked into thinking they were heading for a better life, like Honza, only to be bought and sold like a piece of meat.

      But whether those people believed they were going toward a better life or stolen from the one they had known, the fear was all the same.

      Fear was a trafficker’s best friend. It was their main source of control and power. Hell, fear was the main source of control for most of the world. People allowed themselves to be controlled by fear every day.

      Kira understood fear because it lived deep within her soul. The fear of losing an innocent life whose future was cut short was a crushing weight on her conscious, and the only way she knew to get rid of it was to keep pushing as fast and as hard as she could, regardless of how it made everyone else feel.

      Kira lived and breathed the job. For her, there was nothing else, and she believed there never would be.

      Unable to find any damning evidence from her observations, Kira headed for the front office but was cut short when five men, all dressed in suits, stepped out of a sedan in the parking lot.

      Each of them was of similar size and stature, but what Kira noticed before anything else was the tattoo on their necks: stars circling a flame. They were all members of the Serpents.

      “I didn’t know it was black tie today,” Kira said as the men approached her. “I guess I’ve been kicked off the group chat.”

      The men stared at her with the standard intimidation techniques, which Kira had seen a million times—stoic expressions, puffed-up chest, circling her to make her feel trapped. But just like the fear buried deep inside of her, there was anger, too. And her anger hoped one of them would be stupid enough to try something.

      “This is private property,” one of the goons said. “You need to leave. Now.”

      Kira assessed her options. She could make a scene, try to provoke one of them, which would give her all she needed to bring one of them down to the local precinct where she would attempt to question them, but they would simply stonewall her until a lawyer showed up to bail them out.

      “I was just looking for a charter,” Kira said. “I was told to speak to someone in the front office.”

      “The office is closed,” the goon said. “Leave. Now.”

      “Right,” Kira said.

      None of the thugs moved as Kira walked between them and returned to her car. She backed out of the parking lot, the goons watching her until she was gone, but once Kira was out of sight, she doubled back and found a spot on a corner where she still had a view of the marina.

      Kira had to squint, but she saw the group of suits head toward the building where Black Hat had told her to go. She reached for her phone and was about to fire off a text to Dusty when he called her.

      “Your ears must have been burning,” Kira said. “I need you to find some dirt on—”

      “Kira,” Dusty said.

      It was rare for Dusty to use her first name, but when he did, it was always followed by bad news.

      “What?” Kira asked.

      “I just got a call from Tampa PD,” Dusty answered. “They found a body.”
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      Kira’s stomach somersaulted. “Is it our girl?”

      “Don’t know yet,” Dusty answered. “But the coroner is on the scene, and it won’t be long before media gets a hold of it.”

      All Kira thought about was Mrs. Logan watching the news, hearing about a young girl being pulled out of the water.

      “Give the mother a call,” Kira said, driving back onto the road. “Tell her we need some more information about Dakota’s childhood, anything, just keep her distracted.”

      “Got it,” Dusty said.

      The call ended, and Kira flipped her lights as she hit the gas. Traffic parted for her as she weaved between the lanes, pressing the accelerator to the floor. She gripped the steering wheel tight, her body rigid and her stomach still doing backflips.

      Despite Kira’s skilled investigation abilities, she wasn’t able to bring home every person she was sent to find. There were always people who fell through the cracks. But Kira always believed the harder she worked, the faster she processed evidence, the higher the chance of recovery.

      However, reality often had other plans.

      Time was an investigator’s worst enemy. It always marched forward, irreverent to anyone or anything. It was singular in its mission, much like Kira, but unlike Kira, time never needed to sleep, take a break, or became tired or frustrated. It was unbeatable.

      Kira saw the police vehicles and crowds gathered off the side of the road where the body had been found along the highway that ran across the bay. Traffic had slowed because of looky-loos and had backed traffic all the way to the bridge.

      Both Maples and Kershaw were on scene, and they waved to her from the rocky shores. She stepped beneath the yellow police tape flapping in the breeze. She felt her breath shorten and her heart hammer quickly as she neared the edge.

      “We don’t know if it’s her yet,” Kershaw said, reading Kira’s thoughts.

      “But we know the victim is female,” Kira replied.

      “Yes,” Maples said. “We also followed up with VICE about the other girls on Dakota’s list. They didn’t recognize them.”

      “Really?” Kira asked.

      “They said if they’re working, they might be more high-profile escorts,” Maples said. “I guess that’s a burgeoning business these days.”

      Kira thought about the woman she had seen at The Waterfront. “Is the ME already on sight?”

      Kershaw pointed to the cluster of people around the body. “That would be Ken Jackson. He’s kneeling by her head.”

      Kira couldn’t really see the man’s face because of the other forensic techs surrounding the body, but she did see someone kneeling. “I don’t know him.”

      “He’s new,” Maples said. “Transferred over here from Jacksonville.”

      “Mind if I go down to take a look?” Kira asked.

      “I don’t, but he does,” Kershaw answered. “Bastard kicked us out so he could ‘work.’” Kershaw made sure to roll her eyes as she performed her air quotes, but Kira wasn’t in the mood to heap on the bullshit. She just wanted answers, and she was willing to risk pissing off the new guy to get them.

      Kira carefully descended the uneven rocks, nearly twisting her ankle twice. Thankfully, the gulf waters were calm, so the waves weren’t violently splashing up against the rocks as she neared the water’s edge. But the moment Kira was close, the new ME jerked up his head and thrust out his hand.

      “I need you to stay back, Detective,” he said.

      “It’s FBI Agent Lockhart,” Kira said. “What can you tell me?”

      Jackson returned his attention back to the girl. “I didn’t know the Feds were interested in stuff like this.”

      Kira didn’t know what Jackson meant, but she avoided a button-pushing response and stuck to her guns. “I need to know if it’s a missing girl I’ve been looking for. I’d like to be able to tell the mother if her daughter is still alive or not before she finds out on television.”

      Jackson softened a bit and then nodded. “Female. Aged between sixteen and twenty-four, I’d say. She has some bruising around the pelvis associated with sexual abuse or rape, but any fluids would have been washed away by this time. She hasn’t been dead for very long. No bullet or knife wounds that I can see, and no cause of death yet.”

      Kira stepped closer and saw Jackson rotate the skull. The girls’ eyes were closed, thankfully. Kira wasn’t the queasy type, but it always bothered her when a dead person’s eyes remained open.

      “She has some tattoos, a few piercings—”

      “What kind of tattoos?” Kira asked, perking up.

      “Two on her leg, they look like roses, and one tattoo on the side of her neck of a flame circled by stars, and a tattoo on the back of her neck of a heart with a knife through it,” Jackson said.

      Kira shut her eyes, knowing this wasn’t Dakota Logan. It was Michelle Calvary.

      “I’m not sure if that’s good news or bad news,” Jackson said.

      “A girl is dead,” Kira said. “I’d say that’s bad news. But it’s not the girl we’re looking for. Keep us updated on anything else that might help us ID her.”

      “Sure thing, boss.” Jackson cracked a smile, and Kira couldn’t be certain, but she noted a hint of flirtation.

      Kira ignored the advance and climbed back up to the top of the rocky hill to rejoin the detectives.

      “It’s not Dakota,” Kira said.

      “You’re sure?” Maples asked.

      “The victim down there has multiple tattoos along her body,” Kira answered. “Dakota doesn’t have any tattoos.”

      “Right, well, that’s some good news,” Kershaw said, and then she noticed Kira’s frown. “Right?”

      “It’s Michelle Calvary,” Kira said. “One of the girls Dakota had written on that sticky note.”

      “Shit,” Maples said.

      Kira glanced back down at the body on the rocks. She was pale, her flesh slightly waxy yet saggy from being in the water. “Yeah, shit.”

      “You’re sure?” Kershaw asked, surprised.

      “Michelle Calvary’s missing person file described a tattoo on the back of her neck, which matches our victim down there,” Kira answered. “We’ll run a DNA test to confirm, but I’m confident it’s her.”

      “Jesus,” Kershaw said. “What the hell did our girl get into?”

      Maples narrowed his eyes at Kira. “But that’s not all, is it?”

      What came next wasn’t a part of the job Kira enjoyed, but she’d be lying if she didn’t say she enjoyed being the one in charge. She was just able to move a case forward so much quicker when she was the lead investigator.

      “I have reason to believe Dakota has been abducted by a trafficking gang called the Serpents,” Kira answered. “They’re identified by a tattoo on their neck of a ring of stars circling a flame. Michelle Calvary has the same tattoo on her neck.”

      “That’s a bit of a stretch,” Kershaw said.

      “I also have a witness who can go on record of talking to Dakota as an indentured servant of the Serpents at one of their businesses,” Kira said. “I think the gang found out she was snooping around and took her.”

      “So that’s it, we’re out?” Kershaw asked. “C’mon, Kira, that’s bullshit.”

      “I’ll let you know if I need anything,” Kira answered.

      It was harsh, but the quickest and easiest way for everyone to move forward was to rip off the Band-Aid quickly.

      Kershaw had always been the fierier one between the two detectives, so Kira wasn’t surprised when she stormed off, muttering profanities beneath her breath. She expected Maples to leave and join his partner, but he stayed.

      “You know it’s not my call,” Kira said. “Jurisdiction—”

      “I understand,” Maples said.

      Kira was thrown by his response. She stood there, self-conscious at the way he looked at her, and then she cleared her throat. “Well, I should get going—”

      “We dated for a year, Kira,” Maples said.

      Kira shut her eyes. “I don’t want to do this now. I told you—”

      “I know what you told me,” Maples said. “And now it’s my turn to tell you something.” He stepped closer and kept his voice low. “I know you wanted to keep things casual, but that’s hard to do after a year of hooking up.”

      “Look, if I hurt you, I’m sorry,” Kira said. “That was never my intention.”

      “And what was your intention?” Maples asked. “Because despite what you might have thought we were, it was more than just a fling, and it was more than hooking up. Deep down, I know you felt it, too. I know you don’t like to work with a partner, but if you keep going at this alone for much longer, you’ll lose yourself. I know how hard it was for you… after the loss of your daughter.”

      Kira tensed. Even after five years, the wound was still fresh.

      “But cutting yourself off from the rest of the world is no way to live,” Maples said.

      “Sometimes it’s better to be alone so you don’t lose anything,” Kira said.

      “Maybe,” Maples said. “But you’ll never gain anything either.”

      Maples stepped back and then joined his partner by their cruiser. Kira stood there and watched the detectives leave.

      It was rare for anyone to get a peek behind the curtain of Kira’s life, but she knew Maples had seen more of her than she had wanted. And it wasn’t the first time today someone had told her she needed to open up.

      “Hey,” Jackson nudged Kira’s arm, surprising her. “I’m all done. We’ll take her back to the lab, give her a full checkup.”

      “She’s dead,” Kira said. “Not sure what good that will do.”

      Jackson grinned. “You’re serious all the time, aren’t you?”

      Kira wasn’t in the mood for games. “Send the information to our field office when you’re done with your report. It’ll be forwarded to me automatically.”

      “Okay,” he said. “I’m Ken Jackson, by the way.” He extended his hand, but Kira ignored it.

      “I know who you are,” Kira said.

      “Right, well, I did find something else.” Jackson handed Kira a phone wrapped in a plastic evidence bag. “It was the only thing on her besides what remained of her clothes,” Jackson said. “It was tucked inside her pants pretty good, but there had to have been some amount of luck that it stayed on her from wherever she floated.”

      Kira examined the phone. The screen was smashed, and the battery had been removed. “Thanks.”

      “Happy to help, Agent Lockhart,” Jackson said, and then he smiled again before he walked away.

      The grin seemed out of place, considering he’d just performed a field autopsy on a dead girl, but all MEs were weird. She had more pressing matters, like figuring out if there was anything useful on the phone that she could use to find Dakota before they found her body floating in the bay next.
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      When Kira returned to the field office, she was greeted with the usual dosage of prickly stares, but she paid them no mind. The only thing she was concerned about was catching up on anything they needed to know about the Serpents gang, but there was one thing she needed to check first.

      “Dusty,” Kira said, coming up on his desk quickly. “I need everything about the Serpents. Known affiliates, areas of interest, where they operate—”

      “It’s already in your inbox,” Dusty said.

      Kira relaxed. She should have known Dusty would have been on top of his game. The pair had fallen into a nice rhythm working together. They had reached the point where they could read one another’s thoughts and anticipate their needs before they were spoken aloud.

      “What’d you find?” Kira asked.

      The Bureau did its best to track the territories where trafficking organizations operated. Typically, one gang would have two base locations for shipping and receiving, and if they found success, they would grow to other areas.

      Kira and the rest of the Bureau hoped to stomp out the organizations before they had a chance to spread. They grew like aggressive cancer, eating away at the flesh of communities until there was nothing but decay.

      Dusty pulled up the map of the Serpent’s territories and saw they were relegated to Miami and southern Czechia.

      “I also found a dummy corporation that owns the marina,” Dusty said. “Turns out it’s a shell corporation based out of the Czech Republic, and all theories point to ownership by the Serpents.”

      “Yeah, that place has their fingerprints all over it,” Kira said.

      “In addition to the marina, the dummy corporation also owns one other building in the area,” Dusty said. “Lokal.”

      “The restaurant where I found Honza?” Kira asked.

      “One and the same,” Dusty answered. “This dummy corp is a different one than the Serpents uses down in Miami, but because of the connections you’ve seen on the ground, I think it’s safe to say they own this one, too.”

      “So, the Serpents are expanding operations from Miami,” Kira said, drumming her fingers on her desk as she tried to think. “Why?”

      “What do you mean?” Dusty asked.

      “Why come to Tampa?” Kira asked. “Miami obviously has a larger market, more ports.”

      “But they’re busier,” Dusty answered. “Maybe they’re looking for more low-key ports.”

      “But why us? Tampa is still a large city, and there are other smaller ports where they would have success if they wanted to stay off-grid,” Kira said, and then she realized something. “The colleges.” She looked to Dusty. “The three girls Dakota was looking for were all USF students. And there are tons of other smaller colleges in the area. They’re looking for breeding grounds of young women.”

      “It’s possible, but they would have to know if they abducted too many, then authorities would grow suspicious,” Dusty said.

      “Not if they were careful about it,” Kira said. “Think about it. All of these young girls, posting on social media, practically showing their entire lives and providing a cover spread for the Serpents to pick and choose who they want to ship off to their clients around the world. You and I both know how much money a young, pretty girl can go for at those black market auctions. Even if they kept their numbers low, they would be making a killing.”

      “I suppose,” Dusty said.

      Kira then typed on her computer and brought up the three girls Dakota was investigating. “And look at these women. All three of them are drop-dead gorgeous. They aren’t looking for quantity, they’re looking for quality, and our city and Miami can provide some of the best. It’s basically a college-girl buffet over here.”

      “I’ll try to do some more digging into their financials and see what else I can find on the web,” Dusty said. “If those girls were auctioned off, there will be a trail somewhere.”

      “Thanks,” Kira said, and then she remembered the phone. “Oh, and I have another project for you.” She placed the busted phone still in the evidence bag on his desk. “I need to see what you can find on that.”

      Dusty studied the phone for a moment and then looked up at Kira. “You’re joking.”

      “We found it on Michelle Calvary’s body,” Kira said. “I need to know if there’s anything useful on it.”

      Dusty picked the phone up. “It’s smashed and doesn’t have a battery.”

      “Yup, just let me know when you have something,” Kira said as she started to walk away.

      “I’m not a magician, Lock!” Dusty shouted.

      “I believe in you,” Kira said.

      When Kira returned to her desk, she considered the Serpents’ motives and how they might recruit college girls into their ranks. From what she could tell, they’d managed to remain off the radar for a long time. They seemed content to control their foothold in Czechia for decades. And their expansion into Miami had happened only five years ago. Considering the Serpents’ recent expansion into the Tampa Bay area, Kira had a feeling they were building up for something bigger. There had to be a reason they were making all of these moves now, and she wanted to know why.

      “Agent Lockhart?”

      Kira looked up from her walking and saw Pam Logan standing next to an escort from the front desk. “Mrs. Logan, I didn’t realize you were coming down. How are you?”

      “I’m okay, well, I guess as okay as I can be,” Mrs. Logan said.

      “Thanks for bringing her over, John; I can take it from here,” Kira said, nodding to their office administrator, who returned to his post.

      Kira guided Mrs. Logan to her desk and sat her down, taking the seat next to her.

      “I was getting restless at home, so I thought I’d come down here,” Mrs. Logan said, shaking her head. “I don’t know why I thought it was a good idea.”

      “It’s fine,” Kira said. “Whatever you need to do to keep yourself sane. You don’t have to explain it to other people.”

      Mrs. Logan twisted her hands around one another. “I just kept thinking about what Dakota might be going through right now, at this moment, you know? I keep thinking how scared she is, or if she’s hurt, and I just looked around at my apartment, sitting on my couch, with the A/C on and the TV going and—” She cut her rambling and shut her eyes. She took a breath. “I just feel like if she’s not comfortable, why should I be?”

      “I understand,” Kira answered.

      Mrs. Logan continued to fiddle with her hands, and Kira sensed there was something else on the mother’s mind.

      “If there’s anything you need to talk about, Pam, you can tell me,” Kira said.

      “I looked you up,” Mrs. Logan said. “I saw what happened to your daughter in New York.”

      Kira’s expression slackened, but she didn’t lose her cool. “What did you read?”

      “That your daughter was away at college,” Mrs. Logan said. “Like mine. And how they were both the same age.”

      Kira nodded. “And you also saw that my daughter died.”

      Mrs. Logan’s eyes watered. “It might make me feel like a terrible person, but you want to know what I thought when I read that? I thought, ‘God, I hope that doesn’t happen to me.’”

      Kira reached for Mrs. Logan’s hand. “It doesn’t make you a terrible person.”

      “I didn’t even think about how all of this might be difficult for you,” Mrs. Logan said, trying to collect herself. “I mean, how do you do it?”

      Kira had been trying to answer that question herself for the past five years. It was what so many people asked her during that first year back at work. And while she had never been able to properly answer it, she did find appeasement to the question.

      “Work keeps me busy,” Kira answered. “Just like how you’re looking for a distraction, I distract myself with my work. It doesn’t matter how similar an abduction might be to my own daughter’s; the only thing that matters is doing everything I can to bring the person home.”

      “This might be too forward of me to ask, but… What was it like? Losing your daughter?” Mrs. Logan asked and then immediately shook her head. “I don’t even know why I asked that. You don’t have to answer—”

      “You want to know because you want to try to prepare yourself for it,” Kira said. “Right?”

      “Yes,” Mrs. Logan answered.

      “There is nothing that prepares you for losing a child,” Kira said. “No matter how many times you might go over it in your head, again and again and again. There’s nothing that compares to the real thing. The best way I can describe it is losing a limb. The thing that was a part of you for so long is just… gone. But you can still feel it, even for years after it’s vanished. And you’re the only one who feels the emptiness. People wish you well and say how sorry they are for your loss, but they don’t understand. They can’t understand.”

      “I read you moved full time to human trafficking after your daughter’s funeral,” Mrs. Logan said. “Is that why you came here?”

      “Yes,” Kira answered. “I wanted to go to a place where I knew I could make a difference. And this was the first opening that would take me. I haven’t left since.”

      “How long has it been since you lost your daughter?” Mrs. Logan asked.

      “Five years,” Kira said. “In fact, the anniversary of when she died is coming up in a few days. People keep reminding me of it like I’d forget.” She shook her head. “You don’t forget something like that, and even if I could, I wouldn’t want to.”

      “No?” Mrs. Logan asked.

      “The pain reminds me my daughter was real,” Kira said. “It’s one of the only emotions that allows me to get close enough to touch her again. But that’s not something you’re going to have to go through.”

      Mrs. Logan rubbed her palms together in slow, rhythmic motions. She stared at the carpet, her eyes wide as saucers. She looked like she hadn’t slept in days, even though her daughter had only just gone missing. The pain, fear, and doubt were already eating away at her from the inside, just like cancer.

      “I hope you’re right,” Mrs. Logan said. “Deep down, I know I won’t know how to handle it until it happens. My mind just keeps circling the thought, though, you know?” She looked up at Kira. “I don’t want to lose my little girl.”

      When Mrs. Logan started to cry, Kira embraced the mother and held on tight until the moment of grief passed.

      “I will do everything I can to bring Dakota home,” Kira said. “I promise you.”

      “I know,” Mrs. Logan said. “I believe you. And I thank you.” She took a breath and then leaned back in her chair. “God, this has been the tenth time I’ve cried today, and it’s barely lunch.”

      “It’s going to be a roller coaster,” Kira said. “You hang on as tight as you can, all right? That is all you need to focus on at this point. You keep your hope alive.”

      “Is that what you did?” Mrs. Logan asked.

      Kira didn’t have the heart to tell Mrs. Logan what she did, how she went on a rage-induced stampede that nearly got herself killed along with a few FBI agents in her wake. But that wasn’t what the mother needed to hear right now.

      “Yes,” Kira answered.

      Mrs. Logan nodded. “You know, it’s funny. They have names for children who lost parents or a spouse who lost a partner, but there’s no name for a parent who has lost a child.”

      “There is,” Kira said. “Vilomah.”

      Mrs. Logan’s mouth trembled. “Vilomah. It sounds sad.”

      “That’s not a title you’re going to have to wear,” Kira answered. “Go home. Get some rest. The moment I learn anything, I’ll call you.”

      Mrs. Logan nodded, and then Kira walked her out of the building.

      “Oh, before you go,” Kira said. “There was a body found in the water. Don’t worry, it wasn’t Dakota. But it was a young woman. So, if you see it on the news, just know it’s not your daughter.”

      “But it’s someone’s daughter,” Mrs. Logan said.

      “Yes,” Kira said.

      “Vilomah,” Mrs. Logan said, repeating the word quietly. “Thank you, Agent Lockhart.”

      Kira watched Mrs. Logan board the bus at the end of the street and then return to her desk. She sat quietly for a moment, reflecting on how many mothers had lost children.

      And if Kira wanted to stop Mrs. Logan from losing her own, then she needed to find Dakota.

      Kira stepped around her desk to get to work, but before she sat down, she saw the note on her keyboard, written in red ink.

      I know what you did.

      A few moments passed before Kira blinked, thinking it was a mirage, but when the sticky note didn’t vanish, she ripped it off her keyboard and held it up for the rest of the office to see.

      “Who did this?” Kira asked angrily, drawing the attention of everyone within earshot. “I want to know who wrote this right now!”

      The rest of the agents in the office exchanged confused glances, and Kira’s frustration only worsened the longer the perpetrator remained silent.

      “Who the fuck wrote this!” Kira screamed.

      “Hey!” Dusty shouted, running over to her. “Whoa, calm down, all right, it was me.”

      Kira was in disbelief. “You?”

      “Yeah,” Dusty answered quietly, trying to get Kira to lower her voice. “I saw you snag my yogurt before you went on leave, and I was just trying to be funny.”

      Kira deflated and nearly collapsed, but she remained upright. “You thought it was funny?”

      Dusty glanced down at the note, then at Kira. “Yeah, I thought you’d think it was funny, too, but I clearly missed the mark.” He frowned. “Are you all right?”

      Kira was far from fine, but she saw the eyes staring at her in the office, and she knew this outburst was just the kind of thing Boseman was hoping for her to do.

      “Shit.” Kira cradled her forehead. “Shit, shit, shit.” She stepped around Dusty, who followed her all the way to her desk.

      “You need to tell me what’s going on because you’re freaking me out,” Dusty said.

      Kira pointed to the sticky note. “This isn’t the first mysterious message I’ve received today.”

      “I’m not following,” Dusty said.

      “Since I’ve been on leave, I started to receive these letters,” Kira said. “They’re always anonymous, never signed, and they all say the same thing: I know what you did, and you’ll get yours.”

      Dusty frowned. “Why am I just hearing about this now? You need to tell Mackie—”

      “No,” Kira said. “I don’t want him involved.”

      “Kira, this is serious,” Dusty said. “You have a stalker.”

      “I have someone trying to get into my head, but it’s not going to work,” Kira said.

      Dusty tilted his head to the side. “Yeah, clearly.”

      “If I go to Mackie with this, then he’ll ask me to step away,” Kira said. “And I can’t do that right now, Dusty. I can’t.”

      “Kira,” Dusty said calmly, “I know how similar this case is to your own daughter’s. And as much as you might pretend it’s not bothering you—”

      “It’s not—”

      “No one would blame you if you passed on this one,” Dusty said.

      “Oh, don’t give me that look,” Kira said.

      “What look?” Dusty asked. “You mean the look that friends are supposed to give one another when they’re going through a hard time?”

      “Yeah,” Kira answered.

      “You can’t keep doing this to yourself,” Dusty answered.

      “Every case I take on is one more opportunity to find the people who took my little girl,” Kira said.

      Dusty dropped to a knee. “I know you never found the people responsible. And I know you see your daughter in every girl you chase. But you might have to accept the fact that you may never find the people who abducted your daughter.”

      “They didn’t just abduct her, Dusty; they stole her from me,” Kira said angrily. “They stole her future—they stole everything!” Kira pounded her fist on her desk, briefly silencing the room.

      “You’re chasing ghosts, Kira,” Dusty said. “And if you don’t stop, you’ll end up one yourself.”

      Kira chewed the inside of her cheek and then took a deep breath to settle her nerves. “I can do this.”

      Dusty straightened up. “Well, if you’re going to stay on, then let me look into this stalker for you. I assume you’ve already tested the letters for evidence?”

      “They come back clean,” Kira answered. “No DNA, nothing.”

      “So, we’re dealing with someone of above-average intelligence,” Dusty said.

      “Or someone with connections,” Kira replied, glancing around the office to the people who had never accepted her since she arrived.

      “I think you’re being paranoid,” Dusty said.

      “Am I?” Kira asked. “Because Boseman wouldn’t mind if I stayed on the sideline.”

      “Just let me do some research before you do anything rash, okay?” Dusty asked and then leaned a little closer when Kira didn’t reply. “Okay?”

      “Yes, okay,” Kira answered. “Now, go before I punch you in the face.”

      Dusty clapped Kira on the shoulder as he left.

      “Hey,” Kira said, causing Dusty to stop. “Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome,” Dusty said. “But one day, you’re going to have to actually listen to what other people are telling you, even if it goes against everything you want because it’s the right thing to do.”

      “Who told you that crock of shit?” Kira asked.

      “You did,” Dusty answered.

      Kira knocked on her desk. “Right.”

      “Be careful,” Dusty said, and then he was gone.

      Kira knew Dusty had a good point. But she wasn’t about to walk away from this case. Because while the Serpents might not have been responsible for the abduction of Kira’s daughter, they had stolen from another mother, and Kira refused to allow Dakota to share the same fate as her child.
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      It took a bit of coordination between Kira and Dusty, but they managed to track down and speak with all three sets of parents for Prika Nanjani, Chloe Peterson, and the now-deceased Michelle Calvary. And while it had been a few years for some of them, none of them turned down the opportunity to speak with Kira about their daughter’s disappearance.

      “Okay,” Dusty said, walking up to Kira’s desk. “They’re all here, waiting for you.”

      “Separate rooms?” Kira asked.

      “Yes, just as you requested,” Dusty answered. “Who do you want to start with first?”

      Kira only knew she wanted to speak with Michelle’s parents last. She wasn’t sure if they had seen the news yet, the story had just broken, but Michelle’s identity hadn’t yet been released.

      “I’ll start with the Nanjani family,” Kira said.

      Dusty escorted Kira to the small waiting room, where the Indian American couple sat close together in the far corner of the room. They both stood when Kira entered, but she quickly gestured for them to return to their seats.

      “Thank you so much for coming here, Mr. and Mrs. Nanjani,” Kira said.

      “Have you found her?” Mrs. Nanjani asked, desperate and nervous. “Did you find our little Prika?”

      “No,” Kira answered, and both parents deflated with disappointment. “But a case I’m working could be linked to your daughter’s disappearance from two years ago.”

      “Does this have anything to do with the girl found in the water?” Mr. Nanjani asked.

      “Potentially,” Kira answered.

      The Nanjanis both muttered something in their native tongue and then held each other’s hands.

      “I just want to know everything I can about who your daughter was,” Kira asked. “I’ve already looked through the investigation notes we borrowed from the local detectives who worked the case, but I wanted to hear it directly from you as well. Sometimes things get lost in the process.”

      “Those detectives told us there was nothing they could do,” Mrs. Nanjani said. “They said there wasn’t enough evidence, but I always believed they never cared.”

      “I can assure you that’s not the case with me,” Kira said.

      “You’ll have to forgive us,” Mr. Nanjani said. “We know it’s been two years, but for us, the wounds are still very fresh. Prika was our only child. We were told it would be very hard for us to conceive, so the fact that we managed to have her was a miracle. And when we lost her…”

      Mr. Nanjani bowed his head and cried quietly while his wife placed her arm around him. She whispered into his ear, and after a few moments, he collected himself. Kira handed him a tissue from the table.

      “Thank you,” Mr. Nanjani said.

      “I know it’s difficult to go back down this road,” Kira said. “To drudge up all of these memories and the feelings that go with them. But anything you can tell me about your daughter, anything you can remember, it could help me find another girl.”

      Kira knew there was no guarantee the Nanjanis’ daughter was still alive, and while Kira would continue to search for her, the priority was Dakota. But Kira had a feeling if she found Dakota, she’d find the other girls.

      “Prika was a pre-med student at USF,” Mrs. Nanjani said. “She was in her third year, and she was working so hard. Always studying, always reading, always trying to get as much information into her hands as possible.”

      Mr. Nanjani smiled. “She was always like that, even as a child. We never had to tell her to do her homework. She loved learning. She couldn’t get enough of it.”

      “She earned a scholarship to go to school there,” Mrs. Nanjani said. “We wanted to send her to a different school, but our finances were…”

      “We’re not rich people, Agent Lockhart,” Mr. Nanjani said. “But we wanted a better future for our daughter.”

      “The dream of all parents,” Kira said. “Did Prika’s scholarship cover all of her expenses?”

      “No, but we told her we had saved up money to help fill the gap, but…” Mr. Nanjani bowed his head.

      “We underestimated the cost of school,” Mrs. Nanjani said. “Our funds ran out after the second year. We didn’t know what to do because we knew how heartbroken Prika would have been if she learned she’d have to drop out.”

      “We couldn’t let that happen,” Mr. Nanjani said. “We started looking around for different ways for her to help finance her schooling but found nothing that would cover everything.”

      “We tried contacting banks to give us a loan, but the rates were too high, and our credit wasn’t the best,” Mrs. Nanjani said. “We were barely able to qualify for the government loans.”

      “Obviously, you figured something out,” Kira said. “Prika was still in school when she disappeared. How did you do it?”

      “We were contacted by an organization,” Mr. Nanjani said. “They told us they weren’t affiliated with the school but worked closely with the administration. They told us they would sponsor Prika if she met certain academic standards.”

      “She was doing so well in school we thought it made perfect sense, and we didn’t have anywhere else to go,” Mrs. Nanjani said.

      Kira knew how traffickers preyed on the financially vulnerable as a way to manipulate them into joining their ranks. But for a gang to go after the parents as a means to get to their child was a different kind of tactic Kira hadn’t seen before.

      “What was the name of the organization?” Kira asked.

      “Road to Enrollment,” Mr. Nanjani answered. “And they were good to their word. Our Prika didn’t have to drop out.”

      “How long before Prika vanished did you have this financial trouble?” Kira asked.

      The couple exchanged a quick glance before answering.

      “A few months,” Mr. Nanjani answered.

      “Did you notice any change in behavior from your daughter before she disappeared?” Kira asked. “Any mood swings, isolation, depression, that kind of thing?”

      “She was tired,” Mrs. Nanjani answered. “But she was studying eighteen hours a day, plus tutoring.”

      “Who did she tutor?” Kira asked.

      “It was part of her agreement with the Road to Enrollment,” Mr. Nanjani answered. “She helped tutor other students in the program to help get them back into school. Most of the students they sponsored had already dropped out due to financial hardships, but some of them had academic problems. Our daughter was just trying to help people. That’s all she wanted to do. It was the reason why she wanted to become a doctor. Why would someone want to hurt a child who only wanted to help?”

      Kira shook her head. “Evil doesn’t need a good reason, Mr. Nanjani. For some people, the ends justify the means, no matter what it might do to other people.”

      After that, the Nanjanis weren’t able to provide any other new information Kira hadn’t already read in Prika’s file. But she made sure not to rush the parents. It was important to Kira they felt heard. After two years with no results, it was the least she could offer.

      “Will we hear from you?” Mrs. Nanjani asked.

      “You will,” Kira answered. “Regardless of what happens or what I find, I will follow up. I promise.”

      Kira thanked them again and then had Dusty escort them out of the building while Kira focused on the next family, the Petersons.

      As Kira listened to the Petersons’ story, she realized the only difference between the two families was the color of their skin. Both sets of parents wanted a better future for their child, but while Prika Nanjani might have been gifted in academics, Chloe Peterson wasn’t as lucky.

      “She wanted to succeed,” Mr. Peterson said. “She tried harder than anyone, but I’m afraid she inherited my brains.”

      Mrs. Peterson rubbed her husband’s shoulder. “You were always too hard on yourself, same as Chloe.”

      “She got that from me, too,” Mr. Peterson said, offering a meek smile.

      “She ended up being kicked out because of her grades,” Mrs. Peterson said. “But she worked really hard to get back into school. There was this organization that helped her called Road to Enrollment.”

      Kira did her best to maintain her poker face at the mention of the program. “Did it work?”

      “It did,” Mr. Peterson answered. “She got back into school. She was so happy, and we couldn’t have been more proud.”

      And, just like the Nanjani girl, Chloe went missing a few weeks after being enrolled in the program.

      When Kira finished with the Peterson family, Kira stepped out of the room and took a moment to compose herself. She was beginning to think she already knew how the next conversation would go, but then she remembered this was the family whose daughter they had found washed up along the rocks of a highway earlier today.

      But, until they got the official word back from the medical examiner, Kira knew she had to keep her mouth shut.

      “Mr. and Mrs. Calvary,” Kira said, smiling politely as she entered the room. “Thank you so much for coming.”

      Mr. Calvary was a mountain of a man, dressed in a blue and greasy work shirt with Bob’s Automotive Repair logo written on the right breast pocket. He was balding but had a thick, wiry beard of brown and blond hair and a pair of strikingly blue eyes.

      “Did you find her?” Mr. Calvary asked, standing up. “Did you find Michelle?”

      “Thomas, please.” Mrs. Calvary gently touched her husband’s shoulder, and he obediently sat down. Compared to her husband, Mrs. Calvary was a small woman. Not just short, but petite as well, but she had the long neck of a ballerina, and the way she sat so gracefully in the wooden chair, Kira wondered if she was a dancer in her youth. “I’m sure she’ll tell us if they found her.”

      “I’m sorry,” Mr. Calvary answered, his voice so deep it sounded like it hurt the man just to speak. “I’ve had so many questions running through my head since Gracie called me—” He shut his eyes and took a deep breath. “I’m sorry for talking so much.”

      Gracie, Mr. Calvary’s wife, again touched her husband’s arm, and he covered her tiny hand with his massive paw.

      “It’s all right,” Kira said. “I understand the nerves and the trepidation. But, no, I haven’t found your daughter.” At least not officially. “But you might be able to help me in another investigation of a separate missing girl.”

      Both parents were disappointed with the news, but they nodded respectfully.

      “Of course,” Mrs. Calvary said. “Whatever we can do to help.”

      Kira didn’t want to bring attention to the Road to Enrollment program without them bringing it up first, but since she knew the answers she wanted, Kira started with questions to put her on the right track.

      “How was Michelle in school?” Kira asked.

      “She was good,” Mr. Calvary answered. “Smart, like her mother.” He smiled and looked at his wife with loving eyes. “She was the first one in our family to go to college.”

      “Big step,” Kira said.

      “Yes,” Mrs. Calvary replied. “We were very proud.”

      “Did Michelle live on campus, or did she live at home?” Kira already knew the answer, but she was hoping the question would spark a comment about their finances.

      “She lived at home,” Mrs. Calvary answered. “It was cheaper that way.”

      “College is expensive,” Kira said. “Did Michelle have scholarships, or grants, any programs she used to help pay for college?”

      “She had a few scholarships, but not enough to cover everything,” Mr. Calvary answered. “But we found this program,” he frowned, “darn, what was the name of it?”

      “Road to Enrollment,” Mrs. Calvary answered. “They helped her with finances.”

      “That’s wonderful,” Kira answered, knowing she now had the information she needed to investigate the organization. “How did you hear about them?”

      “They actually found us,” Mr. Calvary answered. “I guess they worked with the school to help any students having trouble with money or academics. They called us a few days before her next tuition check was due.”

      “Did you speak to anyone in particular?” Kira asked. “A single point of contact?”

      “We did, but I don’t remember his name,” Mr. Calvary answered.

      “I’m sure we have it back at the house,” Mrs. Calvary said. “We could look for it if you like.”

      “That would be great, thank you,” Kira said.

      Kira continued with the conversation for a little bit longer, but it was only to make the Calvarys feel like they hadn’t been pulled out here to only have their time wasted. But the more Kira listened to them speak about their daughter, the stronger the images became of the girl on the rocks.

      The pale skin and dead eyes contradicted the bright-eyed girl the Calvarys’ had described, who had been so full of life and the center of their world.

      “We just miss her so much,” Mr. Calvary said, and then the father broke down into tears. His wife reached over to hug him, and it was all Kira could do to remain silent and give the couple a quiet moment of reflection.

      “It’s been hard since…” It was clear Mrs. Calvary was about to say “gone,” but that implied their daughter could be dead, and so she changed up her verbiage. “…since Michelle disappeared. We’ve held onto hope, but after so much time has passed…” She shook her head.

      “If you find this other girl,” Mr. Calvary asked, “do you think it’s possible you’d be able to find our little Michelle?”

      Kira noticed how all of the parents referred to their daughters as “little” even though they were fully grown when they were taken. Because no matter how big they grew, how old they become, you could never shake the images of them as children. It’s how Kira still saw her own daughter, even though she had been dead for five years, and she was a woman when she died.

      “I’m unable to comment on the investigation at this time,” Kira answered. “I’m sorry.” It was a cop-out, and Kira knew it, but she couldn’t bring herself to drag out the conversation any longer.

      The Calvarys remained polite and grateful as Dusty came to collect them, but before they left, Mrs. Calvary walked over to Kira. She was a much smaller woman now that they were both standing, and when the mother gently took Kira’s hands and held them up, she was surprised to feel their warmth.

      “I’m not sure if you’re a mother, but if you are, then you know what this must have been like for us,” said Mrs. Calvary. “I understand there is only so much you can do, and there’s not much that any of us can control, but if there is only one thing I ask of you, it’s not to drag us along. We’ve held on to the hope our daughter is alive for a very long time, and we’ve just about run out. I don’t know how much more we can take.”

      “I understand,” Kira said.

      Gracie Calvary smiled. “Thank you.”

      Kira watched as Dusty led the Calvarys away, and after they were gone, guilt carved a hole in Kira’s stomach. It was worse than anything she’d experienced working a case like this, and she knew it was only going to get harder when she called the Calvarys down to the ME’s office to identify their daughter’s remains.

      “Hey,” Dusty said, returning from his escort duties. “Learn anything?”

      “I did,” Kira answered. “I need to know everything you can find on a program called Road to Enrollment.”
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      It didn’t take long for Dusty to find information about the Road to Enrollment program because, unlike some bad guys, these people didn’t try to hide.

      “The website looks pretty legit,” Dusty said, scrolling through the information. “They have reviews from parents and students, they’re highly rated, and they have some big endorsements on the page.”

      Kira leaned over Dusty’s shoulder. “The governor, a senator, and a handful of congressmen. Yeah, it’s a real who’s who of political stars.” She placed her hands on her hips as she straightened up. “Who was the brainchild behind this thing?”

      “I’m trying to find that now,” Dusty said, quickly searching through the different tabs and reading up on the history. “I don’t see a specific name, but they do have a board of trustees who oversee the program. Looks like most of them are affiliated with the school; we have a few local business owners as well, probably using this charity as a tax write-off.” He shook his head. “I’m not seeing the head of the snake on here.”

      “Get me background checks on everyone associated with the program,” Kira said. “No individual is too small or too big, got it?”

      “Sure, no problem,” Dusty answered, and then he looked up at her. “What are you going to do?”

      Kira gestured to the computer screen, which still had the website up. “See if I can enroll.”

      Address in hand, Kira left the field office and made the quick drive over to the Road to Enrollment headquarters, which was only a few blocks away from the college campus. It was a stand-alone building, and based on the drive-thru, Kira thought it looked like an old bank converted into a new commercial space.

      The Road to Enrollment sign, which was painted in bright colors, reminded Kira of the preschools she used to take her own daughter to when she was little. It seemed kind of belittling to grown adults, but Kira hoped the interior was more sophisticated than stuffed animals, play carpets, and sleeping mats like those preschools had.

      The automatic front doors slid open, and Kira was blasted with air conditioning as she stepped inside. The space smelled like new carpet and fresh paint.

      To Kira’s surprise, there were no toys or sleeping mats, just a lot of tables and chairs with a few students sprinkled inside. It was one open-floor concept, and the walls were lined with computers and bookshelves. There were only a handful of students inside, making the space feel incredibly empty.

      “Can I help you?” The voice came from a young woman behind a counter to Kira’s left. She looked like she was a college student, at least that was what her age suggested. She had a bright smile and was dressed like Kira used to be in the eighties: a side ponytail, high-waist jeans, and a baggy, pastel-pink shirt, complete with bright-red lipstick. It was funny how fashion always came back around.

      “Hi,” Kira answered. “I’m looking for the manager on duty?”

      “Oh, um, we don’t really have a manager,” she answered.

      Kira noticed the nametag on her shirt. “Stacy, right?”

      “Yes,” Stacy answered, smiling.

      “Do you have someone you report to? Like, maybe a team lead or something?” Kira asked.

      “Oh, yeah, that’s Colin,” Stacey answered. “He actually just stepped out for lunch.”

      “Do you know when he’ll be back?” Kira asked.

      “It shouldn’t be long,” Stacy answered. “Can I help you with something?”

      Kira understood if this really was a front to help recruit and entrap women into sex trafficking, then the people at the top would want to distance themselves. But there was always a contact on the ground. Whether it was Colin remained to be seen.

      “How long have you worked here?” Kira asked.

      “Since spring semester last year,” Stacy answered.

      “How do you like it?” Kira asked.

      “It’s not too bad as far as college gigs go,” Stacy answered. “The hours are really flexible, and it’s super easy. Plus, it pays surprisingly well. I even got to quit my waitressing job because I was making enough here to cover my expenses.”

      It wasn’t unusual for places that were fronts for illegal activity to pay well, it helped keep the employees happy, and happy employees didn’t ask questions. They came to work, did their job, and left. They were nothing but silent ships passing in the night, oblivious to what was really going on.

      “How many other people work here?” Kira asked.

      “I think there’s like four or five of us?” Stacy answered. “We all work on a rotating schedule. There are two shifts per day, seven days a week. We each usually work three or four shifts, but again it’s pretty flexible when we work, so long as we actually show up.” She raised her eyebrows. “You don’t want to get Colin into a bad mood.”

      Kira raised her own eyebrows, mirroring Stacy’s body language to build rapport. “He gets angry, does he?”

      “He’s just super passive-aggressive,” Stacy said. “It’s kind of annoying sometimes. But, like I said, the job’s easy and it pays well. Are you looking for your son or daughter? Oh, I’m sorry, that was forward of me; you could be here for yourself, too, right?”

      Kira smiled. “It’s for my daughter. But thank you. It’s been a while since my college days.”

      “That’s great,” Stacy answered. “Is your daughter here with you today?”

      Kira winced, but the girl didn’t notice. “No, not today,” Kira said, forcing a smile. “But she is struggling in some of her classes, and I’m afraid if she doesn’t get some help, she’s going to be forced to drop out.”

      “Oh, well, we have an excellent tutoring program,” Stacy said, reaching for a brochure which she fanned out on the desk in front of her. “And the great thing about us is we’re absolutely free.”

      “Free?” Kira asked, surprised. “Sounds too good to be true.”

      “Well, it kind of is,” Stacy said, but then she quickly recovered. “Not that our services aren’t fantastic, they are, trust me. It’s just that the students who come here are always in academic or financial trouble. So, to help your daughter, we would need letters from her professors talking about her struggles in the classroom along with a letter of recommendation from a school counselor stating that she needs help. But!” Stacy held up her right index finger and then flipped to the next page of the pamphlet. “If your daughter does come and join us, she’ll be in the best of hands. Over ninety percent of the students who come here to receive tutoring are able to re-enroll in college within one semester. Isn’t that incredible?”

      Kira smiled. “It’s very impressive. But what kind of time commitment is needed to achieve something like that?”

      “Well, it’s not easy,” Stacy answered. “This will become their full-time job. We’re very upfront about the level of work they’ll have to put in, and we expect them to take it seriously. It’s why we ask people accepted into the program to commit at least thirty hours a week to tutoring.”

      Kira nodded. “That is quite the commitment.”

      “It is,” Stacy said. “But it works. You’re looking at a successful graduate of the program here.”

      “Really?” Kira asked.

      “I’ll be graduating at the end of this semester with my degree in mechanical engineering,” Stacy answered. “And I know I couldn’t have gotten to this point without the help I received from this place. It was truly a blessing.”

      Kira knew how one person’s blessing was another’s curse, but she kept the comment to herself. “It all sounds very impressive. Do you think I could take a walk around? Maybe speak to a few of the tutors here to get a feel for your style of teaching?”

      “Oh, yeah, of course,” Stacy answered. “And I’ll let you know when Colin comes back. It shouldn’t be much longer now.”

      “Perfect, thank you,” Kira said.

      Kira slowly walked the perimeter of the room, getting a feel for the space and the people inside. She noted how everyone here were girls, but she assumed they also admitted men. The powers at be wouldn’t want to tip off anyone to their business model. And if Kira’s theory about them only picking the most beautiful women was correct, then the fact that only three women from the program had turned up missing after so many successful stories was probably brushed off as nothing more than a tragic coincidence.

      Kira spied one girl laser-focused on a book, and she decided to approach.

      “Excuse me,” Kira said, catching the girl’s attention.

      “Can I help you?” The girl looked up, and Kira was thrown off guard by how pretty she was. She had green eyes, flawless skin, and the kind of symmetrical face most cover models possessed.

      “Yes, I’m sorry,” Kira answered. “I was thinking about having my daughter apply to this program, and I was hoping you could tell me if it was really worth it. I heard the sales pitch, but I figured hearing straight from the horse’s mouth would be the way to go.”

      “Oh, sure.” The girl put down her pen and then leaned back in the chair. She shook out her hand, fighting a cramp. “Um, well, it’s a lot of work, so they’re not joking about that, but at the end of the day, it’s really about how much effort you put into it. Or, I guess in your case, your child.”

      “What about the tutors?” Kira asked. “Are any of them a… distraction?”

      It took a second for the girl to realize what Kira was talking about, but she quickly shook her head. “Not really. Maybe some of them are good-looking. Depending on your daughter’s sexual preference.”

      “Right,” Kira said, glancing around the place, trying to get a better feel for the space. “Do you ever get any… creepy vibes?”

      “Sometimes,” the girl answered. “But that’s pretty much everywhere I go if I’m being honest. This is actually one of the places where I don’t feel that.”

      Kira nodded. “Right, well, thank you for your thoughts. I don’t want to interrupt you.”

      “You’re a cop, right?” the girl asked.

      Kira froze, feeling as though she’d been busted, but the girl smiled.

      “My dad’s a cop,” she said, reading Kira’s thoughts. “Cops always walk the same.”

      “Good eye,” Kira said, nodding, and then she pointed at the girl. “Don’t lose it.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” she said.

      After making the rounds, Kira hung back against the wall, waiting for this Colin character to arrive. Despite all of the cheery and uplifting messaging, Road to Enrollment had all of the classic signs of an organization who had could be grooming individuals for trafficking. First off, they preyed on individuals in weak positions.

      All of their students and employees were either in some kind of economic turmoil or academic turmoil, and Road to Enrollment presented themselves as the only solution to pull them out.

      And the endless number of hours the organization required them to log helped acclimate them to being here, to trusting the people in charge, and with all of the success other students have had at this place, why shouldn’t they? Kira wasn’t convinced they were dirty, but she wasn’t convinced they were clean yet, either.

      The doorbell chimed, and Kira saw a man step through the front doors with a takeout bag in his hand. He spoke with Stacy, who pointed over to Kira in the corner. His first expression was concern, but he made sure to smile when he started to walk over.

      “Hi, I’m Colin,” he said, extending his hand for a quick shake.

      “Kira,” she replied, shaking his hand firmly.

      “Stacy told me your daughter might be enrolling?” Colin asked.

      “I hope not, but it’s trending that way, yes,” Kira answered.

      “Well, I’d be happy to answer any questions you might have,” Colin answered.

      Colin tried to put on airs of a simple charm, but it fell flat because of its forced nature of it. It was like talking to a used car salesman who was a little too desperate to please. It might have been nice, but it was also excessive, which somehow made it feel even more false.

      “Stacy did a good job of answering my questions,” Kira said. “But I wanted to know if the students here have twenty-four-hour access?”

      “Not all the time, but we do make certain exceptions,” Colin answered. “Our main goal is to get students back into the classroom, and if we have to take a more one-on-one or tailored approach that goes beyond normal business hours, then that’s something we’re willing to do.”

      Kira smiled. “Wonderful. It’s great to see how dedicated everyone here really is, and the reviews have been glowing.”

      “Oh, well, thank you,” Colin said. “We try.”

      “I was hoping to bring my daughter in to take a look, but she has difficult hours at her job,” Kira said. “Is there any time this week we would be able to come in after you guys are closed so she can check it out herself?”

      Colin fished out his phone. “Let me just check my schedule really quickly.” He scrolled through this phone and then nodded. “Looks like every day is good except for tonight.”

      “Okay, how about Thursday?” Kira asked.

      Colin smiled. “I’ll leave the light on.”

      “Thank you so much,” Kira answered.

      Kira waved goodbye to Stacy, and once she returned to her car, she emailed Dusty to set up a surveillance unit for tonight at this location. If this organization was connected to The Serpents, then tonight could reveal some criminal activity, and Kira would have enough evidence to file for a search warrant.

      Just after Kira finished sending the message to Dusty, she received a call from him.

      “Hey, did you get my message?” Kira asked.

      “I did, but the ME just called,” Dusty answered. “He’s done with the autopsy and wants to know if you can come down to the hospital and take a look at the results?”

      “Yeah, I can be there in twenty,” Kira said.

      “Find anything good at the facility?” Dusty asked.

      Kira stared at the building from her car and shook her head. “I’m not sure yet. But once I start rattling some branches, we’ll see what falls out.”

      “Or who comes running after you,” Dusty said. “Be careful.”

      “I’m always careful,” Kira said and then hung up before she heard Dusty’s groan. Other than the three girls’ attendance in this Road to Enrollment program, she had nothing to tie the organization to their disappearance. But she was hoping the ME would give her something she could use.
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      Unfortunately, Kira had taken more trips down to the medical examiner’s office than she would have liked over the course of her tenure in the Tampa Bay area. It wasn’t uncommon for missing girls to turn up dead like the one they had found floating to shore along the highway. The reality of the job Kira faced was the crushing truth that she couldn’t save everyone.

      Kira parked and entered the hospital. The ME’s office was located on the first floor in the rear of the hospital, where it made it easier to load and unload bodies. And it also separated the patients the staff was trying to save from those they hadn’t been able to heal.

      Kira saw the familiar ME sign on the door, but as she approached it, she heard music coming from the other side. She paused for a moment, pressing her ear against the door to try to listen to what it was, and was surprised to hear rock music.

      Kira pushed open the door, and the music reached a crescendo as she stepped into the ME’s workstation. There were two steel tables, each with its own drainage system and work lights to view the bodies.

      But what caught Kira’s eye wasn’t the workplace, but the man dancing around to the headbanging music with his back toward her, singing along with the lyrics.

      “Hey!” Kira shouted, and Jackson jumped as he spun around.

      “Shit!” Jackson said, laughing. “You scared the hell out of me.”

      Kira pointed to the stereo in the corner of the room. “Do you mind turning that down?”

      “Oh, yeah, sorry.” Jackson quickly hurried over to the stereo and turned off the music, but even after it was done, Kira’s ears were still ringing. “I like to jam out while I’m working. I’m the only one in this wing of the hospital, so it doesn’t really bother anyone.”

      “I’m not sure your companions would agree,” Kira said, gesturing to the bodies.

      “If only, right?” Jackson asked.

      “I was told you were done the girl’s autopsy?” Kira asked.

      “Oh, yeah,” Jackson answered, and then he hurried to his desk and grabbed a folder off the top of a pile in his outbox. “Let’s see, yes, I managed to confirm ID through the DNA strands. It is Michelle Calvary.”

      Deep down, Kira already knew. Between the girl’s face and the tattoo on her neck, it was obvious. But there was always the chance she was wrong. This was one of the few times she wished she was.

      “Right,” Kira said. “I’ll notify next of kin after we’re done here, and they’ll come to ID the body for confirmation. What else can you tell me?”

      “Time of death was between twelve and fourteen hours ago,” Jackson said, looking through his notes. “She had a few defensive wounds on her arms, and the bruising around her pelvic area was definitely from sexual abuse. Needle marks in her arms showed evidence of drug use, and the toxicology report confirmed LSD and heroin in her system, along with ecstasy and marijuana, but they were trace amounts at the time, which means she was not high at the time of her death.”

      “Cause of death?” Kira asked.

      “Drowning,” Jackson answered.

      “You’re sure?” Kira asked, surprised.

      “Positive,” Jackson answered.

      “No drug overdose, no bullet wounds, or knife stabs?” Kira asked, walking over to examine the remains herself.

      “Do you not trust anyone, or is it just me?” Jackson asked.

      Kira lowered the sheet back over Michelle’s body and then turned to Ken. “Anything odd about the remains you found? Can you tell me if she was drowned in seawater or pool water? Anything would be helpful.”

      “Well, because you asked so nicely, yes, I did notice something strange,” Jackson said, walking over to Michelle’s body. “So, you know how I told you her time of death was between twelve and fourteen hours ago?”

      “Yes,” Kira answered.

      “The pruning of her body suggests she had been in the water for almost thirty-six hours,” Jackson said.

      Kira frowned. “Really?”

      Jackson lifted the sheet, exposing Michelle’s remains once again, and pointed to the wrinkles along the flesh of her abdomen and legs. “It starts around waist-high and goes all the way down to her feet, which are the worst.”

      “So, she was standing in water for almost a day and a half before she was killed,” Kira said.

      “Yes,” Jackson said. “And, it was saltwater from our very own Gulf of Mexico.”

      “I don’t suppose you could narrow down a location,” Kira said.

      “Not really, but,” Jackson said, holding up a finger as he reached for a pair of tweezers and moved down to Michelle’s feet. He bent over and wedged the tweezers between her toes. “And voila.” He held up the tweezers, and Kira squinted to see what he pulled out.

      “What is it?” Kira asked.

      “Sand,” Jackson answered. “More specifically, sand from a sand bar, which could help lower your search radius if you can get your hands on a sea chart.”

      Kira couldn’t help but smile. “Okay, so you’re not completely useless.”

      “Told you,” Jackson said, setting down the tweezers.

      The information Jackson told her would come in handy, but what came next, she always hated. Kira contacted the Calvary family, and she spoke to Gracie, the mother, about coming down to the hospital to identify some remains.

      The mother’s voice sounded like a ghost on the other end of the phone, but she told Kira they would be down immediately.

      Kira wasn’t in the mood to wait around with Jackson, who she instructed to prepare the body for viewing. She stepped out into the hallway to clear her thoughts.

      Identifying the remains of your own child was a terrifying, out-of-body experience. You were present but never truly there.

      Kira walked out to the front lobby and made sure she was there when Mr. and Mrs. Calvary arrived. Her own stomach was in knots when she saw them, clutching each other tightly, but she understood her role in this process. The parents never wanted to talk. They just wanted to see. She was nothing more than a silent guide.

      Kira led them through the hallways, their eyes focused ahead of them, always ahead. Despite the distractions of the hospital, there wasn’t anything else that concerned them.

      The longer they walked, the heavier their breathing became, but Kira didn’t glance behind her to see if they were crying. She would see that soon enough.

      Kira walked past the ME’s office entrance and moved toward the viewing room. She opened the door and then let them go inside first. Once they were in, she followed and shut the door behind them.

      The room was small, barely big enough for the three of them to fit. Kira always hated how small it was; it was far too intimate for such a terrible interaction. Kira nodded to Jackson, who thankfully hadn’t turned his music back on. Despite his earlier carefree demeanor, he remained stoic and respectful as he wheeled the body to the window.

      Kira watched Mr. Calvary reach for his wife’s hand and clutch it firmly just before Jackson lifted the sheet.

      For every viewing Kira had been a part of, there was always a fraction of a second after the blanket was lifted and the parents saw their child when everything was silent. It was like the air and sound had been sucked from the room, leaving them in a dead void where only light could reach them.

      And then, without fail, the silence ended, and the screams erupted. The first came from Mr. Calvary, who dropped to his knees, howling like a man who’d just been stabbed in the gut. Mrs. Calvary followed suit, but it wasn’t until she was holding onto her husband that she started to scream as well.

      It was like that for some time. But Kira stood off to the side, head down, hands folded in front of her, quiet, blending into the walls. She hated being here for this, not because she couldn’t take the screams; those fueled her work, driving her to bring home loved ones to spare the families from identifying remains.

      The reason she hated it was because she felt like she was intruding on a private moment. Something that should have only been shared and experienced by the family. And here she was, a stranger, thrusting herself into their personal moment of grief.

      Eventually, the couple stood, their faces red and eyes swollen, snot dripping from their nose. Kira quietly handed each of them tissues and waited for them to catch their breath before she spoke.

      “When you’re ready, I can take you down to the office and walk you through the paperwork,” Kira said. “I know it sounds monstrous to even think about something like that now, but it needs to be done.”

      “Yes, of course,” Mrs. Calvary said.

      Kira nodded and then turned toward the door, but Mrs. Calvary stopped her.

      “Agent Lockhart,” Mrs. Calvary said, “I found that name you wanted. The contact who reached out to us from the Road to Enrollment program.” She reached into her pocket and handed Kira a card.

      “Thank you,” Kira said. “This is a great help.”

      Mrs. Calvary nodded, and then Kira stepped out as the father started to cry again. Once in the hallway, Kira stared at the card and saw a name she’d heard before earlier in the day.

      “Colin Finley,” Kira said, remembering the supervisor she spoke with earlier. She was about to call Dusty when he beat her to the punch. “Hey, you have something good?”

      “Better than good,” Dusty said. “I wasn’t able to get the phone working but—”

      “How is that better than good?” Kira asked.

      “Let me finish,” Dusty answered. “The phone was a bust, but when I took it apart I found an extra nano SIM card rattling inside. And who did that extra nan SIM card belong too? Dakota Logan.”

      “Holy shit,” Kira replied.

      “Yeah,” Dusty answered. “I wasn’t able to recover all of the phone’s data, but I managed to pull her last geo-track location. It was at The Waterfront.”

      Kira tightened her hand into a fist, crumpling the card Mrs. Calvary had given her. “Son of a bitch. I knew those bastards were hiding something. All right, get that information over to the DA and request a warrant for all security footage over the past seventy-two hours. I want it in writing, got it?”

      “Got it,” Dusty answered.

      “And I want you to look up a name,” Kira said. “Colin Finley. Whatever you can find.”

      “Colin Finley got it,” Dusty said. “You good?”

      Kira glanced back to the viewing room where the Calvarys were still crying. “I’m fine. Let me know when you have something on Finley.” She hung up and then slowly walked back toward the door.

      It was the grieving sound on the other side of the door that lit a fire under Kira. And she made sure to remember those grief-stricken parents when she finally caught the people responsible for killing their daughter.
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      Warrant in hand, Kira tried not to smile when she handed it over to Tatum, the bulky security manager at The Waterfront. But she wasn’t successful.

      Tatum studied the warrant for a full minute before he folded it back up and handed it to his assistant. He remained stoic, but Kira had been in law enforcement long enough to know when she had gotten under someone’s skin, and this guy was her latest victim.

      “Follow me to the video room, Agent Lockhart,” Tatum said.

      Kira finally allowed herself a smile as she fell in line behind him. She got the sense this was a man who didn’t enjoy having anyone have the upper hand on him, least of all a woman. But in a field still predominately dominated by men, Kira was glad to humble the opposite sex whenever she had a chance.

      The video room was low-tech compared to the rest of the hotel. When Kira stepped into the room, it was like being transported from the red carpet to the sewers beneath the red carpet. It was dark, windowless, and smelled of microwaved food.

      “What do you want to see?” Tatum asked.

      “Everything that faces the front door at eight o’clock last night and onward,” Kira answered.

      Based off of the geotag Dusty was able to retrieve from Dakota’s nano SIM card, Kira knew Dakota had arrived at just after eight o’clock, and once she was able to track her into the building, then she would be able to follow where she went. At least, she hoped.

      Once the video was pulled up, Kira studied the screen intently. She only had a few photographs to go off of, but luckily for her, the video quality of the cameras was extremely good.

      “How long is this going to take?” Tatum asked. “We do have other business to attend to.”

      “It takes as long as it takes,” Kira answered. “Or I come back with another warrant that gives me even broader search authority.”

      Tatum piped down, and Kira focused on the footage. And while she didn’t see Dakota, she did find a striking woman in a gold dress walking through the door. If not for the way the woman was dressed, Kira never would have given her a second thought. But the longer she stared at the monitor, the more she realized she recognized the face.

      “Stop there,” Kira said. “Rewind it ten seconds, and then play it again.”

      The security officer working the playback did as he was told, and Kira leaned closer to make sure she wasn’t going insane.

      It was Dakota Logan. The hair and makeup made her look five years older, but Kira was certain it was her. And the image Kira saw on the screen brought back memories of the call girl she saw in the bar earlier today.

      But was this part of some private investigation she was conducting? Trying to go undercover for the sake of a story? Or had Dakota gotten herself into even more trouble than Kira had realized?

      “Her,” Kira said, pointing to Dakota in the gold dress. “Follow her wherever she goes.”

      Once Dakota entered the hotel, she headed toward the bar, where she ordered a drink. It was hard to discern Dakota’s mood on the camera because the view was so far away, but Dakota looked nervous. Despite the young woman’s attempts at behaving naturally, Kira noticed Dakota’s subtle movements and nervous ticks. She might have been fooling most people, but she couldn’t hide from herself, and she couldn’t hide from Kira.

      After the single drink, Dakota checked her phone and then moved from the bar to the elevators in the lobby.

      The security guard switched views to inside the elevator, and they followed her to the fourteenth floor, where she stepped off.

      The hallway cameras then allowed Kira to watch Dakota walk toward room 1401, where she knocked, and the door opened.

      “Is there another angle?” Kira asked, unable to see who had opened the door.

      “No, this is the only camera in that location,” Tatum answered.

      Kira wasn’t sure if he was lying or not, but she hoped to catch them coming out of the room. But as Kira waited and the security guard fast-forwarded through the footage, no one came in or out until housekeeping arrived the next morning.

      “I want the name of the person who rented out the room,” Kira said. “Now!”

      Tatum reached for his radio and then relayed the request to the front desk. It didn’t take long for a response, but the answer wasn’t what Kira had expected.

      “The room was empty,” Tatum said.

      “Are you joking?” Kira asked, frustrated. “You saw the same footage I just did. Someone was clearly inside.”

      “Our records stated no one rented room 1401 that night,” Tatum said.

      “Then who the hell opened that door?” Kira said, and she turned her ire toward the security clerk working the video. “I want to know every person who went into that room for the past forty-eight hours. Now!”

      The security clerk jumped in his seat and quickly loaded the footage. But as Kira watched the footage, there were only two people who entered that room, and it was from two nights ago. They were an elderly couple and had stayed for only one night and checked out the morning before Dakota Logan arrived at the hotel.

      Kira had come across stranger happenstances before and asked Dusty to perform a quick check on social media and found that the couple was already home in Georgia by the time of Dakota’s disappearance.

      “Is there anything else we can help you with, Agent Lockhart?” Tatum asked.

      “I want to see the room,” Kira answered. “1401.”

      Tatum wanted to roll his eyes, but he didn’t, and Kira followed him up to the fourteenth floor.

      The elevator was crammed with other hotel guests, and Kira caught a few odd glances. She figured they saw the badge on her hip or the gun inside her jacket and wondered what was going on. If there was one thing being in law enforcement had taught Kira, it was the fact that people loved to know when someone else was in trouble.

      Kira followed Tatum down the hall, and he fished out his key to grant him access to 1401. Kira glanced to her right and left, and down past 1401 to the right was another room and then an emergency exit to the stairwell.

      “That room didn’t show up on the video camera,” Kira said.

      “No, it’s in a blind spot, but that’s not a hotel room anymore. Housekeeping just uses it for storage,” the security manager said.

      Kira’s stomach soured at the mention of it because she had a feeling she already knew what had happened even before they stepped into the room.

      The hotel suite was one of their standard rooms. It was nice, the interior a mix of modern and traditional style. The room was neat, housekeeping already having done their job, and Kira doubted their forensic team would be able to find much.

      “My people will need access to this room,” Kira said. “So, anyone who’s booked it will need to be put elsewhere for accommodations.”

      “Of course,” Tatum said.

      The only item that stood out to Kira in the room was the door on the left side of the room wedged between the bathroom and the bed.

      “What’s that?” Kira asked.

      “The Waterfront used to be a motel,” Tatum said. “Back then, all of the rooms had connecting doors. When it was remodeled, the design team decided to keep them in case multiple people wanted access to more than one room. People like to host wedding parties and other events in our ballroom. It just makes it easier for the guests who want to be with their friends and families, or parents who want to keep their children close, but have their own privacy.”

      “Or for people who want to abduct women,” Kira said, and then she pointed toward the door. “Open it. Now.”

      Tatum bid as he was told, and when he opened it up, it led them into the storage room just as he had said.

      “How many people have keys to this room?” Kira asked.

      “Management and housekeeping,” Tatum answered.

      “I need a list of all of those names, and I’m going to need to speak with all of them,” Kira said. “If they’re off work, I need them to come in, no exceptions. If they give you a hard time, just blame it on me, but you make sure to tell them the FBI has questions, and we will find answers.” She looked into Tatum’s eyes and made sure he understood she wasn’t screwing around anymore.

      “Yes, ma’am,” Tatum said.

      “Good,” Kira said, and then she stepped out into the hallway and walked toward the emergency door exit to the stairwell in the security camera’s blind spot. She looked back at Tatum, who had followed her. “I’m guessing there aren’t any cameras in the stairwells?”

      “No,” he answered.

      “Right,” Kira replied. “I’ll meet you back down in your office.”

      Before Tatum could reply, Kira entered the stairwell. It was obvious to her this was where Dakota had been shuffled out after she entered the hotel room. But whether she was conscious or even alive when she was brought in here was another question.

      Kira descended the stairwell slowly, looking for any sign of the people who’d taken Dakota or if Dakota fought back. She imagined the individuals responsible were incredibly skilled, and this wasn’t their first time. But even the best criminals made mistakes, and Kira hoped to find one.

      But when she neared the bottom of the stairwell, Kira found no trace of struggle, no sign of blood, and nothing to suggest Dakota was ever here.

      Kira opened the exit door at the bottom and then shielded her eyes from the bright sun as she stepped from the artificially lit florescent stairwell.

      The stairwell dumped her out into the parking lot, where it would have been easy for anyone to move Dakota into the back of a van and drive off without being seen. She scanned the area for any cameras but found nothing nearby.

      The room Dakota walked into was specifically chosen for her abduction. But now that Kira knew where Dakota had last been, it was time to find out where she went.
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      Once forensics arrived at The Waterfront, Kira chose to give them space to work, and she returned to the field office to link up with Dusty. It was possible forensics would find something they could use, but Kira had the sinking suspicion whoever was running this scam was very well connected, very wealthy, and knew how to stay off the radar.

      “Hey,” Dusty said when she entered the room.

      “Tell me you found something,” Kira said.

      “Well, I have good news, and I have bad news,” Dusty said.

      “Just cut to the chase, Dusty. It’s already been a long day,” Kira said, showing a rare glimpse into her exhaustion.

      “Right,” Dusty said and then cleared his throat. “Well, I managed to find three cameras in the surrounding area of The Waterfront. None of them belong to the hotel, so I had to request access through two businesses and then make a request to the Florida Department of Transportation because it was a traffic light—”

      “Dusty,” Kira said.

      “Right,” Dusty said. “Long story short, only one of the three cameras worked.” He typed loudly and then pulled up one of the images.

      “What am I looking at?” Kira asked, squinting at the grainy footage.

      “That’s the north side of The Waterfront where the stairwell you think was used to shuttle Dakota Logan out of the building is located,” Dusty answered, rather proudly.

      “I can’t see a damned thing,” Kira said.

      Dusty cleared his throat again. “Ah, yes, well, this kind of all goes back to the thing I said about there being good news and bad news—”

      “Spit it out!” Kira shouted, catching attention throughout the field office.

      “Because the camera was so far away, I had to zoom in, and because the footage was so grainy, I have to rebuild the pixel count through one of our department’s software,” Dusty said. “It’s going to take some time.”

      “How much time?” Kira asked.

      “Um, more than you want, but I’m working on compressing the digital files to speed up the process,” Dusty answered.

      Kira groaned and then sat on the edge of Dusty’s desk. “She went there voluntarily, Dusty. I don’t know if she thought she was going to help or if she was in financial trouble, but the girl was in way over her head.”

      “Well, according to the financial aid office at the school, Dakota wasn’t having any money problems,” Dusty said. “All of her scholarships covered not only her tuition but her living expenses as well. She had even paid in advance for next semester.”

      Kira shook her head. “She believed she could make a difference despite knowing the dangers. But young people never understand how evil people can really be. That can only come with experience.”

      “Hey,” Dusty said. “We’ll find answers. It’s just going to take some time.”

      “You know how impatient I am,” Kira said.

      “You? Impatient? I never would have guessed,” Dusty said, smiling, and then he changed tactics as he leaned forward. “I know you haven’t eaten lunch yet, so why don’t you grab something from the cafeteria? I should have something by the time you’re done eating.”

      Kira didn’t want to admit she was hungry, and she was always guilty of skipping meals whenever she was working a case. She understood how difficult it was to keep the momentum going and how quickly a case could turn for the worse if they dropped the ball.

      “You owe it to Dakota to stay at one hundred percent,” Dusty said. “Go. Eat.”

      “Let me know when you find something,” Kira said.

      The cafeteria was located on the first floor in the rear of the building. It was already past the lunch rush, so there was no line. The menu was limited, but the food was surprisingly good, considering it was government-issued.

      Kira stuck with her go-to, which was a turkey BLT on whole grain with a bag of Doritos and a sweet tea. She took her red tray, which reminded her of grammar school, and took a seat by herself at one of the round tables.

      Only a handful of employees were in the cafeteria, and none of them paid any attention to Kira, which she didn’t mind.

      Inside the FBI Tampa Field Office, it was rare to find a quiet place to oneself. There was always a meeting or team build or crisis management. The hive was always buzzing. But that wasn’t a bad thing. It meant they were doing the work, and no one was more relentless than Kira.

      The death of Kira’s daughter had created a chasm in her life. It was a hollow place inside of her that would never be filled again. But the hollowness created an insatiable hunger that drove her to do the impossible.

      It was rare for anyone to have such a drive, such a passion for work that blinded them to everything else. Some considered it unhealthy, but Kira saw it as an opportunity to do good. To end trafficking at any cost.

      In the past five years, Kira had exposed more trafficking rings and recovered more people than any other agent at any other field office around the country. But despite her successful track record, she was still on an island of isolation, cast aside by the majority of the Bureau because her tactics didn’t send the right message to the people in charge.

      In other words, they were scared about the bad press Kira caused. But so far, she had done a decent job of staying out of the headlines until three months ago.

      Kira glanced down at her hands when she finished her sandwich, and for the flash of a single second, she saw the blood on her knuckles, and she jolted. After she glanced around the cafeteria to see if there was anyone who was watching her, she looked back down at her knuckles, and the blood was gone.

      It wasn’t the first time Kira had experienced such a flashback, and she doubted it would be the last. Dr. Lapinsky had been right about the trauma she experienced. But if he had seen what Thompson was about to do to Missy…

      Kira clenched her fists just thinking about it now, and if she was faced with the same decision, she’d make the same choice.

      “Lock!” The shout came from across the cafeteria, and she saw Agent Boseman moving toward her like a freight train.

      “Boseman,” Kira said, paying him no attention as she collected her empty tray.

      “Hey, don’t walk away from me!” Boseman said.

      Kira paused with her back to Boseman, who stopped close enough for Kira to hear him panting, and she wrinkled her nose at the sour stench of smoke the engulfed Boseman.

      “You want to tell me why you didn’t disclose having a stalker?” Boseman asked.

      Kira had told Dusty to be careful. She wasn’t sure how Boseman could have found out. “I’m handling it,” Kira said.

      Boseman arched his eyebrows and feigned surprise. “Oh, you’re handling it? Well, that’s all fine and dandy then, Lock. I suppose that excuses your outburst on the floor. Is that what you call ‘handling’ it?”

      Kira noticed he came alone, his usual gang of cronies choosing to sit this one out. “I’m fine.”

      “I don’t want fine on my team,” Boseman said. “And let me make it clear that this is my team, Lockhart.”

      “For now,” Kira said.

      Boseman’s face reddened, and for a second, she thought he might try to hit her. If it did go down, she knew she’d be the underdog. Boseman was a bruiser, easily twice her weight, and had a good six inches of height on her. But Kira had gone toe to toe with men on the mat at training, and she could hold her own.

      And if Boseman was out for blood, well, she always fought better when the stakes were high.

      “You’re a danger to the Bureau and the public,” Boseman said. “When the day comes to finally get rid of you, I’ll be there to take your badge personally.”

      “What do you think?” Kira asked, and she stepped closer. “Is today the day?”

      It was a goad, and Boseman knew it. But while Boseman might have been a bruiser, he wasn’t an idiot, and he saw the trap.

      “You watch your fucking back!” Boseman said, and then he turned and stomped away.

      It wasn’t until Boseman was out of the cafeteria that Kira relaxed. She saw the others still looking at her, and she brushed them off. “Sorry, guys, I live to fight another day.” She tossed the trash.

      When Kira walked up to Dusty’s desk, he was chugging from his water jug.

      “I’m going to get you one of those hamster bottles and just attach it to the side of your head,” Kira said.

      “I don’t think they would be big enough,” Dusty said. “I did some digging into that guy at the Road to Enrollment, Colin Finley. Turns out he got into some trouble at his last job for being too ‘flirtatious’ with some of his co-workers.”

      “Any priors?” Kira asked.

      “No, but I checked his social media profiles, and he follows a lot of college girls,” Dusty said. “Most of whom were, or are currently, a part of the Road to Enrollment program, including all of the missing girls we found on the sticky note in Dakota’s dorm.”

      “Good work,” Kira said and then checked the time. “He should be getting off work soon. I’m going to have a little chat with him.”
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      When Kira returned to the Road to Enrollment headquarters, she made sure to keep a low profile. She had pulled up Colin’s DMV information and saw his Honda Civic still in the parking lot. She hung back and waited for him to come out.

      While she waited, Kira flipped through the information Dusty had located on Colin during his previous employment. He worked in a call center as a manager, and one of the complaints filed against him had come from a subordinate.

      It wasn’t the first time Kira had come across a man who had abused his power, and she knew it wouldn’t be the last.

      Motion at the front doors pulled Kira’s attention away from the file and toward Colin, who was walking out of the building with the girl Kira had spoken to at the front desk, Stacy. There was a clear age difference between the two, and when Kira watched Stacy get into the passenger side of Colin’s sedan, she stiffened.

      If Colin was the recruiter for the Serpents, then Kira had just found a connection to request a complete financial audit and investigation into the Road to Enrollment. But she needed cold hard proof.

      Kira followed Colin’s Civic out of the parking lot, keeping at least two car lengths behind the entire drive. She knew if Stacy had already been groomed by Colin, it might be difficult to convince her she was about to be trafficked. But Kira had managed to convince other women to turn against their captors, and she was confident she could do it again now.

      After a twenty-minute drive, Kira followed Colin into a residential neighborhood. She wasn’t sure if Colin was taking Stacy to a house to meet someone or if this was just a cut-through, but when she saw Colin pull into the empty parking lot of a park, she figured this might be a meet and greet.

      Oftentimes, handlers worked for traffickers to help set up “meetings” with the traffickers under the guise of false promises. The girls might believe they were meeting someone who could help them with their career or try to get a modeling gig. The places where they met were always remote, and while there might have been houses in the nearby neighborhood, the park was empty.

      Kira parked on the street where she still had a good view of the park and Colin’s car. She glanced around, wondering when the other party was going to show up, but after ten minutes, she started to worry.

      Maybe Colin was more than just a handler. Maybe he was already running girls. Kira didn’t want to blow her chance, but she couldn’t stand the idea of Stacy being taken advantage of when she could do something about it.

      Kira moved quickly toward Colin’s Civic, gun in hand, ready to pounce at a moment’s notice. Colin’s windows were tinted dark, so it made it hard to see inside the vehicle, but Kira knew the element of surprise was still her best option.

      But the moment she reached the front windshield, gun aimed at the car, she realized she’d made a mistake.

      “Shit.” Kira glanced away, but Colin had already seen her.

      Stacy was topless, saddled on Colin’s lap, and when she turned around, she yelped, quickly dismounting Colin and reaching for her clothes.

      Kira stepped away for a moment and allowed them to dress. When Colin stepped out of the car, he was still buckling his pants.

      “What the hell do you want?” Colin asked.

      “Sorry,” Kira answered. “It was a… misunderstanding.”

      “Hey,” Stacy said. “You’re that lady from earlier today.”

      Colin looked back at Stacy, then at Kira. “Yeah, I remember you. Are you stalking me or something?”

      “Don’t flatter yourself,” Kira said, and then she looked at Stacy. “Are you okay?”

      Stacy’s cheeks were still flushed, but she nodded. “A little embarrassed, but I’m fine.”

      Kira holstered her pistol.

      “Who the hell are you?” Colin asked. “I should call the cops, I’ll—”

      Kira flashed her FBI badge. “Relax, Mr. Finley. If anything, you should be glad I don’t report you for indecent exposure. You can’t have sex in a public park.”

      “We’re not in the park; we’re in the car,” Colin said.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Kira said. “You can’t be here.” She walked closer and lowered her voice so only Colin could hear. “And if I hear you abusing your managerial powers on any of the girls who work for you like what happened in that call center, I won’t be putting my gun back in the holster, got it?”

      Colin swallowed, nodding as his Adam’s apple bobbed up and down. Kira walked past him and then looked at Stacy.

      “He’s married, Stacy,” Kira said. “You can do better.”

      Stacy lowered her head, embarrassed, and Kira returned to her Buick. She sat behind the wheel, grumbling to herself at how stupid she’d been. Colin wasn’t a handler; he was just a run-of-the-mill asshole cheating on his wife. She reached for her phone and called Dusty.

      “Hey,” Kira said.

      “What’s up?” Dusty asked.

      “Finley’s a dead end,” Kira said. “You can divert whatever resources you were putting on him to other leads.”

      “Got it,” Dusty said. “And speaking of leads, I think I’ve got something.”

      Kira perked up. “What?”

      “Check your email,” Dusty answered.

      Kira put Dusty on speaker and then saw his email. She opened the video attachment and saw a pixelated mess of an image.

      “It’s nothing but a blur,” Kira said.

      “Hit play,” Dusty replied.

      Kira pressed play, and then a once-pixelated mess transformed into a clear, crisp image of a white van backed up to the door of the stairwell at The Waterfront.

      “We never see a body go into the van because the back doors are facing the stairwell exit, but it pulls up at the same time Dakota Logan arrived at the hotel and then leaves fifteen minutes later,” Dusty said.

      “That must be how they transported her,” Kira said. “Tell me you got plates.”

      “I’ve got plates,” Dusty said. “And the same dummy corporation that owns the marina and the Czechia restaurant owns the van.”

      Kira started her car. “Where’d they go?”

      “I tracked it to a neighborhood in Ybor,” Dusty answered.

      “Do you have the address?” Kira asked.

      “No address yet, but I narrowed down the neighborhood,” Dusty answered.

      “Text it to me,” Kira said.

      “I haven’t requested backup for you yet,” Dusty replied.

      “Just do it!”
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      Ybor was a notoriously crime-ridden neighborhood. Efforts by city officials had been made in recent years to help clean up the area, but roots of corruption and crime ran deep here, and throwing money at the problem seemed to only make the situation worse.

      Kira had made plenty of trips to the Ybor area over the past few years, and none of them had ended well. Ybor was Kira’s Achilles heel.

      She received another text from Dusty, begging her to wait for backup, but she ignored it. If this neighborhood was where Dakota had been taken after her abduction, then she wasn’t going to waste time waiting for backup. Every second counted.

      The neighborhood where Dusty had tracked the van was rundown. The houses were in disrepair, the roads needed work, and there were homeless tents along the medians. It was hard to believe this was only thirty miles away from where she lived. It was like driving through a different country.

      Most of the homes Kira passed were garage-less, but the few that did had closed doors. It was possible the van was parked in the backyard or tucked away behind a side fence, but until she exhausted the search in the car, which was by far the quickest, she would keep driving.

      But Kira’s ride was conspicuous. Most of the gangs and criminals in the area could easily spot an undercover car. Despite law enforcement’s efforts to blend in, they stood out to anyone who knew what to look for, and Kira’s ride had all the tell-tale signs of law enforcement.

      Tented windows, four-door sedan, black color, and American made. Kira wasn’t blind to the stares she received as she cruised through the neighborhood. Despite the badge she wore and the good she tried to accomplish, she was the enemy here because she wanted to upend the status quo.

      After ten minutes of cruising through the neighborhood, Kira saw no signs of the white van Dusty had seen leaving The Waterfront. It was possible the van had come here only as a pitstop, or the van could be in another location.

      Kira was about to reach for her phone to tell Dusty to scan the FDOT cameras for any possible leads when she saw the front of a white van parked down the road. The van was backed into the driveway, so Kira couldn’t see the license plate, but it was the same make and model as the one Dusty had found on the security footage.

      Kira parked on the side of the street a few houses down. She shut off the car and watched the house from the rearview mirror. From what she saw, the house might be a meth lab. The windows were blotted out with newspapers, a telltale sign. But she wouldn’t know for certain whether the van was the exact one until she saw the license plate.

      Contemplating her next move, Kira’s phone buzzed, and she saw a text from Dusty: Address is 751 Baker Road. Backup five minutes out.

      Kira checked the address of the house, and confirmed she was in the right place. And she knew Dusty meant well, but she wasn’t about to wait anymore. She tucked her phone into her pocket and then quickly hurried up the sidewalk to the house. She remained alert, weapon drawn.

      When Kira reached the van in the driveway, she crouched low, using the van as cover. She paused and heard the soft thump of music coming from inside.

      Kira waited, knowing that if someone had seen her, they’d come out and say something, but when no one approached, Kira knew she was in the clear. She crawled up the driver's side of the van, keeping the vehicle between her and the house in hopes of staying hidden.

      When Kira finally stepped behind the vehicle, she confirmed the plate as the same vehicle spotted at The Waterfront.

      Kira moved toward the garage door, standing upright as she considered the best point of entry. If the house was occupied, then someone would be watching the front door. Moving to the back of the house could expose her, but it could also give her the best element of surprise. And if she was outgunned, surprise was her best friend.

      Thankfully, there was no fence around the property, and Kira easily slid down the west side of the house and into the backyard. She kept low to avoid being seen through the windows, and when she rounded the corner in the backyard, she saw a sliding glass door.

      From the current angle, she couldn’t tell if anyone was nearby. If she approached too slowly, she could potentially expose herself and get her killed, but moving too quickly without any clue about what she was walking into provided its own problem.

      Kira chose speed.

      She sprinted from the side of the house toward the sliding glass door. If the door was locked, then she’d keep running and try for another entrance, but the door was open. It was stiff to slide, but she managed enough force to pry it open to squeeze through.

      Kira kept the gun aimed inside the house on her approach. She blinked, her eyes adjusting to the new environment, but she cleared her vision in time to see the man entering the kitchen with a gun in his hand.

      “Drop it!” Kira shouted, her finger on the trigger, but she didn’t pull it. Years at the range had given her the ability to wait until the very last second before she fired.

      The man looked at Kira with a mixture of fear and surprise, but when he raised the shotgun, she pulled the trigger.

      Kira put two in the man’s chest, and he fell backward, firing his shotgun into the ceiling, which elicited alarm from the rest of the house. The noise would have been disorienting to a normal person, but Kira had trained for this.

      Kira stepped over the dead man, moving into a narrow hallway with doors on either side. It was a kill box, but she couldn’t sit idle. She moved forward, and a man quickly stepped out from the door on the left. Kira fired three shots, missing her target, but she forced the shooter to retreat back into the room.

      Kira sprinted toward the door, never taking her foot off the gas as she surprised the gunmen inside. She knocked the weapon out of his hands and then kicked the man backward. But he was bigger than she anticipated, and he recovered quickly, charging forward and slamming into Kira before she could shoot.

      The gunman lifted Kira off the floor and heaved her into the wall in the hallway, putting a hole in the drywall. But even with the wind knocked out of her, Kira never stopped fighting back.

      Kira slammed her elbows down onto the man’s spine and pummeled the back of his skull with her fists until he dropped her to the floor.

      Even though the gunman still had the high ground, Kira quickly shifted the fight into her favor with a swift kick to the gunman’s groin, crippling him as he fell to the floor. Kira used the momentum to reach for her cuffs and managed to get one of their cuffs on the gunman’s wrist before he regained his footing.

      Kira dodged the first swing but received a quick jab to the face that knocked her off her feet. The gunman charged for her again, but Kira recovered and used the gunman’s own momentum against him and slammed him into the wall. He crumpled to the floor once more, and Kira pinned his arms behind his back and clamped the second cuff onto his other wrist.

      The man writhed and screamed on the floor, but he was immobile. Kira stood back and caught her breath while she surveyed the damage. She didn’t think anyone else was in the house, but she picked up her gun and cleared the living room and second bedroom.

      “Fucking bitch!” the gunman shouted. “Do you have any idea who we are?”

      Kira spied the Serpents tattoo on the gunman’s neck, and she nodded. “Just the people I’ve been looking for.” She entered the bedroom the man had come from and found a bunch of cash, jewels, drugs, and fake passports.

      Kira had seen her fair share of fakes during her time at the Bureau, but these passports looked legit. They must have cost a fortune, or the Serpents had connections in the state department.

      Kira set down the passports and then reached for her phone when she heard whimpering coming from somewhere in the house. She froze, her hand immediately reaching for the butt of her pistol.

      The whimpering was immediately followed by hushed whispers and then silence. Kira walked through the living room, tracking the noise to the garage, where she found a padlock on the entrance.

      Kira returned to the cuffed man whose fight had run out of him and found the keys for the lock. She opened the door, and when she flashed her light inside, she found a group of women huddled in the corner.
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      Kira remained in the garage with the women until back up arrived. It took a while to coax them out of their prison, but they finally trusted Kira enough to take her hand and lead them outside.

      But nowhere among the frightened faces did Kira find Dakota or the two other girls on Dakota’s list.

      All five women were in rough shape: matted and tangled hair, dirty faces, clothes soiled with filth. The smell was terrible, and when Kira saw the bucket in the corner of the garage, she knew why.

      But worse than the smell and the dirt was the shame on the women’s faces. Guilt was one of many emotions victims experienced when they were trafficked. So many women believed what happened to them was their fault, but it wasn’t.

      No one, regardless of the choices they made in life, deserved to be sold into slavery. It was the worst kind of barbarism, and Kira couldn’t believe it still existed. It was one of the reasons why Kira worked so hard, not just finding women, but making sure they had access to resources to help them recover.

      Because the traumas didn’t stop once the women were rescued. This was just the beginning of their journey.

      Kira had tried talking to a few of them, but none spoke any English. Or if they did, they chose not to engage with Kira. Judging by their appearance, she believed they were Hispanic women, so she requested a Spanish interpreter.

      When the interpreter arrived, Kira stood back and allowed her a moment to get familiar with the woman, asking simple questions at first, like where they came from, their names, and if they were hungry or thirsty.

      When the food and water arrived, the women hesitated at first, thinking it was a trick. But once the interpreter convinced them it was safe, they inhaled the meal.

      After they finished eating, most of them fell asleep, but one of the women, the one who had taken Kira’s hand in the garage, remained awake. It was clear to Kira she was the leader of the group, the one the others looked to for guidance. It was the only reason the others decided to follow Kira—because she had.

      The woman was strikingly beautiful, even beneath the grime and dirt. And she never lost the fire in her dark eyes, and right now, her gaze was set on Kira.

      The woman stood and approached Kira, gesturing for the interpreter to follow her. Kira waited patiently, knowing it was important for this woman to make the first move. After a long silence, she finally looked to the interpreter and spoke.

      “She wants to know who you are,” the interpreter said.

      “My name is Kira Lockhart,” she replied. “I’m an agent with the FBI.”

      The interpreter relayed the message, but the woman’s eyes never shifted focus away from Kira. The woman spoke to the interpreter again; this time, the question was short.

      “She wants to know if they have to go back to Colombia,” the interpreter said.

      “It depends,” Kira said. “You could apply for asylum, of which you would have a good case for, but it’s a long and stressful process. I can help you and the other women get resources to help, but it won’t be much. As hard as we try to save victims of trafficking, my government does a terrible job of helping them back on their feet.”

      Kira studied the woman’s face as her words were translated. Everyone processed trauma differently. Some people bounced back quickly, and others needed a bit more time, but all of them needed help. Kira only hoped this woman was strong enough to accept the help.

      When the woman finally replied to the interpreter, she nodded and then crossed her arms as Kira awaited the translation.

      “She says she wants asylum for all of the women,” the interpreter said. “They have nothing to go home to. These women were mules for the cartel, and they deserve a better life. We all do. This is what we want.”

      Kira nodded. “A colleague of mine will come to find you. His name is Dusty. He’ll get you set up with everything you need.”

      When the translator finished, the woman uncrossed her arms and stared at Kira with a look of wonder. And then, without warning, she lunged forward and hugged Kira.

      “Thank. You.” The woman struggled with the two words, and it was heavily accented, but Kira understood her perfectly. When she let go, she smiled, and Kira noted the tears in the woman’s eye.

      The moment was bittersweet for Kira. She was glad to save these women, but Dakota Logan was still missing, and time was running out for the chance of a successful recovery.

      Kira gave the battered women space and waited for Mackie to arrive. She wasn’t sure how he was going to react, but she braced herself for a lecture. While she waited, she decided to give Dusty a call.

      “Hey, are you all right? I heard about the shootout,” Dusty said.

      Kira appreciated the genuine concern in Dusty’s voice, but she didn’t call him for validation. “I’m fine, but there’s a stiff on scene.”

      “Damn,” Dusty said. “Well, I looked into your stalker, and I think I have a suspect.”

      “Who?” Kira asked.

      “Well, first I had to rule out everyone you work with, then family members—”

      “Ha. Ha,” Kira said. “Get on with it.”

      “Lane Smith,” Dusty said.

      Kira shrugged. “Don’t know him.”

      “But you know his half-brother,” Dusty said. “It was Darren Thompson.”

      Kira shut her eyes. Darren Thompson was the man who had abducted Missy Rivers and who was now currently dead. “Perfect.”

      “I’ve been trying to track his movements, but he’s been MIA for the past seven weeks,” Dusty said. “I spoke to his parole officer in Arizona, who said the last time he checked in was shortly after you were suspended.”

      “And you can’t find him?” Kira asked.

      “Lane’s parole officer froze his bank account, and I haven’t seen any online financial activity,” Dusty said. “He must have had cash stockpiled, or he could be dead, I don’t know. But so far, this guy is the only one I can find who might have a grudge against you. Well, him and everyone who’s ever met you.”

      “All right, thanks,” Kira said.

      “So, what do you want me to do?” Dusty asked. “I can tell Mackie—”

      “No, do not tell Mackie,” Kira answered. “I’m too far in this case to be taken off. Not a word, understand?”

      Dusty was silent for a moment before he replied. “Kira, this is a real threat. You need to take it seriously.”

      “I am taking it seriously,” Kira said. “Listen, I need you to tell me if there’s been any movement at the marina from our lookout?”

      “He actually just checked in with me right before you called,” Dusty said. “It looks like they’ve brought a few more people to the party at the marina, and they’ve sent the boat workers home.”

      “They’re gearing up for something,” Kira said. “Maybe even moving the girls. Can we get a warrant for a raid?”

      “I can see if I can expedite one,” Dusty said. “But it would require Mackie’s approval.”

      Kira saw Mackie’s vehicle arrive. “He just pulled up. I’ll let you know when we have it.” She hung up and approached Mackie’s vehicle, but she stopped in her tracks when she saw him step out of the car.

      In all the years working together, Kira had pushed Mackie’s buttons on several different occasions, but his expression now was beyond livid. It was nuclear.

      “Sir, I can—”

      “Inside with me, now,” Mackie said, quickly moving past.

      Kira followed Mackie and caught a few stares of “you did it this time” from the other agents she walked past.

      Mackie stood next to the body of the man Kira had shot while forensics was snapping photographs. “I need the room.”

      Everyone started to leave, but when Kira tried to step out, Mackie stopped her.

      “Not you, Lock,” Mackie said. “You stay.”

      Once the house was emptied, Kira waited for the dressing down. It wouldn’t be the first time she’d been chewed out, but she hoped it wasn’t the last.

      “Lock, do you have any idea what you’ve done here?” Mackie asked.

      “I infiltrated a structure filled with violent gang members,” Kira answered.

      “I’m not talking about the statistics, Agent Lockhart; I’m talking about the life you took!” Mackie shouted, and he turned around. “Do you even feel it anymore?”

      “Feel what?” Kira asked.

      “The weight of killing someone?” Mackie asked.

      Kira glanced at the dead man on the floor. There wasn’t much blood, which wasn’t uncommon, but that always surprised Kira. After being inundated by gory movies and television, she always expected buckets of blood whenever she shot someone. But most of the time, unless it hit a major artery, there wasn’t much blood at all, and if there was, it slowly pooled around the body or soaked into the floor.

      “I don’t consider that a person,” Kira said. “Not after the things they had done.”

      “Do you even hear yourself?” Mackie asked. “You sound like a psychopath.”

      Kira stiffened. “You want me to feel bad for shooting a man who had every intention of killing me? Fine. I feel bad.”

      “It’s not about the guilt, Lock; it’s about the responsibility!” Mackie shouted. “The badge and gun you carry are more than just tools; they’re symbols. And if you continue to use both with reckless abandon, you lessen those symbols in the eyes of the public.”

      “He drew on me, sir,” Kira said, repeating herself. “I didn’t have a choice.”

      “Yes, you did,” Mackie said. “You could have waited for backup. We could have ended this stand-off peacefully.”

      “The moment we start negotiations is the moment they have hostages,” Kira said. “And from what I’ve seen of these people, they don’t have the same appreciation for life as we do.”

      “And is this what you call an appreciation for life?” Mackie asked, gesturing to the body. “He might have been a monster, but I would have rather seen him rot in a jail cell than get off as easy as a bullet to the chest.”

      “I know what I am,” Kira said. “And I know the job I’m capable of performing. But I’m not going to grow a heart for the people I’m trying to arrest. Not when I know the evil they’ve done.”

      Mackie rubbed his forehead. It was clear he was still frustrated. “I have to be able to trust my agents, Lock. Without trust, I can’t send you out into the field in good conscious.”

      Kira frowned. “I’m the best agent you have—”

      “Then show me,” Mackie said. “Show me you’re more than just the reckless agent everyone else sees you as. Be better.”

      Mackie walked away, leaving Kira alone with the dead body. Deep down, Kira understood what Mackie was trying to tell her. But her first line of defense ever since the death of her daughter was always anger. She didn’t know how to change it, and she wasn’t sure if she wanted to.

      But if she wanted to remain an agent, Kira realized she was going to have to try.
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      Once Mackie had cooled off, he signed off on the warrant for the marina and readied a team for a raid.

      At first, Kira wasn’t sure if she would be a part of it, but Mackie never told her to go home. He told her to be better.

      Mackie was a good agent and a good boss, but more importantly, he was a good man. He might have given her a hard time, but it was meant to help her.

      Kira recognized that those types of people were rare and important to have in life. They kept you tethered to reality instead of drifting off into fantasy. Hubris was the downfall of many a good agent, and it could drive a person to the edges of insanity.

      Once the team was geared up and briefed by Mackie, they rode together in the back of a tactical van. Kira felt the eyes of everyone on her, especially Boseman. Word had already spread about the altercation at the house, and the other agents avoided Kira like the plague.

      But Kira didn’t concern herself with everyone else’s worries; all she concentrated on was finding Dakota.

      The agent they had posted at the marina had counted a dozen armed men, but they had three times as many agents in route, not to mention back up from the coast guard and air patrol from local PD. The plan was to surround and then infiltrate.

      The hopes were the show of force would prompt the gang members to surrender peacefully. But if there was a gunfight, it would be short.

      “Sixty seconds!” Mackie shouted.

      Everyone in the van tensed, the words a shot of adrenaline. It had been a while since Kira was part of the group raid, but she understood her role. There would be no room for solo tactics this time; if she did, it could get one of their agents killed. And she didn’t want that on her conscience. Not even if it was Boseman.

      “Ten seconds!” Mackie shouted.

      The van sped up, the engine roaring as they accelerated quickly and then hit the brakes. When the assault van stopped, Kira and the rest of the agents poured out of the back.

      “Go! Go! Go!” Mackie shouted.

      Kira flipped to autopilot and she followed her three-man team toward the east side of the marina as instructed.

      The noise from the chopper and the sound of the coast guard boats in the bay made for an impressive display of authority, but the element of surprise was now gone.

      The Serpents now knew exactly who had come for them; the only question that remained was if they were going to come out peacefully or if Kira and the others would infiltrate by force.

      Mackie was at the front of the marina with a bullhorn, and Kira heard him clear as day even from behind the building.

      “This is the FBI,” Mackie said. “The building is surrounded. Come out with your hands up and proceed in an orderly fashion with your hands behind your head.”

      Mackie repeated the order three more times, and Kira felt the rush of adrenaline as they waited. The hum of the chopper blades overhead, the sound of the boats in the water, it was the background music to the scene as they waited.

      “C’mon, boss,” Kira whispered. “Make the call.”

      Mackie repeated the order for the Serpents to surrender again, and the entire unit was on a hair-trigger.

      “Hold steady, teams,” Boseman said, his voice graveled over the radio.

      Kira wasn’t stupid enough to try something in the midst of all this, but even the other agents were growing restless.

      “Teams are cleared for entry, go, go, go, go!” Boseman shouted.

      The moment the order was given, Kira followed the agent in front of her, keeping low on their approach to the back door. The two agents in front used the battering ram to bust down the door, their entrance synchronized to the team at the front.

      Even before Kira stepped through the door, there were two quick gunshots and then shouts from inside. “Stay on the ground! Hands on your heads! Now!”

      Agents circled the Serpent members who had surrendered, and Kira watched as they were all cuffed. It was over.

      Kira diverted her attention to a cluster of empty boxes stacked over desks. When she stepped around the desks, she found the shredded remains of documents on the floor.

      Kira grimaced. “This is why we don’t wait to go inside.” She turned and stormed out of the building, finding Mackie in the crowd as the Serpents gang was placed inside the van. “They shredded their documents.”

      “What?” Mackie asked.

      “That’s what they were doing while we were waiting outside with our thumbs up our asses,” Kira answered. “They were getting rid of information they didn’t want us to see, information that could have helped us find Dakota and the other girls.”

      “We’ll go through what’s left—Lock!”

      Kira wasn’t listening to him anymore. Mackie wanted to take things slow, so be it, but Kira had other plans.
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      Still fuming when she returned to the field office, Kira was the first agent back. The building was empty, which made it feel eerie, especially in the middle of the afternoon when it was normally bustling with people.

      But Dusty was still at his desk, eyes glued to the computer, scouring the internet for traffickers on the black market.

      “Hey,” Dusty said, noticing Kira but not looking away from his computer. “What are you doing back so soon?”

      “They destroyed the evidence,” Kira said. “Mackie waited too long to—”

      “They didn’t destroy everything,” Dusty said.

      Kira perked up. “What?”

      Dusty gestured to his monitor. “I’m going through what they managed to salvage now. They just scanned it in.”

      Kira hurried around the other side of the desk and saw fragments of what had been uploaded. “Is any of it useable?”

      “I’m trying to figure that out,” Dusty answered. “But there are a lot of numbers here.”

      Kira studied the data Dusty recovered. “Bank account numbers? Transactions? A ledger for their assets?”

      “Maybe,” Dusty answered. “I’ll try to put this through a software that will help shape the numbers for us and try to piece together what was torn apart.”

      Kira shook her head, watching as the system slowly pieced the fragmented remains of the documents together. Slowly but surely, the software managed to put everything back together.

      “That’s incredible,” Kira said.

      The data fit into a spreadsheet, and Kira noticed the columns with a few headings written in Czech. “Can we find out what that says?”

      “Yeah, I’ll just put it a through a quick translation and—Voila!” Dusty said.

      “Drops,” Kira said, and she perked up. “This is a schedule. Holy shit, this is a schedule of when they drop off their girls.” She quickly commandeered Dusty’s mouse, and scrolled through the rest of the sheet, shaking her head. “It’s not complete, there aren’t any locations listed on here, they’re missing.”

      “Let me try something,” Dusty said, regaining control of his mouse. “This is still in a beta test, but it’s an AI software that can help piece together missing languages. It was originally designed to help archeologists with ancient artifacts that had been broken so they could replicate it, but they loaned it to the Bureau in hopes of using it to identify violent or hateful texts.”

      Kira raised her eyebrow. “Bit of a big brother situation, don’t you think?”

      “Yes,” Dusty said. “We haven’t deployed it, and in the current environment of public opinion, I don’t think this is going to be very popular.”

      Kira watched the algorithm work, and while they waited, she felt Dusty’s eyes on her. “Something you need to get off your chest?”

      “I just want to make sure you’re all right,” Dusty answered. “I heard about what happened in Ybor.”

      “I’m fine,” Kira said.

      “No, you’re not,” Dusty replied.

      “I got an earful from Mackie. I don’t need one from you,” Kira said.

      “I don’t know what Mackie said, but hey.” Dusty reached for Kira’s arm and held it firmly. They rarely touched one another, so the gesture surprised Kira. “You need to process your pain. Your grief. Your fear, anger, all of it. I know you think in doing so it will take your edge away from you, but it won’t.”

      Kira flinched. “You don’t know that for sure.”

      “I do,” Dusty said. “You’re not the only one with skeletons in their closet.”

      “Care to share?” Kira asked.

      “A different story for another day,” Dusty answered.

      “Right,” Kira said. “I need a coffee. You want one? Oh, right, you’re a freak who doesn’t drink any caffeine.”

      “It only dehydrates you,” Dusty said. “Which makes you more tired, so you drink more coffee, so you get more tired—”

      “Yadda-yadda-yadda,” Kira said, working her hand like a puppet. “I get it. You’re healthy.”

      Kira saw at least a cup full left in the carafe and dumped the remainder of the lukewarm coffee into a paper cup.

      Kira spun around quickly, bringing the cup to her lips, but then smashed into someone’s back, spilling coffee down the front of her blouse. “Shit!” Kira said.

      “Jesus, Lock!” Agent Carden tiptoed forward, removing his jacket, which only received a minor splash of the spill. “Look where you’re going.”

      “It was an accident, and you’re fine,” Kira said, but she needed a change of clothes. “Dammit.” She stared into the now empty coffee cup and tossed it in the trash. She quickly walked past Dusty. “I’m going home. Keep me updated.”

      “What happened to you?” Dusty asked.

      “You were right,” Kira answered. “Caffeine is bad for you.”

      Luckily, Kira didn’t live far from the field office. It was one of the reasons she had bought the place when she had moved here. She was only home to sleep, and sometimes she just decided to nap at the office.

      There wasn’t anything or anyone Kira was excited to come home to, so the place was more of a temporary weigh station until… Well, until she figured out what the hell came next. But she figured she’d stay on the job until she either died or was forced to quit.

      Kira parked in the driveway, never using the garage, which was crammed full of stuff from her move here five years ago, which she still hadn’t bothered to unpack. She removed her jacket on the way to the front door, but just before she reached for her keys, she stopped.

      The front door was halfway open. Kira reached for her gun and slowly approached. She scanned the area, looking for any other bodies, but saw no one. She paused near the entrance to get her stance ready and then quickly moved inside, clearing the corners.

      The living room was turned upside down. The TV she never used was smashed, the love seat she bought and often fell asleep on was torn up, the glass coffee table was shattered and sprinkled into the rug.

      The kitchen was just as bad, with dishes smashed and the fridge and freezer left open. The scene reminded Kira of what she had seen at Dakota’s dorm. But she wasn’t sure if this was something the Serpents had done or her stalker.

      Once Kira cleared the remaining rooms, both of which had been torn up, she holstered her weapon and then looked for a note but found nothing.

      Notes were one thing; invading and trashing her home was another, and Kira realized her situation was growing more desperate than she was willing to admit.

      Kira sifted through the clothes spread over the floor in her bedroom and picked out a clean blouse and pants. She changed and returned to the field office, where Dusty was still at his computer.

      “The AI program managed to fill in some of the missing numbers,” Dusty said.

      Kira quickly scanned the spreadsheet Dusty had put together. Everything was slightly more organized than what they’d had before but still missing a few pieces.

      “Those are definitely times,” Kira said, pointing to the two columns. “Two separate times. Maybe for different days?”

      “Those are coordinates,” Dusty said.

      “Shit,” Kira said. “You’re right.”

      “It’s off the Clearwater coast, out in the Gulf,” Dusty said, pulling up the maps. “But I’m not seeing any island out there.”

      “Try another one,” Kira said.

      “It’s farther north, but still the middle of the water,” Dusty said.

      Kira recalled what the ME had told her about the water and the sand they found on the body that washed ashore. “Cross-reference those coordinates with known sandbars off the coast.”

      Dusty did, but he didn’t have much luck. “You need to contact the coast guard.”

      “I’m on it,” Kira said. “Send me the data. We need to get out there, see if that’s where Dakota might have been taken.”
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      It didn’t take long for the coast guard to reply to Kira’s request. They were still assisting at the marina where Mackie and the others were processing the scene. When she returned with the news she and Dusty had found, it helped ease her back into good favor with Mackie.

      “You’re sure about this?” Mackie asked.

      “It makes sense,” Kira answered. “Based on the data of the coroner’s report and the coordinates we found, it’s worth a shot to examine.”

      “All right,” Mackie said. “Those boys aren’t talking, and they’ve already lawyered up. Big fancy guy, too, who flew down from New York.”

      “They made the trip down already?” Kira asked.

      “I think they called him before we even showed up,” Mackie answered. “These people are better connected than we thought.”

      “Then all the more reason to get the jump on them now while the information is fresh,” Kira said.

      Mackie nodded in agreement. “Boseman!”

      Kira frowned as Boseman jogged over.

      “I want you to pick a team to go with you and the coast guard,” Mackie said. “We believe the Serpents have a drop off location in the Gulf, and we—”

      “Are you fucking serious?” Kira asked.

      Mackie turned sharply toward Kira. “Watch your tone, Agent Lockhart.”

      “Sir, this is my case; I’m the one who brought you this information,” Kira said.

      “Dusty found the information, but I thank you for being the currier,” Mackie said. “And as for this being your case, it belongs to the Bureau, and as the special agent in charge, I choose who is assigned which cases as determined by the best interest of the Bureau. And I choose Boseman.”

      Kira realized this was Mackie’s plan all along. He wasn’t going to fire her or force her back into another suspension. He was going to keep her active and on the sidelines, forcing her to either submit to his rules or break against protocol so much that he’d be forced to let her go.

      “Gather your team, Boseman,” Mackie said. “I’ll notify the coast guard.”

      “Yes, sir,” Boseman replied.

      Mackie walked away, leaving Kira fuming.

      “Sucks,” Boseman said, still standing nearby.

      Kira wasn’t in the mood for Boseman’s bullshit, so she started to leave.

      “Hey,” Boseman said. “Don’t you want to know who I’m picking for my team?”

      Kira stopped. She wasn’t sure if it was a trick or not, but her curiosity always got the better of her. She turned around. “And I’m supposed to believe you’re going to pick me?”

      Boseman pocketed his hands and walked closer to Kira. “I heard about what happened at your house.”

      Kira raised an eyebrow. “And I’m supposed to believe you feel sorry for me?”

      “Look, we don’t see eye to eye on pretty much anything,” Boseman answered. “But an attack from someone on the outside, something personal like this, on one of our agents is a threat to the entire Bureau. You hit one of us; you hit all of us.”

      Kira was surprised. “Even me?”

      Boseman snorted. “You’re a real piece of work, you know that, Lock? I come to you with an olive branch, and all you can do is make some smart-ass comment.”

      Kira shrugged. “It’s part of my charm.”

      “It’s part of being a pain in the ass,” Boseman replied, and then he sighed. “Besides, you’ve been on this case from the beginning, and you know it better than anyone.”

      “Was that a compliment?” Kira asked.

      “Don’t push it,” Boseman answered.

      Boseman returned to his group, most likely to pick the remaining members of the team to join them, and Kira realized this was a moment she shouldn’t let slip past.

      “Boseman,” Kira said, causing him to stop. “Thank you.”

      Boseman nodded and then continued on his way. Kira was thankful he didn’t try to make it a bigger deal than it was, a simple apology. And while it might not have been the way she thought it was going to happen, Kira was now glad she was back on the case. She would have done it even without their help, but it was always easier to push through changes when you were on the inside.

      Once Boseman had picked his team, Kira and the others loaded up into the coast guard cutter, which docked at the end of the marina pier. Kira had on her life jacket, and her phone buzzed. She checked it and saw it was Dusty.

      “Hey,” Kira said. “We’re just about to head out on the water.”

      “Good,” Dusty said. “But I wanted to run something by you before you took off. I did some digging into the Road to Enrollment, and I found the original founder. It’s Dale Mathews, who is the current Chair of the USF Board of Trustees.”

      “Interesting,” Kira said. “Were you able to track any of the money?”

      “That’s why I wanted to call you,” Dusty answered. “The Road to Enrollment is listed as a non-profit, which means they have to disclose their employee salaries and operating costs, but their endowment comes largely from anonymous donations through fundraisers. And while I don’t have the exact amount, the funds are somewhere in the hundreds of millions.”

      Kira raised her eyebrows. “That’s quite the endowment.”

      “It’s the biggest non-profit education endowment in the country,” Dusty said.

      “Any withdrawals we should know about?” Kira asked.

      “Well, that’s the problem I’m running into,” Dusty answered. “The charity is required to report its donations each year, but because it’s a charity, they don’t have to disclose everything they spend. And I’m seeing millions of dollars spent simply as ‘discretionary.’”

      “If they’re involved with the Serpents then the Road To Enrollment endowment might be another way for them to launder money,” Kira said. “Can we get a warrant to help with trying to uncover any specifics?”

      “We can, but my guess is their books are cooked pretty well,” Dusty answered.

      “Do it anyway,” Kira replied. “We might get lucky with something. Hell, they might be so arrogant we just might find a spreadsheet labeled ‘trafficking money’ in it.”

      “Here’s to hoping,” Dusty said and then ended the call.

      “Everything all right?” Boseman asked.

      “Dusty found some interesting stuff on a charity we’re looking into,” Kira said. “I think it might be a front for the Serpents trafficking ring.”

      “That’s a big deal,” Boseman said. “You have proof?”

      “You know the three girls Dakota Logan was looking for?” Kira asked. “All of them were a part of the same program run by the charity.”

      “That’s probable cause,” Boseman said.

      “They were also all students at the college, so I think I need more than just their academic and financial troubles,” Kira said. “Plus, the charity has a history of helping a lot of students. And with only three disappearances—”

      “Three that you know of,” Boseman said. “There could be more.”

      Kira couldn’t believe she hadn’t thought of that earlier. She had been so focused on finding Dakota that she hadn’t stopped to think there was something bigger going on, that more girls hadn’t been taken.

      It was something Kira would look into the moment they returned from the boat trip. And if they were lucky, Dakota and the other girls would be returning with them.
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      The coast guard cutter broke through the waves in the Gulf like a battering ram. The vessel was designed for speed and maneuverability but not a smooth ride.

      Kira gripped the metal railing, the wind whipping her face as the sun slowly descended in the west. Even though she lived on the coast, it had been a long time since she had been on a boat, and even then, it wasn’t for leisure purposes. She had been invited to train with the local Marine Patrol Unit with the St. Pete Police Department. It had been a joint FBI/PD exercise as part of the ongoing relationship between the two departments to support the community.

      Kira didn’t dislike the water, but work kept her from enjoying the beaches, so many tourists came to visit. But as salty spray speckled her face, she couldn’t help but feel a rush of excitement from the combination of the wind and the waves.

      “Almost there!” Captain Malloy shouted, and Boseman and the rest of the agents all readied themselves.

      Kira squinted to the horizon, but she saw no sign of an island or of anything. It was nothing but endless water.

      The cutter slowed, and Kira’s hair fell back down to her shoulders. She felt slightly stiff and sticky from the salty hair, and when she let go of the railing, it was like peeling Velcro.

      “What’s going on?” Boseman asked.

      “Water’s getting shallow,” Captain answered. “There’s a sandbar up ahead.”

      “I don’t see anything out there,” Boseman said, and then he turned to Kira. “You’re sure these are the right coordinates?”

      “It’s what we found on their information from the marina,” Kira answered.

      “Got something, Skipper.” One of the crewmen lowered his binoculars and handed them to Captain Malloy, who joined him on the bow. “Ahead, about two hundred yards.”

      Kira squinted in the direction the crewman had mentioned, but she couldn’t see anything from the glare off the water.

      “I see it,” the captain said.

      “See what?” Boseman asked.

      “There’s a small mangrove in the sandbar ahead,” Captain answered. “It’ll be too shallow for the cutter, but we can take the rowboats out.”

      Thankfully, “rowboat” was simply an expression, and the small crafts they deployed had outboard engines on them. Between the two crafts, they had twelve armed men on board. Between the rifles and the long-range guns on the cutter, they had more than enough firepower to quell any resistance they encountered.

      Kira had been part of plenty of raids before, but none like this one. And while there was the normal shot of adrenaline running through her veins, she couldn’t help but feel an extra amount of pressure with this case.

      With one girl already dead, it was clear to Kira the Serpents had no qualms about spilling blood. They would do whatever was necessary to protect their interests, no matter how many girls they had to kill.

      After a short cruise in the rowboats, Kira finally saw the tiny mangrove island ahead. It was smaller than she expected. The groves were barely five feet high, with only small areas high enough to reveal sand.

      “Stay sharp,” Boseman said. “We don’t know what we’ll find—”

      The gunshot fired from the groves caused the boatman to veer sharply to the right, and everyone ducked.

      “Cover fire! Cover fire!” Captain Malloy shouted.

      “Hold!” Kira replied, screaming over the whine of the engine. “We might have hostages on the island!”

      “Hold! Hold fire!” Captain Malloy quickly ordered, and the boat continued to circle the small cluster of mangroves.

      A few more gunshots were fired from the mangroves, but none came close to hitting their mark.

      “They’re warning shots,” Malloy said, shouting over the wind and noise of the boat engine.

      “So, what now?” Boseman asked.

      “Our boys are trained for water infiltration,” Captain answered. “If we cause a distraction, we can give two of our guys a chance to get to the island and neutralize the shooter.”

      “All right, do it,” Boseman answered.

      “I’m going, too,” Kira said.

      “Lock, you’re not trained in something like this,” Boseman replied.

      “I did marine training with St. Pete PD last summer,” Kira said. “I understand the protocol.”

      “It’s really not necessary,” Captain Malloy said. “My men can handle it—”

      “With all due respect, Captain, that island most likely has young women on it, and I’d like for them to see a face that doesn’t have a Y chromosome,” Kira said. “I can hold my own, and I won’t get in the way of your men or slow them down.”

      Boseman turned to Malloy. “It’s your call.”

      Malloy studied Kira, sizing her up, and then nodded. “If we have gear that fits you, you’re free to join.”

      Kira stripped down to her undershirt and briefs, and she caught a few of the men’s eyes lingering on her.

      “Do all FBI agents look like that?” one of the crew whispered.

      “Manners,” Captain Malloy said harshly.

      Kira rolled her eyes. She didn’t mind the stares, and she exposed nothing more than most women at the beach.

      “Good to go,” Kira said, wetsuit and snorkel on.

      “All right, we’ll circle, and you guys will drop out on the move,” Captain said. “We’ll provide some cover fire, just enough to draw their attention. Once we have the shooter occupied your team will infiltrate the mangroves.”

      The crew nodded and then moved into position. It was hard keeping her balance on the side of the boat, but she managed to hold on until Captain Malloy gave them the all-clear. She hit the water hard, the contact of the surface stinging her backside, but she remembered to keep swimming once she was off the boat to steer clear of the rutter and propeller.

      Once the sediment cleared, Kira and the other two coast guard soldiers popped their heads above water and headed for the mangroves.

      It was quiet beneath the water. Kira heard the dull whine of the propellers, but when she broke the surface, she heard the cover fire from the coast guard.

      The water became shallower the closer they moved toward the mangroves. Each time they kicked their fins to swim, they pushed up sediment, so they made sure to swim in a parallel line so they didn’t blind each other. Once the water was too shallow to swim, they discarded the fins and then removed their weapons from the plastic bags.

      It had been a while since Kira had handled an assault rifle, but her muscle memory came to her rescue. Captain Malloy stayed true to his word in drawing the gunfire on the opposite side of the island while Kira and the coast guard soldiers moved toward the mangroves.

      The water never truly receded and what they marched through was more mud than sand, but the mangroves were thick.

      As Kira moved deeper into the mangroves, she heard a man shout between the pop of gunfire. She and the other soldiers remained quiet, moving as quickly as they could without drawing attention to themselves.

      Twice, Kira nearly tripped over the tangled roots. And her foot continued to sink low into the sand, the murky, muddy water threatening to suck her under if she remained still.

      Eventually, the mangroves cleared, and Kira emerged into a small opening. It was here she saw two girls huddling close together, both with their heads down, concealing their faces.

      They were soaked and covered in sand, shivering from the cold waters, but when one of them looked upward, she stared at Kira as though she were a ghost, unsure if what she was seeing was real or a figment of her imagination.

      Kira held her finger up to her lips, signaling the girls to remain quiet, and they both bowed their heads again. They were too weak to do anything else, even to scream.

      The two coast guard soldiers motioned ahead to follow in a standard three-by-three formation, and Kira fell into line. There was a clear path from the middle of the mangroves where the girls were huddled and the front half of the island where the gunman was shooting. Kira placed her finger on the trigger on the approach but remembered what Mackie and Dusty had been trying to tell her about showing restraint.

      But each time Kira tried to listen to their advice, the images of those girls shivering in the cold muck blocked them out.

      When the narrow path of the mangroves widened, Kira saw the gunman shooting at the boats, drawing his fire and ire.

      Kira paused in line with the other soldiers, knowing it was their mission, and she was just along for the ride. But if this scumbag didn’t want to come quietly, Kira knew exactly how to shut him up real nice.

      “Drop the weapon!” the soldier shouted.

      The gang member immediately spun around, gun still in hand, but his finger wasn’t on the trigger, and it was pointed at the water.

      “Drop it now!” the soldier repeated.

      The man stood frozen. Kira saw the look in his eyes and knew he would fight or run. It was always instinct that kicked in, and if the fool wanted to put his instincts up against Kira’s rifle, then he was damn well welcomed to try.

      “I said drop it! Last warning!”

      Just when Kira was about to pull the trigger, the gunman dropped the gun into the water and placed his hands in the air. He complied with the rest of the coast guard’s orders and dropped to his knees while he was restrained with his hands behind his back.

      With the threat disengaged, Kira quickly hurried back to the girls in the center of the island.

      “Hey,” Kira said, causing both of them to look up.

      They cowered backward when Kira reached for them, and she held her hands up in a passive gesture.

      “It’s all right,” Kira said. “I’m not here to hurt you.”

      Despite the reassurance, both girls held a healthy dose of skepticism in their gaze. It was well deserved. Kira didn’t blame them for not trusting her. She was just another person with a gun.

      “I know Dakota,” Kira said.

      Both perked up.

      “You know her?” one of the girls asked, which Kira identified as Prika.

      “Yes,” Kira answered. “And I need your help to find her.”
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      The tide was coming in by the time they moved the girls to the boats. They were wary of everyone, even Kira, who was the only other female among them. It was obvious these young women had gone through hell, but it was imperative Kira learn what they knew about Dakota’s disappearance.

      After all, it was Dakota’s phone they had found on Michelle Calvary, who washed ashore, which meant the girls must have been in contact with Dakota after she was abducted at the hotel. But why Dakota wasn’t out here with them, she didn’t know.

      Maybe Kira was already too late.

      After both girls changed into dry clothes, which were the orange jumpsuits the coast guard had on board and were given some food and water, Kira approached them.

      “I’m not going to bother to ask how you’re feeling because I already know you’re terrified,” Kira said. “But I want you to know you’re safe now.”

      “Are they dead?” Chloe Peterson asked.

      “Who?” Kira asked.

      “The people who took us,” Chloe answered. “Are they dead?”

      “No, but—”

      “Then we’re not safe.” Chloe lowered her head, focusing on putting small pieces of the bread they gave her into her mouth and sipping from the bottle of water.

      “I know it’s difficult to talk about this, but I need to know if Dakota is alive,” Kira said.

      “We don’t know,” Prika answered. “We were separated before we were brought out here.”

      “What happened to Michelle?” Kira asked.

      “She died,” Chloe answered, still slowly feeding them bits of bread to herself. “They drowned her.”

      “The man that kept you on the island?” Kira asked. “He drowned her?”

      Both girls nodded.

      “Why?” Kira asked.

      “Because she was asking too many questions,” Chloe said. “Because she was scared. Because she wanted to go home. Because he felt like it. Take your pick. It could have been any one of them.”

      “They were always going to kill one of us,” Prika said. “They wanted to make sure we understood who was in charge. They wanted to make sure we knew they could do whatever they wanted to us at any time. They wanted us to stay afraid. And it worked.”

      Kira had heard horror stories about what happened to young women over the years, but this one was up there with some of the worst. The Serpents viewed these girls not as people but as property. Property to do with as they please, and then throw away when they were done.

      “Girls,” Kira said. “I need you to talk to me about what happened, and I understand it’s difficult. I know you’re traumatized, but Dakota’s life hangs in the balance. If she’s not dead already, she might be soon. So, please, tell me what happened.”

      The girls exchanged a glance, and while Prika lowered her gaze to the floor of the boat, Chloe cleared her throat.

      “We were recruited into the gang a year apart,” Chloe said. “Me two years ago, her last year.”

      “People from the Road to Enrollment, right?” Kira asked.

      Chloe frowned. “What? No. We were having money trouble, and this guy approached us on how to earn some cash.”

      “The same guy?” Kira asked.

      “Yeah,” Chloe answered. “Anyway, before either of us realize it, we’re being sent to these conferences with men as ‘dates,’ but the moment those dates are over, we were brought back to the hotel room, and more was expected of us. We both tried to resist the first time, but they threatened to expose us, to cut us off, to tell our families we were hookers. And we fell for it.”

      “It’s not your fault,” Kira said.

      “Yeah, well, can’t change it now,” Chloe said.

      Kira had seen this kind of apathetic behavior before. It was nothing more than a coping mechanism.

      “Anyway, a couple weeks ago, both of us are working, and we got approached by this girl,” Chloe said.

      “Dakota,” Kira clarified.

      “Yeah, Dakota,” Chloe said. “She tells us she’s writing an article for school about why and how women become involved in sex work. I told her she was wasting her time, but then she started talking about how she could help, how this was a way to get back at the people who put us here.” She shook her head. “The longer I talked to her, the more I remembered who I used to be before all of this. It felt good, you know? And for a little while, I forgot that I was a part of all of this craziness. I thought I might be able to get out.”

      “We both did,” Prika said.

      “But the more we talked, the more we both realized we were screwed,” Chloe said. “Dakota said she was putting some pieces together, said she knew who was at the top of the food chain.”

      “Did she tell you who?” Kira asked.

      “No,” Chloe answered. “But she said we would know it when we saw it. Said it was going to be national news.” She smiled, but then it faded.

      “And that’s what worried you,” Kira said.

      “The gang likes to stay off the radar,” Chloe said. “I told Dakota to drop it, that it wasn’t worth it, but you know what she said? She told me that even if one person in power abuses their post, it’s one too many.” She chuckled. “Crazy bitch, right? The whole goddamn world is corrupted.”

      “When did you last see Dakota?” Kira asked.

      “It was at the marina,” Chloe answered. “We were all brought there by the gang. They asked us if we knew her, and we all said we didn’t. We thought maybe it would save her, but—”

      “Don’t say that bullshit,” Prika said. “We only said we didn’t know her because we wanted to save ourselves. We were all scared shitless. But it didn’t matter in the end.”

      “No, it didn’t,” Chloe said. “They locked us in the back of a van, but while we were inside, Dakota handed me her SIM card. She told me to keep it on me, no matter what, that someone would come looking for us.”

      “She just gave it up?” Kira asked.

      “Yeah,” Chloe answered. “We still had our phones, but they took the batteries out and smashed them up. After Michelle was killed I put Dakota’s SIM card in her phone and snuck it into her pocket before she was pushed out with the tide. We hoped someone would find the body, find the phone. I guess it worked.”

      Kira remained tight lip on the fact they found the island off of the Serpent’s internal documents.

      “We thought we were going to die out there,” Chloe said.

      “We still might,” Prika said.

      “You’re not going to die,” Kira replied. “I promise. Now, do you know where they might have taken Dakota?”

      Both shrugged.

      “Could be anywhere,” Chloe said. “They have places all over the city.”

      “Could you identify a few of them for us?” Kira asked.

      “Yeah, sure,” Chloe said.

      Kira handed them a pen and paper and let them write down some names. In the meantime, Kira returned to the island where the girls had been kept, searching for evidence.

      Captain Malloy and Boseman tagged along.

      “Did they say anything?” Boseman asked.

      “Nothing useful yet, but they’re brainstorming,” Kira answered. “Dakota was separated from them, but they were all brought to the marina together. That’s where Dakota snuck one of the girls her SIM card.”

      “Damn,” Boseman said. “Brave girl.”

      “You have no idea,” Kira said.

      Kira and the others searched the island but found only a chair and a cooler. But they understood why Michelle Calvary’s skin was so wrinkled when they found her. The rising tide had brought the water up to their waists, and even in the island’s center, the water had come up to their shins.

      “Can you imagine having to stand out here like this?” Boseman asked. “It’s amazing they don’t have pneumonia.”

      “This is where they must keep the girls before they ship them in and out of the country,” Kira said and then looked back to Captain Malloy. “How many of these tiny islands are there?”

      Malloy shook his head. “Could be hundreds. There’s only so much ocean we can cover, and the landscape is always changing. We try to mark what we can, but I don’t think we’ll ever find them all, not until satellite imaging gets a few upgrades.”

      “So, what now?” Boseman asked.

      Kira gave it some thought. “I think we might have ourselves a unique situation.”

      “How do you mean?” Boseman asked.

      “The spreadsheet we recovered mentioned a drop off at this location today,” Kira said. “I’m guessing it’s for tonight.”

      “You want to set a trap?” Boseman asked.

      “If the captain is up for it?” Kira asked, turning toward Malloy. “We could use the extra firepower.”

      “Bag a few more bad guys? I’d love to,” Malloy answered.

      “Let’s bring the prisoner back out here,” Kira said. “We need to ask him some questions about tonight’s drop.”

      Unlike the girls, the Serpents gang member wasn’t given any dry clothes, food, or water, and no one felt bad about it.

      The man who’d been charged with watching the girls was short, bald, and covered in tattoos from the neck down. The ink blended together to create a second skin.

      “That’s a lot of ink,” Kira said. “How long did it take you to do all of that?”

      The gang banger snarled. “Fuck you, bitch.”

      Kira smiled. “So, you do speak English. Good to know.” She picked up a shell from beneath the water. “Someone is supposed to come to pick up those girls tonight, yes?”

      He remained tight-lipped.

      “Hold him,” Kira said.

      Both Captain Malloy and Boseman held the man down, and while he struggled, he was too tired and weak to fight back.

      Kira held up the shell and then pinned the man’s right arm beneath her armpit and extended his index finger. “Last chance.”

      “Fuck you!” he shouted.

      “Fine,” Kira said, and then she dug the shell beneath the man’s fingernail, pushing deep into the tender flesh beneath as the man screamed bloody murder. “What time is the pickup?”

      “Ten! Ten o’clock!” he shouted.

      Kira removed the shell, and the man collapsed. “What’s the signal for an all-clear? I’m assuming you have signs?”

      The man remained tight-lipped at first, but then the thought of more pain loosened his tongue. “Two quick flashes of light.”

      Kira studied the man’s expression and then shoved the shell into the fingertip again.

      “Three! Three light flashes!” he screamed, thrashing between Boseman and the captain until Kira removed the shell.

      “Let him go,” Kira said.

      Boseman and Malloy dropped the man, and he collapsed forward on his hands and knees.

      “How’d you know he was lying?” Boseman asked.

      “I used to be married,” Kira answered.

      Both Boseman and Malloy chuckled.

      “Let’s get the girls out of here and then make sure we’re back for the pick-up,” Kira said. “It’s time we give these bastards a taste of their own medicine.”
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      It took a bit of convincing, but Kira finally managed to secure her spot on the small island along with the Serpents gang member who was going to be their bait. The point of contention between Boseman and the captain was the fact the prisoner was a man and she was a woman.

      They didn’t say it outright, but Kira understood the context. It wasn’t until she put Boseman into an arm lock and forced him into submission they both realized how sexist they were being. She could handle herself.

      “You’re going to die, bitch,” the gang member said.

      Kira gently pressed the end of her rifle against the back of the guy’s skull. “Probably not the smartest thing for you to say when I’m the one with the gun.”

      “You’re the one with the gun now,” he said threateningly.

      Kira wasn’t frightened by the intimidation. She had seen more terrible shit than he could possibly imagine, and she was capable of terrible things herself.

      “We’ll see what happens when the shooting starts,” Kira says. “You never know where those stray bullets might go.”

      The man stiffened, and Kira smiled. There was nothing better than watching a grown man lose his cool and piss his pants.

      After night fell, the temperature dropped, and the high tide was at its peak. Even at the highest point of the island, the water came up to Kira’s thighs. She figured they did this so the boats could get as close to the sandbars as possible.

      It really was an ingenious way to hold people. The low-lying island, combined with the fact that the girls had a guard on them, would make it nearly impossible to be spotted unless it was by sheer luck.

      The water was pitch black, and the cloud cover made it worse, blocking out the moon and stars. And even though it was only in her imagination, Kira couldn’t shake the images of the movie Jaws from her head.

      More than once, Kira believed something fishy touched the side of her leg, but she maintained her focus, knowing the stakes.

      The long wait provided Kira with plenty of time to think. It was possible Dakota was already dead, but Kira ignored the idea. She needed to believe Dakota was still alive. Because if she wasn’t, Kira wasn’t sure she had the strength to tell Mrs. Logan she had failed to bring her daughter home.

      With waves lapping through the mangroves from the Gulf, Kira was thankful the weather had held up nicely. She couldn’t imagine being stuck out here in the middle of the storm, which she imagined caused a loss in many lives out here.

      “The girl,” Kira said, talking to the mafia man. “You’re the one who killed her?”

      The Serpents gang member slowly glanced back at Kira, and in the darkness, she only saw the whites of his eyes and the outline of his profile.

      “I’ve killed many girls,” he answered. “You’re going to have to be more specific.”

      Even in the darkness, Kira could see the smile on his face. It was in the eyes, the way they curled upward from the grin, which was concealed in shadows. It took all of Kira’s strength not to pull the trigger, but she knew she needed the bastard alive, and unfortunately, being an asshole wasn’t cause for killing him.

      At least not yet.

      Kira checked the time and wondered if she was wrong about the drop-off tonight. The manifest Dusty had pieced back together was still missing a lot of information, and the software system he used to help fill in the blanks wasn’t exactly full proof.

      But it was the best piece of intelligence they had collected since this had started, so it was still the right call, even if it didn’t pan out. But if this ended up being nothing, then they would have wasted precious time in recovering Dakota.

      When Kira was about to call it off, she heard the whine of a boat engine carried on the wind. She knew it wasn’t the coast guard because they had agreed to remain silent until the gang arrived.

      “Kira, we’ve got incoming,” Boseman said over the radio. “One boat coming your direction from the south.

      “I can hear them,” Kira said.

      “We’ve got a good bead on them with the night vision,” Boseman said. “Once their engines are shut off, we’ll move in. Just hold your ground, and don’t get shot.”

      “Copy that,” Kira said, and then she adjusted her grip on the rifle and pressed it harder into the neck of the Serpents gang member. “Remember, you do anything to throw this operation into chaos, and I put a bullet through you. And I’m just begging for a reason.”

      The Serpent muttered something in his own language, which Kira assumed were curses directed at her, but he made no other outbursts or movements.

      The whine of the boat engine grew louder, and then it slowed as it approached the island. Kira nudged the member. “The signal.”

      The Serpents member begrudgingly reached for his light and flashed it the three times. After that, the boat engine shut off.

      “Move,” Kira said, pushing the gang member forward.

      Kira used the gang member like a human shield. She had confidence Boseman and the others would get here quickly, but she wasn’t about to expose herself until the last minute.

      They moved slowly through the mangroves, and Kira heard the men talking on the boat. It was in their native language, and Kira suddenly realized a terrible oversight: she couldn’t understand what they were saying.

      And the Serpents member must have been thinking the same thing because the moment he started talking, even though his tone was normal, the other men on the boat immediately went quiet, and by that point, it was too late.

      The Serpents members on the boat reached for their guns and opened fire into the mangroves. Kira immediately splashed into the water for cover, pulling her hostage down with her.

      Kira thrashed in the water, struggling to escape. The water was too deep to run but too shallow to dive and hide. So, she fought back.

      When Kira fired, chatter erupted over the radio, but she couldn’t hear what they said. She was simply focused on staying alive. When she finally stepped out of the mangroves, she heard the boat engine start, and then spotlights were aimed at the boat from the darkness, blinding everyone, including Kira.

      The radio squealed with feedback, and Kira plucked it from her ear. She focused on the Serpents’ boat, which was closer than she realized, and then she saw it was moving toward her. It was a smaller craft, like the inflated boats the coast guard used.

      Kira dodged out of the way and then grabbed hold of one of the ropes along the outside of the inflated hull. She lost her weapon, needing both hands to hold on, and then heaved herself onto the boat.

      The gang members were so distracted by the gunfire and their escape that it wasn’t until Kira was already in the boat that they realized she had climbed aboard.

      Kira stared down three men, but one of them was clutching his arm as if he’d been shot, and one was driving, leaving Kira to face off against the third man who charged forward with a knife.

      Kira dodged out of the way and then pinned the man’s arm against her chest, twisted his wrist, and forced him to drop the knife. She then elbowed him in the nose, the crunch of cartilage signaling a solid strike, and spun around and kneed him in the groin, dropping him for good.

      The boat driver reached for a handgun and fired, but the safety was still on, giving Kira time to close the gap between them, and she knocked the weapon from his hand. When Kira lunged forward, she thrust the boat driver into the throttle, knocking it all the way forward.

      The tiny boat accelerated and bounced off the waves of the Gulf, causing everyone in the craft to tumble about like a bunch of rag dolls. Tired of trying to fight everyone, Kira reached for the wheel and took a sharp turn, throwing two of the men from the craft and leaving her with only one to fight.

      Kira slowed the throttle and shifted the engine back to neutral. She reached for the same pistol the boat driver had, and this time made sure the safety was off when she aimed it at him.

      “That’s enough unless you want to join your friends in the water,” Kira said.

      The man raised his hands in surrender, and Kira reached for the earpiece of her radio and stuck it back in to hear Boseman hailing her over the coms.

      “Lock! Are you there! Where are you, dammit?”

      “Take it easy; I’m all right,” Kira said. “I thought you were supposed to be my backup. What the hell happened?”

      “There was a second boat,” Boseman answered. “With more girls.”

      Kira perked up. “Is Dakota with them?”

      “We don’t know yet,” Boseman answered.

      Kira leaned back against the steering wheel, feeling defeated for the first time since the case began. She was already past the twenty-four-hour mark, and if Dakota wasn’t on the boat, it meant the Serpents had done what they wanted with her, and it would be a very long ride back to shore.
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      Kira waited anxiously for the arrival of the second boat. She held out hope Dakota was alive but hope often led to disappointment.

      When the boat arrived, Kira watched as the women were marched off the craft and into the coast guard’s cutter. She studied each of the women’s faces, looking for Dakota.

      She wasn’t there.

      Kira deflated. She knew how important it was for Dakota to be on that boat. She checked the time and saw they were already past the twenty-four-hour period. The likelihood of recovering Dakota had been cut in half. But Kira shook off the disappointment. Fifty percent odds were still better than no odds.

      “Hey,” Boseman said. “You all right?”

      “Fine.” Kira turned her attention to the other women who were rescued. She counted thirteen. Even now, all of them were frightened. They wore no life jackets and barely had on any clothes. What they did wear was little more than rags.

      Kira saw the distrust in their eyes as the men helped them onto the coast guard cutter. They even looked at Kira, the only woman on board, with a level of disdain. They only trusted themselves now, and it would be a long time before they would be able to open themselves to anyone ever again.

      It wasn’t unusual for recovered trafficking victims to have a slew of psychological issues. What these women had experienced was the worst kind of trauma imaginable. They had been starved, raped, beaten, and threatened into submission.

      What traffickers did better than anyone was strip people of their dignity and their humanity. Kira knew these women would never be the same, but she wanted them to know life would improve, even though normalcy felt so far away.

      Kira gave the women their space on the ride back to dry land, but she knew how important it was for her to say something to them when they arrived. The last thing she wanted to do was send them away to some shelter without anyone from their unit showing them a kind word.

      Kira waited for the women at the end of the dock. It was one more conversation she wished she didn’t need to have, but it was necessary.

      “You can hold them up here,” Kira said, gesturing for the women to stop. She wasn’t sure if any of them spoke English because they’d all been silent on the journey back.

      It was clear most of the women had been beaten. Some of their wounds were so fresh they were still bleeding. The medics on the coast guard cutter did their best at patching up the women, but they would need a full check-up by a doctor, and it would bring news of relief or even more pain. And it was Kira’s job to make sure these women were prepared for the pain.

      Once all the women reached the end of the dock, Kira dismissed the other men, leaving her alone with the survivors.

      “Do you speak English?” Kira asked.

      Kira was about to hail a translator when one of the women stepped forward. She was the only woman who held her head high, and she also happened to have a fresh black eye. Kira imagined she was the woman the others had looked up to. If Kira could convince this woman she was only here to help, she knew the others would fall in line.

      “We are from Czechia,” she said in heavily accented English.

      “Do you speak English well enough to translate for me?” Kira asked.

      The woman frowned, pinching her eyebrows together in disbelief. “You want me to speak for you?” she asked, surprised.

      “Yes,” Kira answered.

      Kira knew this was probably the first time since the woman had been taken that she was granted any level of responsibility or trust. And that pride, the dignity, it was just as good as any new pair of clothes or food to help bring back the women’s humanity.

      The woman studied Kira and then looked back to the group of women. When she faced Kira again, she nodded.

      “What’s your name?” Kira asked.

      “Nadia,” she answered.

      “Thank you, Nadia,” Kira said, and then she took a breath and turned toward the crowd of women. She spoke slowly and clearly so the woman would have time to translate. “My name is Agent Kira Lockhart. I work with the FBI’s Human Trafficking Division here in Tampa. I’m not going to make you any promises because I know you wouldn’t believe me even if I did. But I wanted to speak with all of you about some of the things you might experience now that you’ve been recovered.

      “The next few days are going to be hard for everyone here, but I want you all to know that I—and my team back at our field office—will be doing everything we can to help keep you and each other in the loop about what’s happening. The first thing that’s going to happen is you’ll be taken to Tampa General Hospital, where a team of doctors will assess your physical well-being. Some of you may have been raped and forced to perform sexual acts.”

      When Nadia finished translating the last part, Kira watched all the women bow their heads in shame. They believed it was their fault, and it was just one of the many struggles they’d have to face and overcome to return to a sense of normalcy in their lives.

      “The process and tests you’ll go through at the hospital will feel cold, and you won’t want to do them,” Kira said. “But it’s important for your future that you do it. I know you might not believe it, or you might not feel it, but we are here to help. And I will personally be back to check on each one of you. If there is anything that you believe will help you in the next coming weeks, please, come to me and ask for it. I will do everything within my ability to get it for you.”

      Kira paused, bowing her head as she struggled to compose herself. She didn’t want to cry in front of these women, not because she was afraid or ashamed to do it, but because she knew in their pained emotional state that these women would take Kira’s tears as a sign that it was their fault. And Kira wasn’t about to add her own problems onto the pile that these women had already collected.

      “You might not believe it,” Kira said, raising her head, “but you are safe.”

      Kira turned to Nadia after she finished translating and gently took the woman’s hand. “Thank you,” Kira said.

      “You’re welcome,” Nadia replied.

      Kira escorted the women to the van that would transport them to the hospital. Each of them looked to Kira with round, pleading eyes after they sat and were huddled beneath blankets. It was the look of a person who had been lost for so long, they weren’t sure whether they would ever find their way home, but Kira was certain they would make it. She believed in them, and in time, they would believe in themselves again.

      Kira shut the doors and then watched as the van drove away. She reached for her phone, which she suddenly remembered she’d turned off because of the trap they’d set on the island. When she turned it on, she had ten missed calls from Dusty. She immediately called him back.

      “There you are!” Dusty shouted. “I’ve been trying to reach you for the past hour!”

      “I was with the coast guard,” Kira said. “Why didn’t they patch you through?”

      “Something about radio silence for whatever job you were pulling out there,” Dusty answered. “Look, it doesn’t matter. There is a woman who came to see you.”

      Kira frowned. “What woman?”

      “She won’t give me her name, but she told me she saw you at The Waterfront,” Dusty answered.

      Kira wracked her brain, and then remembered the hooker she had met at the bar. “Has she said anything?”

      “No, she won’t talk to anyone but you,” Dusty answered. “And I don’t think she’s going to hang around for much longer, so if you want to hear what she has to say, then you’re going to need to hurry your ass down here, now!”

      Kira was already sprinting toward the car. “I’m on my way, but don’t let her leave. No matter what, cuff her to the table if you have to.”

      “Not sure that’s going to make her very motivated to talk,” Dusty said. “Just hurry.”

      Kira hung up and tossed her phone into the passenger seat when she sat behind the wheel. She started the car, flipped the lights, and peeled out of the marina parking lot, hoping this was the break in the case she’d been looking for.
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      Kira sprinted into the field office from the parking lot and didn’t stop until she reached Dusty’s desk, where she caught her breath.

      “Where is she?” Kira asked, panting between words.

      “She’s in conference room three,” Dusty answered. “Are you all right? You look insane.”

      Kira had been running on nothing but adrenaline for the past few hours, and when she caught her reflection in a nearby mirror, she noticed the wind from the boat ride had transformed her hair into a crazy bird's nest on top of her head.

      “Do you have a brush?” Kira asked.

      Dusty found a comb which Kira was able to make do with and made herself presentable. She handed the comb back to Dusty, and both noticed her hand trembling. Dusty looked at Kira with concern, but Kira ignored it.

      “I’m fine,” Kira said.

      “Obviously not,” Dusty replied. “When was the last time you ate something?”

      “Lunch earlier today,” Kira answered.

      Dusty shook his head and opened his bottom desk drawer. “You need to take better care of yourself, Lock.” He handed her two protein bars. “And don’t even try to pretend you don’t want them.”

      It was no use trying to hide her hunger; Kira’s stomach rumbled the moment Dusty presented her with the protein bars. She ripped open the first one, and it was gone within three bites. The second one, she ate slower, trying to savor the flavor.

      “Here,” Dusty said, handing her his bottle of water.

      Kira drained the rest of it without even realizing it, and when she saw the empty bottle, she paused. “I can fill it back up—”

      “It’s fine,” Dusty said and gently took the bottle from her.

      “Right,” Kira said. “Thanks for… everything.”

      “Don’t mention it,” Dusty said. “But if you do, make sure to tell Mackie I went above and beyond today. I’m trying to get some vacation time approved for the summer, and I’ll need like three weeks, so it’s a big ask.”

      “Always a motive,” Kira said.

      Dusty gathered his lunch box, which he brought to work every day with his six pre-planned meals, and tossed it into his backpack. “I’m already late for the gym, but I put the woman’s file on your desk if you want to read it through before you speak with her.”

      Of all the people Kira worked with, she knew Dusty was one in a million. He was the only one who had her back in the building, even more so than Mackie.

      “I was a lepper when I first came here,” Kira said, a bit of strength returning from the food she’d eaten. “Why risk your career in trying to be a friend to me?”

      Dusty shrugged. “Because you’re the best. And the only way to better yourself is to challenge yourself by working with the best. Anyone who doesn’t believe that is either a fool or a coward.”

      “You’re wise beyond your years, Dusty,” Kira said.

      “Yeah, well, my grandmother told me I was an old soul,” Dusty said. “Though, looking back, I think she only told me that so she’d have someone to watch old movies with. Bit of a self-fulfilling prophecy, I think.”

      “You’re a good man, Dusty,” Kira said. “Thank you.”

      Dusty stepped around his desk and stood in front of Kira. It wasn’t until now Kira realized Dusty was the same age as her own daughter would have been if she were still alive.

      “You’re a good person, too, Lock,” Dusty said. “You just need a reminder every once in a while. It’s not a crime to ask for help.” He held out his palm, and she placed the empty wrappers in it. “Good luck in there.”

      Dusty stepped around Kira and tossed the wrappers into a nearby trashcan. Kira watched him leave and then called out to him.

      “Dusty,” Kira said, causing him to stop and turn around. “If my daughter were still alive, I would have loved to introduce you to her.”

      Dusty smiled. “That’s the highest compliment you could ever pay me. Thank you.”

      Kira nodded and then watched Dusty until he was out of sight. She stood there, alone in the office with the empty chair and desks. It wasn’t unusual for her to be the last one in the building. There were even nights where she slept here instead of in her own bed.

      Because this was all Kira had left. It might have seen foolish and trivial to some, but to her, it was the purpose she needed to keep living. The job wasn’t just her life. It was the reason she had a future.

      Kira walked over to her desk and saw the file on the hooker Dusty had left for her to review. She figured it would be the usual story of most women who fell into the business, exploited by someone after they fell into poverty, or were hard-pressed for money or a place to stay, a woman who never had a choice.

      But when Kira read the file and saw the woman’s background, she had never been more wrong.

      Kira tucked the file under her arm as she walked into the conference room. She opened the door and found the woman she’d seen at the bar of The Waterfront. She sat in the chair with her legs crossed, looking like the kind of woman who could feel comfortable in any situation, regardless of the danger.

      “Mrs. Tart,” Kira said. “I appreciate you coming in.”

      Kira used the woman’s real name in hopes of eliciting a reaction. If Kira wanted to learn something, then she needed to throw Tart out of her comfort zone. But it didn’t have the effect Kira had hoped it would.

      “I was wondering if you’d find that name,” she said lazily. “I figured you would, but a small part of me hoped you didn’t.” She looked up at Kira and smiled. “Secrets add to the mystery.”

      Kira sat down, and when she was closer, she smelled booze.

      “Did you sneak a flask in here?” Kira asked.

      Tart smiled again and wagged her finger. “Ah, looks like I do still have some secrets.” She leaned back in her chair, slouching a little bit more. “Relax, darling. I’m still coherent enough to answer your questions accurately. I can hold my liquor.”

      Kira chose to ignore the fact that anything the woman now said they wouldn’t be able to use in court because she was under the influence, but she didn’t care. Any information was useful at this point.

      “What did you come here to tell me?” Kira asked.

      Tart was quiet for a second, and Kira wondered if she wasn’t as put together as she claimed. But then she leaned forward on the table and clasped her hands together. With one deep breath, she immediately sobered up.

      “What does it say in the file about me?” Tart asked.

      Kira gestured to the folder she had brought, knowing it must be driving the woman mad, not knowing what it said. Tart was a woman who reveled in the aura of her own mystery. She enjoyed staying one step ahead of everyone else, and it was that mystery that had probably landed her so many wealthy clients. She knew how to manipulate. Seduction was a powerful weapon.

      “How did you know Dakota Logan?” Kira asked.

      “What makes you think I did?” Tart asked.

      “Because you’re here,” Kira answered. “And because you asked to speak with me, and only me.”

      “Maybe I just have a crush on you,” Tart said and then winked and started to laugh.

      “Your world might revolve around playing games, but my world is all about results and efficiency,” Kira said. “So, you either start talking, or I’ll arrest you on suspicion for trying to elicit a federal officer with sex.”

      Tart rolled her eyes, unphased by the accusation. “You people are all the same, you know that? Always so serious, all the time.”

      “For good reason,” Kira said. “Now, what do you know about Dakota Logan.”

      For a fraction of a second, Kira saw concern play against Tart’s confidence. “Is she alive?”

      “What makes you think she isn’t?” Kira asked.

      “I saw they found the body of a girl washed up along the bridge,” Tart answered, and then she tilted her head to the side. “But I imagine if it were her, the news would have already caught wind of it, and the case would be over, but it’s not, is it?”

      Kira understood she was going to have to give the woman something if she wanted to keep the conversation from spinning in circles.

      “I don’t know if Dakota is alive,” Kira said. “But she wasn’t the girl who washed up on the shore. It was another woman, a sex worker Dakota was trying to help.”

      Tart nodded and then reached inside the boot of her tall heels and removed a small flask. “You know, a lot of people always wonder how someone gets into this line of work. They can’t understand how it happens. They always think, ‘Why don’t you just do something else?’ or ‘Why not just walk away?’ but you know the truth, don’t you?”

      “I know how hard it is to get out,” Kira answered. “Even for someone like you.”

      Tart blurted out laughter. “Yes, even for someone like me.” She leaned forward. “You know, I have a file on you, too.”

      “Oh yeah?” Kira asked.

      “I read about what happened to your daughter,” Tart answered. “I imagine she’s the reason why you’re so gung-ho in all of this.”

      “I’m ‘gung-ho’ in all of this because no one should be forced into something against their own free will,” Kira said. “We all have a choice.”

      “Don’t tell me you believe in all of that bullshit, do you?” Tart asked, mocking Kira. “Freewill is an illusion. You don’t have any control over your life. It’s all chance. Every day you wake up and roll the dice. You don’t know what’s going to happen. You could be hit by a fucking bus or shot by some idiot with a gun and God complex. One moment your alive, the next—” She snapped her fingers; the noise was sharp and piercing in the quiet of the room. “Just like that. So don’t sit there and tell me we all have a choice in our lives. Life just happens, and the best we can do is enjoy the ride while we can.”

      Kira was quiet for a moment, letting the silence linger. She then reached for Tart’s file on the desk and opened the first page. When she did, Tart’s confidence waned.

      “I’ve seen a lot of different trafficking scenarios in my career,” Kira said. “But I don’t think I’ve ever seen one as unique as yours.”

      “I don’t know what you think that says, but it’s not true,” Tart said defensively.

      “It’s quite the story,” Kira said, glancing at the page. “You came from a very wealthy family, graduated from Cornell, and then moved to New York where you began a career as a junior lawyer at one of the city’s top firms.”

      “Stop,” Tart said.

      Kira flipped through some of the pages. “You graduated top of your class at law school and were on the fast track at the law firm to make partner. You like to win. Even if it means sleeping with the district attorney you’re opposite in court to learn their secrets.”

      Tart froze like a deer in headlights.

      “But you didn’t expect the DA would call you out on it and risk his own reputation in the process,” Kira said. “You were convinced everyone else was just as self-preserving as you that you never believed someone doing the right thing even though it would destroy their life.”

      Tart smirked. “You know, he told me he was going to do it. After he found out I had manipulated evidence. I just thought he was bluffing. It wasn’t until the police showed up at my door that I realized how much I underestimated him.”

      “But how do you go from a lawyer at a top law firm to a high-profile escort?” Kira asked.

      “All those choices you were talking about? Well, turns out getting disbarred and labeled a slut willing to do anything to climb the ladder doesn’t look good on a resume,” Tart answered. “I’d always been good at learning what people wanted and using it against them. So I decided to embrace who I was. I was hot, and I was smart—this business was a no-brainer for me.”

      “Hell of a career change,” Kira said.

      “I didn’t think you were one to judge, Agent Lockhart,” Tart said.

      “I’m not,” Kira replied. “But I think you want something else now. Something better.”

      Tart laughed, but it was joyless. It was the desperate kind of pity laugh someone offered when they believed you were being foolish.

      “The secrets I know?” Tart asked. “The information I’ve gleaned, the things I’ve learned from the bedside of the men and women I’ve slept with? There’s no stepping away from that. I’m inside the inner sanctum now, and the only way out is six feet under.” She cleared her throat, fidgeting.

      “Then why are you here?” Kira asked.

      “The million-dollar question.” Tart sipped from her flask. “I know what people think of me, of what I do, but it’s never bothered me. I enjoy the power it gives me. The most powerful men in the world drool over me. Do you have any idea what that feels like?” She cupped the air with her hands, searching for the right words. “It’s godlike.”

      “And it’s worth the price?” Kira asked.

      “Of my body?” Tart asked. “These men don’t own me. They own my time. I can make them think they own my body. I can make them think they’re the ones in control, but I can promise you it’s always the other way around.”

      “And what about the other women who visit the bar at The Waterfront?” Kira asked. “Ever try to give them advice? Hmm? Maybe push them into something they weren’t ready for?”

      Tart grew stiff. “Don’t push it, Agent Lockhart. I like you, but I don’t like you that much.”

      Kira had never been one to take her foot off the gas, and she wasn’t about to start now. “I wondered why you looked so nervous at the bar when I told you about Dakota Logan. And now I know why.” She pointed to the picture of the three girls Dakota had been looking for, which were in Tart’s file. “You started your own little circuit. Thought you could branch out, didn’t you?”

      Tart’s nose twitched, and she turned away.

      “You probably thought you could build your own empire,” Kira said. “After all, you’d seen men do it. Why not take it on yourself? You knew exactly what the men wanted, and you’ve always prided yourself on having an eye for talent. So, you started to scope out some of the locals.” Kira leaned forward. “But you weren’t just looking for any girl. No, you were looking for the one in a million, the diamond in the rough.” She titled her head to the side, still staring at Tart even though the woman wasn’t looking at her anymore. “You can either tell me what happened, or I arrest you now.”

      Tart shook her head and then wiped her eyes. Kira thought it might have just been a ploy, a way to gain sympathy, but Kira had been doing this long enough to know when grief was genuine.

      “You hit the nail on the head, Agent,” Tart said. “Kudos. I did want to build an empire. And I thought I could do it, too. But once men see you as a hooker, it doesn’t matter if you charge five dollars an hour or fifty thousand. That’s all you are. You’re a thing. Not even a person, just a commodity to be bought and disposed of. I convinced myself I wasn’t that, but I was only fooling myself. And you can only fool yourself for so long.”

      “What happened?” Kira asked.

      “One of my clients told me about a plan,” Tart answered. “A side business that was making him millions. I didn’t know the specifics, but I’d been looking for some capital, so I slowly and carefully confided in him my plans of building an escort service. With my level of experience and connections, I knew it would be an enticing offer for someone who wanted to back my finances. If I wanted to keep it private, which in this line of business is what the clients really pay for, it would require a very secure infrastructure, and that required a lot of money. I had my own nest egg, of course, but why gamble your own money when you can do it with someone else’s?”

      “So, this client financed you?” Kira asked.

      “Oh, he did more than that,” Tart answered. “He told me he could help recruit girls. Smart, attractive, eager girls. I thought he was joking at first, but then he set up a meeting with one for me under the guise of an ‘internship.’”

      “Did the girl he brought know what this meeting was about?” Kira asked.

      “Yes and no,” Tart answered. “She was a babe lost in the woods. But when I saw her, I knew she could be something special. So, I convinced her to join me. We started small, and it took some time, but she was a natural. After that first test run, my financer wanted to expand. He said he could have a dozen more girls ready for me. I told him I wanted to go slow, and after a bit of negotiating with him on his backside, I got my way.”

      “The other girls were these two?” Kira asked, holding up the pictures Prika Nanjani and Chloe Peterson

      Tart nodded. “Things were going well. Or at least I thought they were. But just like in New York, I was blindsided by an opponent I underestimated.” She leaned forward. “I’m sure you have your own sixth sense, am I right? Able to sniff out the bad ones pretty easily?”

      “Yeah,” Kira said. “Comes with the territory.”

      “Same here,” Tart replied. “I swore I knew this bastard from the inside out, but what I hadn’t considered was that this one might have a cave.”

      “A cave?” Kira asked.

      “It’s a place I’ve seen some men go to in their minds,” Tart said. “It’s this secret compartment only the vilest monsters keep tucked away. It’s where they hide all of the twisted, dirty things they do. And no one goes inside the cave except them. No one. That’s the rule they have for themselves. I’ve only known two men like that in my life. The first one I encountered when I was in high school, and he nearly killed me. The second…”

      “Your business partner,” Kira said.

      “Bingo,” Tart replied.

      “So, it went south,” Kira said. “How?”

      “Our mutual friend,” Tart answered. “Dakota Logan.”

      “I’m not following,” Kira said.

      “She started snooping around, asking questions about the girls who were working for me now. And when my business partner caught wind of that, he wasn’t very happy.” Tart crossed her arms. “And so, the girls were taken off the market.”

      Kira frowned. “And you just let that happen?”

      Tart laughed. “Have you not been listening? I would have been killed if I had interfered. Hell, I could be killed now!”

      “Those girls trusted you,” Kira said.

      “They were hookers,” Tart replied. “Hookers who were dispensable.”

      Kira couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “So why come? Why are you here now?”

      Tart rubbed her arms, and she let her walls come down a little bit. “I didn’t realize… how much my business partner had already expanded.”

      “Don’t play stupid with me,” Kira said.

      “I’m not,” Tart replied harshly.

      “You mean to tell me that this guy is able to provide you interviews with other girls, and you never stopped to question how he was recruiting them?” Kira asked.

      Tart started to shake, trembling so much Kira thought the woman was about to have a seizure. “I went into my own cave. Okay? Sometimes I had to do that early in my career. Before, I had complete control over what I was doing. Not all of my clients were… civilized. It was the only place I could go and still keep myself from losing my mind.”

      “So why now?” Kira asked.

      “I might not look like it, but I do have a conscious,” Tart said. “It just takes a while for me to remember it’s there. That girl, Dakota, she was… good. I saw it on her face the first time I spoke with her. She legitimately wanted to help.”

      “And what did you tell her?” Kira asked.

      “I told her to go home, that she was wasting her time and she was going to get herself killed,” Tart said. “I guess I was right.”

      “What’s his name?” Kira asked. “Your business partner, the one who has been working with the Serpents?”

      Tart pursed her lips, and then a few syllables squeaked through. “Dale Matthews.”

      Kira stood. “I’m going to have someone come in and record an official statement. For the record. I’ll also have an agent take you to a safe house. If you tell him anything you need, he can try to go to the store to get it for you. But I’m afraid you won’t be able to go back to your house.”

      “So, I’m poor, homeless, and I have a price over my head,” Tart said. “Talk about the perfect storm.”

      “Neither Matthews nor the Serpents gang will be able to touch you,” Kira said. “You have my word.”

      “Your word,” Tart said, scoffing. “You think that it’s some sacred bond of yours, don’t you? As if when you speak, the universe bends to your will.” She shook her head and gathered her things.

      “What are you doing?” Kira asked.

      “I’m going home,” Tart answered, heading for the door.

      Kira blocked her path. “You’re not going anywhere.”

      “You can’t stop me,” Tart said.

      “You worked with known traffickers to manipulate women into sex work,” Kira said.

      Tart raised her eyebrows. “You’re arresting me?”

      Kira was conflicted. She knew Tart was guilty, but Kira was also aware of the constant threat of death hanging over her head. “You said it yourself; Matthews and the Serpents gang will try to kill you for telling me what you did. Going into custody is your safest bet to stay alive.”

      “This bird doesn’t sit well in a cage.” Tart straightened up, steady despite the booze. “You think I haven’t been living day to day ever since I entered this business? It’s one of the reasons why I love it so much. There’s nothing like being on the edge, feet dangling out over into the abyss. It makes you feel alive.” She studied Kira for a moment and then narrowed her eyes. “But you already know that, don’t you?”

      Kira flinched, and Tart smiled.

      “I thought I might have met a kindred spirit when I first saw you at the bar,” Tart replied. “Whatever happened to you, whatever loss you experienced, you know as well as I do that it defines us. We can’t go back to the way we were, even if we wanted to.”

      “I can’t protect you if you walk out of this building,” Kira said.

      “No one can protect anyone, Agent Lockhart,” Tart said.

      Tart only managed one step before Kira cuffed her hands behind her back.

      “Let me go!” Tart shouted.

      “Can’t do that,” Kira said and then shoved her back into the chair in the conference room. “The DA will most likely cut you a deal for what you know, but you will have to answer for the role you played.”

      “So much for helping women in my position,” Tart said.

      “I already told you,” Kira said, heading for the door. “I am helping you.”

      “So that’s it?” Tart asked. “No, thank you?”

      Kira stopped and looked back at Tart, the door halfway open. “I’ll let Dakota be the one to do that if she decides she wants to. If she’s alive, that is.” Kira stepped through the door, leaving Tart in the conference room as she worked to wake up those in charge to save a girl before it was too late.

      Kira called Dusty on her way out to her car in the empty parking garage, but it went to voicemail. “Hey, I know you’re probably in the middle of a wild set right now, burning those muscles, or getting those gains, or whatever the hell you call it, but I need a solid. We have a lead, and I need your expert online sleuthing skills. I need—”

      The rope that cut across Kira’s neck immediately choked her airway. She clawed the air in front of her, unable to see the attacker from behind her. But even in her harried state, Kira’s training kicked in, and she repeatedly stomped her heel hard, trying to blindly aim for her attacker’s toes. She eventually connected, but it didn’t stop the assault.

      Kira’s vision faded, and she dropped to her knees. The last thing she saw was her phone on the concrete, and she reached for it, managing to pick it up. She tried to put it into her pocket, but before she was certain she had placed it inside, she blacked out.
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      Kira choked for breath, and a sharp body spasm knocked her from her unconscious state. She blinked, her throat incredibly sore, and slowly became aware she was sitting down, and both her wrists and ankles were restrained.

      Her vision was still blurred, but she saw a light source somewhere to her right, though the rest of the world around her was nothing but darkness. She blinked a few times, slowly waking and becoming more aware of the pain in her head and back.

      “Finally awake,” a man’s voice said. “Good. It’s about time.”

      Kira glanced around her, searching for the man, but she saw nothing but contrasts of bright light and darkness.

      “Do you know where we are?” he asked.

      “No,” Kira answered, her throat raw. “I can’t see anything.”

      The man slapped Kira, leaving an imprint and a cruel sting against Kira’s left cheek. She grimaced, but she didn’t cry out. She wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction.

      “How about now?” he asked angrily.

      Kira blinked a few more times, and her vision did begin to clear. She was inside a house. An empty living room.

      “I’m talking to you, bitch!” the man shouted.

      Kira looked directly ahead, and she saw the outline of a man a few feet away. He was tall, broad-shouldered, but his features were blurred. She noticed he was wearing gloves, and then when she looked down, she saw the tarp beneath her feet.

      That wasn’t good.

      “You’ve been here before,” he said. “Three months ago, to be exact.”

      Kira’s vision continued to sharpen, and she saw the fallen police tape near the front door. She had been in this house. This was where she’d found Missy Rivers. This was where Darren Thompson had died.

      “You killed him, right here, my brother!” Lane Smith clenched both hands into fists, and his face finally came into view.

      “Yeah,” Kira said, her voice cracking. “I did.”

      “You proud of that?” Lane asked tauntingly.

      “It’s not exactly beating me up,” Kira answered.

      Lane backhanded Kira so hard it lifted the chair off of two of its legs before settling back down. “You’ve got a fucking mouth on you, you know that?” Lane asked.

      “And I’m sure I’ll have a few more choice words before this is over,” Kira answered. “You’re the one who sent me those notes. I didn’t find one after you ransacked my house.”

      “The house was the note,” Lane replied.

      Kira nodded. At least she now knew it was Lane and not the Serpents. One less thing to worry about.

      “I’ve been watching you for a while,” Lane said. “Biding my time. After what you did to my brother, did you really think I wouldn’t come after you?”

      “Until today, I didn’t even know you existed,” Kira answered. “I guess your street cred isn’t what you thought it was—oof!”

      Lane threw a stiff right hook against Kira’s ear and knocked both her and the chair to the floor. She landed hard on her shoulder, where a loud crack was followed by numbness along her left arm. She feared it might be broken.

      “Shut—the fuck—up!” Lane shouted, standing over Kira’s body. “I’m the one who talks, you understand?” He picked her up with ease and then got in her face. “You murdered my brother.”

      “I shot a man who was about to rape a twelve-year-old girl,” Kira said. “If you’re waiting for an apology, I wouldn’t hold your breath.”

      “I know he was sick, but he was my brother!” Lane said, his anger rising. “You know, my dad was a piece of shit, but he taught me one thing I’ll never forget. Family is all you get, and you don’t turn your back on them, no matter what they do. I wasn’t there for Darren back then, but you can be damned sure I’m not letting him die for nothing.”

      Kira wiggled her left ring finger, the numbness turning into pins and needles. She didn’t think her arm was broken anymore, but it might be dislocated, which she might be able to use to her advantage since her restraints were slightly looser than they were before.

      Darren reached into his pocket and pulled out a phone. Kira’s phone. “See this?” He reached into his other pocket and revealed the battery. “No one is coming to help you.” He tossed both items on the floor. “It’s just you and me.”

      “So, you’re going to kill me?” Kira asked.

      “I’m going to do what you did to my brother,” Lane answered.

      “I saw your record, Lane,” Kira said, talking to buy her more time. “You’re a bruiser, sure, but you’re not a killer. You’ve been in a few brawls, but they were all drunk and disorderly.”

      “You don’t think I can do it?” Lane asked.

      “No,” Kira answered. She nearly had her left hand free.

      “Well, I can,” Lane said. “First, I’m gonna rough you up, make you feel it, like how you beat the shit out of Darren before you shot him. He wasn’t even armed.”

      “I guess that was his problem,” Kira said.

      Lane punched Kira in the stomach, and she lurched forward, her entire body tensing as the air rushed out of her. She choked for a minute, unable to breathe, and then drew in a sharp, raspy breath.

      Lane continued to pace back and forth, building up the courage to continue his assault, but even through her pain, Kira could tell he had doubts. The man was sweating bullets. He didn’t want to go through with it.

      “I know it might be a hard truth to accept, but your brother was a monster,” Kira said, her hand less than an inch from being free. She scanned the room for a weapon but saw only a lamp too far out of reach. She would have to use the chair.

      “He had a problem,” Lane said. “I told you I already knew that, but I could have gotten him help!” He stopped pacing and focused on Kira. “But you stole his chance at recovery, and now you’re going to pay.”

      When Lane charged forward, cocking his arm back to punch Kira’s face, she finally freed her hand and then heaved all of her weight to the left, dodging Lane’s punch and freeing her arms before she hit the floor.

      Kira’s left arm was still numb, but she used her right to defend against Lane’s chokehold from behind. Kira thrust her head back, smashing into Lane’s nose, and she heard the satisfying crunch of bone and cartilage.

      “Fuck!” Lane shouted.

      Lane released her, and Kira quickly rose to her feet. She sprinted for the door. With no weapon, her best chance of survival was to run, but those chances ended when she realized the door was locked.

      By then, Lane was to his feet, and he pinned her up against the wall. Blood covered his mouth and chin, and he twisted his face in anger. “You fucking bitch!”

      Kira kneed Lane in the groin, and he buckled forward, letting her go. She headed toward the kitchen and the back door. She moved as fast as she could, but she was so slow. Lane caught up to her again and stopped her, pulling her to the tile as he climbed on top of her.

      “You stole my family from me!” Lane shouted. “Darren might have been shit family, but he was all I had left!”

      Kira had run out of fight. The pain in her shoulder was too crippling to move, and she realized this might be the end.

      “We’re all alone in the end,” Kira said.

      Kira wasn’t sure why she had said that, but when she did, Lane paused. It gave Dusty and the other agents just enough time to bust down the door and restrain Lane. She’d never been so glad to see backup in her entire life.
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      “On three,” the paramedic said. “One—”

      Before Kira was ready, the paramedic popped her shoulder back into place. But the pain was immediately replaced with relief as Kira slowly rotated her arm and shoulder.

      “Thanks,” Kira said. “But I wouldn’t have minded if you waited until three.”

      “Sorry,” he said. “It’s usually better when you don’t see it coming.”

      “She’s okay?” Dusty asked. He had never left her side from the moment he had arrived with the other agents.

      “No broken bones as far as I can see,” the paramedic said. “But, again, I would strongly recommend—”

      “I’m not going to the hospital,” Kira said, and then she stepped out of the back of the ambulance. “I’m good.”

      “Thanks for your help,” Dusty said, waiving to the paramedic.

      Kira struggled to put on her jacket, and Dusty walked over to help. “Thanks.” She nodded. “For everything.”

      “You’re welcome,” Dusty said.

      “How the hell did you find me?” Kira asked.

      “Well, this is going to make you mad, but I put a tracker on your phone,” Dusty answered.

      Kira frowned. “But Lane turned off my phone.”

      “He did,” Dusty said. “But I actually put a physical tracker on your phone.”

      “Are you serious?” Kira asked. “How long has that been on there?”

      “Just since this afternoon,” Dusty answered. “I swear.”

      “That’s fucked up,” Kira said, but then she looked at Lane was now in the back of a squad car. “But I guess it was for the best.”

      “I knew you weren’t taking the stalker seriously,” Dusty said. “And since you decided not to tell anyone about your ransacked house, I guess I was right.”

      “Thanks for looking out for me,” Kira said. “But if you ever put another tracker on my phone without my permission, I’m going to shove that jug of water up your ass.”

      “Deal,” Dusty said. “I’ll call Mackie and tell him you’re heading home—”

      “No,” Kira said. “I have a lead.”

      “Yeah, I got your voicemail, but we’ll need a warrant and—”

      “Dusty,” Kira said. “I know I screwed up with the stalker. But I can still help find Dakota. Please, just help.”

      Dusty took a breath and then shook his head. “I should have just stayed on my elliptical.”
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      It took some time, but after Mackie was notified, he managed to wake a judge to sign off on the search warrant for Dale Matthews's house. And once all of that was said and done, Kira returned to the field office to wait for Mackie.

      When Mackie finally showed up with a small contingency team, everyone looked half asleep. All of them were dressed down in casual wear, a far cry from the strict professional attire required by policy.

      “Where’s Boseman?” Kira asked.

      “He’s still processing all of the evidence from the raid with the coast guard,” Mackie answered, and then he yawned. “Christ, I need a coffee.”

      “We might need more bodies,” Kira said, only counting five, including herself.

      “I’ve already contacted St. Pete PD,” Mackie said. “They’re going to provide extra units.”

      Kira walked over to the coffee pot and poured five cups, and then popped lids on them as she passed them out. “Drink up. We need to move.”

      Kira drove one of the tactical vans while Mackie rode shotgun, and the rest of the agents sipped their coffee in the back.

      “I don’t know how you do it,” Mackie said.

      “Do what?” Kira asked, speeding down the empty highway.

      “You act like you’re not even tired,” Mackie said. “You’ve been at this for nearly twenty-four hours, and it’s not even phased you.”

      Kira glanced over at her boss. He was dressed in a shirt, jeans, and his FBI windbreaker, the ones made popular by television and movies. He looked different when he wasn’t in a suit and tie, more relaxed. And while she had never been attracted to Mackie, she found him more handsome this way.

      “I never thanked you for keeping me on,” Kira said. “I understand that a lot of SACs would have fired me a long time ago. But you didn’t.” She glanced over at Mackie, who was watching her with fascination. “So, thank you.”

      “You’re welcome,” Mackie said. “But to be honest, it’s always been a no-brainer to keep you on board. You’re an incredible agent, Lock. Just look at what you’ve done already in the time since you’ve been back. I’ve mentored agents who have taken weeks to do what you’ve done in one day. You care about helping these women.”

      “Someone needs to care,” Kira said.

      Police units were already on scene when they arrived at Madeira Beach, which was the small coastal community where most of the city’s wealthy resided. Nearly every stretch of coastline in the Tampa/St. Pete area was reserved for the ultra-rich who could afford multi-million-dollar homes. But that was the price of beautiful sunset views on the Gulf every evening from the comfort of your back porch.

      When they neared Matthews’ home, Kira parked next to one of the SPPD cruisers. They exited the van and were approached by an officer in dress blues.

      “Special Agent Mackie?” He asked.

      “Yes?” Mackie answered.

      “I’m Captain Wilford,” he replied. “I’m the one Commander Lynch sent over.”

      “Ah, yes, thank you for your assistance with this, Captain,” Mackie said. “I know it’s a bit late, or early, depending on your shift.”

      “It’s all right, sir,” Wilford replied. “We’re used to working the late show. I’ve been with this crew for the past three years. It’s a solid group.”

      “Good,” Mackie said, and then he introduced Kira. “This is Agent Lockhart. She’s responsible for the late night.”

      “Nice to meet you, ma’am,” Wilford said. “Do we know if our suspect is armed?”

      “He will most likely have a security detail with him,” Kira answered. “What kind of resistance they’ll give us is unknown.”

      Mackie reached into his jacket with the warrant. “I have the paperwork here, and it’s all in order.” He handed Wilford the warrant, who looked it over carefully and finally nodded.

      “We’re all set then,” Wilford said. “If your team would like to join us, you can accompany our team in the front.”

      Kira and the rest of the agents donned their bulletproof vests and then followed Wilford up the road to Matthews’s residence.

      The house was a mansion, just as big as Kira had suspected of a man who was embezzling millions of dollars from the “charity” he operated. The entire property was surrounded by a six-foot iron fence. The front entrance was locked by a padlock.

      “Jimmy, take care of the lock,” Wilford said.

      Jimmy produced a massive lock cutter that sliced through the padlock like butter. They pushed open the gates and moved quickly up the long stone paver driveway.

      The lights were still on in the house, and considering the late hour, Kira wondered if Matthews was having a party.

      “Be mindful of any civilians inside,” Kira said before they split up at the front of the house. “I don’t want any collateral damage.”

      Kira followed Captain Wilford up to the front door, warrant in hand. They made no efforts to hide their numbers. The raids where they surrounded the house in secret were typically reserved for hostage situations or possible violent encounters. No one suspected Matthews to put up a fight.

      “Mr. Matthews, this is St. Pete Police Department. Open up!” Wilford smacked on the door, repeating the phrase. “Mr. Matthews, if you don’t open this door, we will open it for you!”

      After no response, Wilford nodded to his team. “Make sure we don’t have a runner,” Wilford said.

      “Yes, sir.”

      Wilford’s men hurried around to the backside of the house while Kira, Mackie, and the rest of their agents backed up Wilford at the front door.

      “Jimmy, open her up,” Wilford said.

      The same officer who had used the bolt cutters to get through the front gate reemerged with another tool, a steel battering ram used to get through heavy doors.

      “Who is this guy, Inspector Gadget?” Kira asked.

      Jimmy approached the door, and after three heavy swings of the steel battering ram against the thick oak, the doors split open, and the team rushed inside.

      Kira raised her pistol and followed Wilford, everyone clearing each room before they advanced. But the size of the house provided plenty of blind spots for an ambush, so they were slow and methodical. However, the search ended when they reached one of the living rooms.

      “Shit,” Wilford said, lowering his weapon.

      Dale Matthews was dead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            31

          

        

      

    

    
      When the forensic team showed up, Kira already had a good idea of Dale Matthews’s cause of death. The man’s throat had been slit from ear to ear. The blood spatter suggested Matthews had been sitting in the chair when he had died.

      “Someone snuck up on him,” Kira asked, whispering to Mackie.

      “He doesn’t look like he was surprised or put up much of a fight,” Mackie answered.

      “It must have been someone familiar with the home,” Kira said. “I wonder if the Serpents caught wind of what was happening and thought Matthews was getting cold feet.”

      “Or maybe he was getting cold feet,” Mackie said. “Maybe he wanted out.”

      “This guy was making money hand over fist, and he was getting kickbacks in more than just the form of money,” Kira said. “A man like him doesn’t let go of that kind of power. Not willingly.”

      “Well, we can conjecture all we want, but until we get a better sense of what forensics finds, it’s all just a guessing game at this point,” Mackie said, and then he turned to Kira. “I’m sorry we didn’t find the girl here.”

      Kira knew it was a long shot to find Dakota at the house, but she at least hoped to question Matthews, get some leverage on him to find out what the Serpents might have done with her, but it was difficult to question a dead man.

      However, it wasn’t impossible.

      The ME arrived on the scene at Matthews’s house, and Kira was surprised to see Ken Jackson walk through the front door. His hair was disheveled, he had some dark circles beneath his eyes, and he stumbled forward like the walking dead.

      “What are you doing here?” Kira asked.

      Jackson looked at her with a blank expression and then looked at Matthews slumped in the chair. “There’s a dead guy.” He looked back to Kira. “That’s why I’m here.”

      “Isn’t there another person who covers the night shift?” Kira asked.

      “There is,” Jackson answered, setting down his bag. “But he’s currently in the hospital with appendicitis. I was called about an hour ago. So, if it’s all the same to you, I’d like to just get on with it because I’m going to have another twelve hours of work before someone comes over from Orlando to relieve me.”

      “Right, yeah, sorry.” Kira stepped aside and headed for the door, passing Mackie on her way out. “Let me know when he’s done.”

      Outside, Kira took a moment to catch her breath. It was two o’clock in the morning, well past the twenty-four-hour mark to recover Dakota. Wherever she was, she was most likely a long way from here.

      The Serpents had gotten the best of Kira. They had already sent agents and officers back to the marina and to the Czech restaurant, but both places were empty. Not even the indentured workers Kira had learned about from the busboy were there, and Kira shuddered when she thought about what might have happened to them.

      Kira had failed before. She wasn’t a magician, but she had never failed after coming so close.

      What did the Serpents have to gain by murdering Matthews? They might have been worried he would talk to authorities, but in doing so, he would have implicated himself in all of the same crimes. It wouldn’t make sense for Matthews to go to the police. He was too rich, too powerful, too well connected. He was the kind of man who believed he was untouchable. Yet here he was, dead in his own home.

      Kira glanced out to the Gulf, where the dark waves rolled lazily onto the shore. She thought about the girls they had found stranded on the sand bar, and she wondered how many other women had been forced to stand out in the cold waters, shivering under the moonlight, scared to death about where they were going and what these men had planned.

      Nothing was as frightening as the loss of control. And while Tart might have believed no one was truly in control of their lives, Kira didn’t believe that. Was it possible to control everything? No, but there were always actions an individual could take to regain control.

      Revitalized by the salty fresh air, Kira was walking back toward the house when she stopped. Cameras lined the fence and front of the house. A team was already combing through the footage, but she wondered if there were any blind spots here like she had found in The Waterfront’s security. Kira figured there must have been at least one, which was how Matthews met with certain unsavory figures he didn’t want anyone to know he was bringing back to the house.

      Kira headed toward the water, thinking it was the easiest location to sneak people in and out. She walked along the sand, looking for a path from the beach and onto Matthews’s property. She saw a cluster of mangroves that looked like a good spot, and when she moved through it, she saw a narrow tunnel cut through the brush.

      It wasn’t visible unless you knew where to look, and Kira thought it was the perfect place to secretly ferry people in and out of the property.

      “Don’t you think about starting to smoke again!”

      Kira jumped at the sound of the voice, and she scanned the area to her left. She noticed the edge of a concrete path behind the wall that separated Matthews’s property from the property next door.

      Kira kept her hand on the butt of her pistol as she approached, unsure of what she’d find, but when she saw the old woman sitting in a rocking chair, she released her hand from the weapon.

      “Excuse me, ma’am,” Kira said. “I don’t mean to bother you—”

      “Too late for that,” she said angrily. “You need to tell your friends to keep it down. I’m trying to sleep over here. Do you have any idea how important it is for a woman of my age to get a good night’s rest?”

      “Of course,” Kira answered. “I’m sorry. But I heard you say something about smoking?”

      “That’s right,” she answered. “I have COPD, and I don’t need to be inhaling that filth!”

      “Did you see someone smoking out here?” Kira asked.

      “No, but I could smell it,” she answered. “Smelled like he was close, too. I can’t stand cigarette smoke. Filthy habit.” She wrinkled her nose in disgust, her face transforming into a raisin.

      “When did you smell the smoke?” Kira asked.

      “An hour ago, before whatever party you’ve got going over there started,” the old woman said.

      “Did you hear anyone speak?” Kira asked. “Was it a man or a woman that was out there?”

      “A man,” the woman answered. “He said he was sorry, and then I saw him flick the cigarette over here.” She gestured to the sand out in front of her. “Lousy prick. Littering and smoking. People don’t have any respect these days.”

      Kira studied the ground where the old woman had pointed. After a quick search of the sand, Kira found the cigarette butt the man had been smoking. She donned her gloves and pinched the end of it between her thumb and her forefinger.

      Kira had seen this cigarette before.

      “Are you all right?” the old woman asked. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      Kira snapped out of her stupor and then dropped the cigarette into a small plastic evidence bag. “Thank you for your cooperation, ma’am. I’m going to have one of my colleagues come over and speak to you about what you heard so we can get an official statement.”

      “An official statement for what?” the old woman asked.

      “It won’t be long,” Kira answered. “And thank you.”

      Kira walked away before the old woman could ask her any more questions, and she hurried toward the front of the house. She stared down at the evidence bag with the cigarette on it, and she wondered how she could have missed this, but then again, it was hard to see what was hiding in plain sight.
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      Both Kira and Mackie studied the house down the street. The lights were off, and there was one car parked in the driveway.

      “You’re sure about this?” Mackie asked.

      “There’s no way it’s a coincidence,” Kira answered. “It’s him.”

      Mackie studied the house for a little while longer. He was hesitant, and Kira understood why. No one liked a mole in their unit. And if there was anyone Kira hated more than traffickers, it was a dirty cop.

      “Has Dusty found any money trails?” Mackie asked.

      “Not yet, but I’m sure he will,” Kira answered. “He’s only been at it for half an hour, and if the money came from the Serpents or Matthews, then it’s probably well hidden.”

      “Okay,” Mackie said. “But I take the lead on this.”

      Kira nodded, and they exited the car together. They walked side by side up to the house, and then Kira hung back while Mackie knocked on the door.

      Kira didn’t put her hand on the butt of her pistol, but she was a quick draw. She saw Mackie tense, even though he pretended not to be. It was impossible to be relaxed.

      The door opened, and a tired-looking Boseman appeared in the doorway. “Boss?” He blinked, looking at Mackie, and then turned to Kira. “What the hell are you two doing here?”

      “There was a break in the Dakota case,” Mackie answered. “We need to talk.”

      “Christ, do you know what time it is?” Boseman asked, rubbing his eyes.

      Kira studied Boseman. He was in his pajamas, no physical sign of blood on him, but his hair was still wet as if he’d recently taken a shower. She couldn’t see a weapon on him, but then again, the door wasn’t open all the way.

      “I know it’s not the best time, but it’s urgent,” Mackie said. “Can we come in?”

      Boseman finally nodded. He opened the door all the way and made room for Mackie and Kira to enter.

      Boseman’s home was small and had minimal furnishing. It was exactly the kind of bachelor pad she expected to find. She knew Boseman had divorced a few years ago, and his wife had their kids most of the time, though they were getting ready for college now if Kira remembered correctly.

      “You want coffee?” Boseman asked.

      “No, thank you,” Mackie answered.

      “I’m good,” Kira replied.

      “Well, I want coffee,” Boseman said. “Sounds like I’m going to need it.”

      Kira remained standing to keep a bead on Boseman as he walked to the kitchen, but a wall kept him hidden. She heard the coffee pot turn on and listened to him open cupboards.

      “So, what did you find?” Boseman shouted.

      “We think we have a suspect,” Mackie answered. “Dale Matthews.”

      “Never heard of him,” Boseman said.

      “He’s the chairmen of the Board of Trustees for USF,” Mackie said. “We think he’s the contact between the Road to Enrollment and the Serpents gang.”

      “So, you think he’s using the charity at the school to launder money for the human trafficking?” Boseman asked.

      Kira slowly inched closer to the kitchen. She could still hear the coffee being made and what sounded like Boseman looking for a mug.

      “In addition to using the Road To Enrollment program to recruit sex workers, yeah,” Mackie said. “We went to Matthews's house tonight.”

      “Did you get him to talk?” Boseman asked, still hidden in the kitchen.

      Kira was nearly at the entrance, but she still couldn’t see Boseman.

      “He was dead when we arrived at his house,” Mackie said.

      “No shit,” Boseman said. “Any other leads?”

      Kira glanced back to Mackie, raising her eyebrows and wondering when he was going to get to the heart of the matter.

      “Actually, yeah, we had one,” Mackie said. “It’s why we’re here.”

      Boseman was quiet, and the only sound coming from the kitchen was the drip of the coffee maker. Kira remained in her position and then slowly and quietly removed the pistol from her holster.

      “Boseman?” Mackie asked.

      More silence, and this time Mackie stood up, reaching for his own weapon.

      “Boseman, I need you to step out of the kitchen with your hands in the air,” Mackie said. “Now!”

      Boseman still didn’t comply, and then Mackie gave the signal to Kira, and she quickly moved into the kitchen, but it was empty, and she saw the open door that led into the garage.

      “He’s running!” Kira sprinted through the garage and stepped outside just in time to see Boseman jumping over the fence.

      “Boseman, stop!” Kira shouted as she chased after him, but Boseman refused to comply.

      Once Kira was past the fence, she veered left when she saw a blur turn the corner of the neighboring house. She knew she was faster than Boseman, but if she couldn’t stop him before he reached a car, it would prolong the inevitable.

      Kira kicked into another gear, sprinting down the alley after Boseman, but just as she turned the corner, a pair of hands grabbed her by the throat and threw her to the ground.

      Kira dropped her weapon, and she blacked out for a few seconds. By the time her vision returned, Boseman had her pinned and was choking her.

      “You stupid, bitch!” Boseman growled through clenched teeth. “I should have killed you years ago. I knew you’d be nothing but trouble the moment you walked in here. You’re one of those idiots who don’t know when to quit, even when it’ll get you killed.”

      Boseman tightened his grip, and Kira thrashed and writhed on the ground, her uncoordinated struggle useless against Boseman’s size and strength.

      But Kira’s training had taught her to push through moments of panic, and as she slowly regained control of her faculties, she managed to lift her knees to her chest, leveraging her legs between herself and Boseman, and then pushed. Slowly but surely, Boseman’s grip on Kira’s throat loosened.

      Eventually, Kira managed enough separation between herself and Boseman to where nothing but his fingertips were grazing her neck. But she saw the hate in his eyes, the desire to kill her.

      “Looks like someone hasn’t been hitting the gym hard enough these days, Boseman,” Kira said, struggling to keep him at bay. “I think you’ve been spending too much time sitting around, eating those fucking candy bars you keep stashed at your desk. I never took you for someone with a sweet tooth, but I guess looks are deceiving.”

      “I’m gonna kill you,” Boseman answered. “I’m gonna rip out your fucking throat!”

      Anticipating Boseman’s lunge, Kira swiveled out of the way, and Boseman landed face-first into the pavement.

      With Boseman face down on the concrete, Kira reached for the pistol she had dropped, so by the time he recovered, the barrel was aimed right between his eyes.

      “Where is she, Boseman?” Kira asked. “Where’s Dakota Logan?”

      Boseman was red-faced and out of breath, but he remained defiant. “Go to hell!”

      “What was it for, Boseman?” Kira asked. “The money? Is that why you sold out the badge and your soul?”

      “Of course, it was for the money,” Boseman answered.

      “Whose payroll were you on?” Kira asked. “Matthews’s or the Serpents’s?”

      “I worked for both,” Boseman answered. “I made sure the FBI didn’t have all of the information they needed on the gang, and I tipped them off when they did.”

      “That’s why the Miami field office didn’t know the gang made inroads here,” Kira said. “Why kill Matthews?”

      “The Serpents wanted to expand Matthews’s concept of using the charity to recruit girls to other cities,” Boseman answered. “But Matthews was getting cold feet.”

      “And when you heard we were looking for him, you decided to take matters into your own hands,” Kira said.

      “He would have tried to cut a deal, and that would have exposed me,” Boseman said.

      “Too late for that. It’s over, Boseman,” Kira said, her finger on the trigger as she reached for the handcuffs and tossed them to him. “Put them on. Now.”

      Boseman didn’t even look at the cuffs as they hit the ground. All of his concentration was on Kira. He was angry and desperate, a dangerous combination.

      “Don’t do it,” Kira said.

      “You know what happens to me if I go in,” Boseman said. “A trial is just a formality. I’ll spend the rest of my life in a cell, hoping I can remember what the sunlight looks like.”

      “But you’ll be alive,” Kira said.

      “And what kind of life will that be?” Boseman asked. “Living with the shame that my family will know what I’ve done? The shame of what my son will learn about his old man?” He shook his head. “I’m not going to let myself suffer.”

      “It’s not about what you want any more,” Kira said. “Where is Dakota Logan.”

      Boseman remained tight-lipped.

      “Tell me, and I’ll give you what you want,” Kira said.

      Boseman flinched. “You’re bluffing.”

      “Does it look like I’m bluffing?” Kira asked, with her finger still on the trigger and the pistol aimed at Boseman’s head. “You know me. All I want is the girl. If there’s a chance that she’s still alive, then I need to find her. So, if you know, then talk.”

      Kira hoped her reputation and their feud were enough clout for Boseman to believe her. And she was right.

      “The last of the Serpents are leaving through a cargo shipment at the Port of Tampa,” Boseman said. “They’re loading up now, and the ship leaves before dawn.”

      Kira studied Boseman, looking for any sign he might be lying. “Dakota is on the ship?”

      “I don’t know,” Boseman answered. “But if she’s still alive, that’s where she’ll be.”

      It could be a wild goose chase, but Kira didn’t have any other leads, and with time already expired, she knew this was as good as it was going to get.

      “Lock!” Mackie shouted, and then he turned the corner and saw the situation. He drew his own weapon and pointed it at Boseman. “Why isn’t he cuffed?”

      “We were just having a little chat,” Boseman answered. “And now it’s time to hold up your end of the deal.”

      Mackie frowned, briefly glancing at Kira. “What’s he talking about?”

      “Do it,” Boseman answered.

      All Kira thought about at that moment were all of the times Boseman had made her life a living hell.

      “Lock, don’t!” Mackie warned, keeping his pistol trained on Boseman. “You do this, and you go down for murder!”

      “But what’s one more bullet into a piece of garbage like me, huh?” Boseman asked. “You’re no stranger to murder, Lock, are you?”

      “Boseman, that’s enough!” Mackie shouted.

      “You and I both know the man you killed deserved it,” Boseman said. “All of those little girls he hurt? All of those lives he ruined? Do you think their parents shed any tears over his death? Do you think the world mourned the death of a monster? No.”

      The urge to pull the trigger grew stronger as Kira remembered all of the frightened faces of the women she’d found in her search for Dakota. Women who Boseman had helped traffic.

      “You’ve hurt a lot of people,” Kira said.

      “Yes, I have,” Boseman said. “So do it. Pull the trigger.”

      “That’s enough!” Mackie shouted.

      “Do it!” Boseman shouted, his eyes reddening. “Kill me!”

      Kira knew this was a pivotal choice. She understood the consequences. But while Boseman deserved it, she wasn’t going to let him ruin her life, too. She lowered the weapon.

      “You bitch!” Boseman lunged forward, reaching into his pocket, and before Kira could raise her pistol, Mackie fired his own.

      Boseman lurched forward half a step and then collapsed to the ground, motionless. Kira looked to Mackie, whose face was wide with terror.

      “Christ,” Mackie said, and then he immediately dropped to his knees to check on Boseman and reached for his radio. “This is Special Agent Mackie. I have an agent down. I repeat an agent down. I need immediate medical assistance.”

      Boseman’s face was sweaty and pale, but he was still alive. He trembled and looked up at Kira with tired eyes.

      “Lock!” Mackie shouted her name, snapping her out of the stupor. “I need you to apply pressure on the wound!” He grabbed her hand and pressed it down over Boseman’s side.

      The blood was warm and slick. Kira had never been squeamish, but being so close to the wound, to have her hands on so much blood, it churned her stomach. And the fact that it was Boseman didn’t help.

      “Just let go,” Boseman said. “No one would… blame you.” His voice was so weak, and the simple act of speaking made him tired.

      Kira wasn’t sure if anyone would miss Boseman when he was gone, but then she thought of his son, the only family Boseman still had left. “You think your son won’t forgive you,” Kira said, “but that’s not up for you to decide.” She took a breath. “And it’s not up to me to be your judge and executioner.”

      Boseman closed his eyes, and Kira kept the pressure on the wound until the medics arrived. She stepped back, staring down at the blood on her hands, and realized she needed to get to the Port of Tampa before more blood was spilled.
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      Once Boseman was carted off in the ambulance, Kira told Mackie about what she had learned from him before he was shot. But Mackie wasn’t in a good headspace.

      “Sir,” Kira said, hoping to grab his attention.

      “Hmm?” Mackie asked.

      “Boss, you need to shake it off,” Kira answered. “You didn’t do anything wrong. He was reaching for a weapon. We both found the knife on him inside his jacket. He would have used it to stab me. You save my life.”

      Mackie nodded and then wiped his eyes. “I know, it’s just…” He shook his head. “It’s the first time I’ve ever fired my weapon on duty.”

      “Seriously?” Kira asked.

      “I always did my best to use the gun as a last resort,” Mackie answered. “And when I was promoted to station chief, I didn’t think I’d ever have to use it again. But…”

      “Agent Lockhart.” The paramedic walked over, handing Kira a Ziplock bag with the personal effects Boseman had on him.

      “Thanks,” Kira said, taking the bag. She donned a glove and started sifting through the contents. It wasn’t much: wallet, keys, gum, cigarettes, and two phones. One was Boseman’s work phone, the other was a burner.

      Kira flipped open the burner and found a list of unnamed contacts. She pocketed the phones, thinking they might come in handy.

      “Sir, we need to mobilize a team,” Kira said. “Have the coast guard shut down the port, make a blockade, whatever we have to do. No ship can leave that harbor.”

      “Right,” Mackie said, clearing his throat. “Let’s get moving.”

      Kira drove to the port while Mackie handled the logistics. Between the police at Matthews’s mansion and the officers at Boseman’s house, they were thin on personnel. But Mackie cobbled together a strike team to meet them at the port.

      “Coast guard has ordered the port to shut down,” Mackie said. “No one in or out. Port authority is going to assist.”

      “We have to assume the Serpents have some guys on their payroll at the port,” Kira said. “After getting to Boseman, I think that’s a logical theory.”

      Mackie nodded. “It is.”

      Kira glanced over at Mackie and saw his disappointment. “You couldn’t have known Boseman was dirty.”

      “But I should have known,” Mackie said. “That’s the burden of leadership, Lock. The buck stops with me. I should have pushed harder for stricter internal reviews. I should have done a better job at trying to—

      “Hey,” Kira said, cutting Mackie off. “The only thing that matters right now is getting to the port and finding the rest of the Serpents. There will be plenty of time to think about how we could have done things differently later. Trust me.”

      “You’re right,” Mackie said, and then he glanced over to Kira. “When did you become so wise?”

      “I guess you’re rubbing off on me,” Kira said.

      When Kira and Mackie arrived with their team, the port authority met them at the entrance.

      “I’m Sergeant Porter,” he said. “The port is sealed off, no one in or out.” Porter was a short man with a bristly mustache that covered his upper lip.

      Kira saw a massive cargo ship and pointed to it. “That one’s the only one in the harbor?”

      “Yes,” Porter answered. “We’ve already moved the crew off the ship.”

      “Christ, there must be over one thousand shipping containers on there,” Mackie said.

      “Twelve hundred,” Porter replied.

      “We need to look at the shipping manifest,” Kira said.

      While Porter retrieved the manifest, Kira kept her eyes on his men. She knew some of them had to be on the Serpents payroll. It was the only way they could have snuck on board.

      “Here it is,” Porter said.

      Kira skimmed the manifest with Mackie hovering over her shoulder.

      “Do you know what you’re looking for?” Mackie asked.

      “The Serpents operated under a dummy corporation when they arrived stateside,” Kira answered. “I’m assuming they would have—got it. Container number 13098170.”

      “Let’s move!” Mackie shouted and then all headed for the ship.

      “Keep your eyes peeled,” Kira said as they walked up the ramp to the deck. “These people are extremely dangerous.”

      When they stepped onto the ship’s deck, they broke off into smaller teams while the ship’s captain navigated them toward the shipping container belonging to the dummy corporation.

      Along the way, Kira wondered how many people had been shipped through these waters. With so many containers, she saw how easy it was for one to slip through the cracks. All it took was a single kickback for someone to turn a blind eye.

      And while Kira couldn’t imagine turning her back on the vulnerable, she also understood the cruelty of strangers.

      “There,” the captain said, stopping in front of the container, which was padlocked shut.

      “Open it,” Mackie said.

      The captain reached for the keys, and Kira, Mackie, their agents, and Porter and his men held their ground, guns aimed at the container's doors. Kira wasn’t sure what they’d find inside, if it was the women they’d taken or if it was the Serpents themselves.

      Kira tensed when the lock fell, and when the captain swung open the doors, there was a ripple of confusion.

      “It’s empty,” Mackie said.

      Kira stepped forward, joining the captain inside.

      “This isn’t right,” Kira said. “The manifest said they were here!”

      “Maybe you read the wrong container—”

      “No, this is the right one,” Kira said, yelling at the captain, but then she turned around and faced the port authority crew behind her. She looked each of them in the eye, knowing that one of them was on the Serpents payroll. “Who changed the manifest?”

      The crew looked at one another, everyone playing dumb about Kira’s accusations, but Kira was certain at least one of them was lying.

      “If you don’t speak up then—" Kira paused and remembered the burner phone she’d Kira taken from Boseman. She opened it up, sifting through the contacts. She found the most recent call, dialed it, and then waited.

      When Kira heard the buzzing of a phone in one of the guard’s pockets, she had their mark. “Don’t move!” Kira shouted, and everyone trained their guns on him as he threw his hands into the air.

      “I’m sorry!” he shouted. “I needed the money! I needed—”

      Gunfire broke out from a different container at the end of the row, and the port authority officer was killed. Kira and the others sought cover between the other containers.

      “We need to flank them from the other side!” Kira shouted. “Pin them down!”

      Mackie nodded. He caught Porter’s attention and passed on the instructions. Once everyone was on the same page, Kira and Mackie led their respective teams through the narrow aisles between the shipping containers to pin the Serpents down.

      Once both teams were in position, Kira led the charge, pushing the Serpents back into their own shipping container where they were fish in a barrel. Backed into a corner, the Serpents dropped their weapons.

      Once the gang was handcuffed, Kira had them lined up. She studied their faces, looking for the leader, and found the same big-faced creep she’d seen at the restaurant. “Where are they?” Kira asked.

      “Where are who?” he answered.

      “The women you’re trying to smuggle out of here,” Kira replied.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he answered in broken English.

      If he didn’t want to talk, then Kira would have to motivate him. She pulled her gun from the back of her waistband and then pointed it at his head, eliciting objections from both Mackie and the port authority.

      “Put it down, Kira!” Mackie shouted.

      “No,” Kira said calmly. “He’s going to tell us what we want to know, or I’m going to put a bullet in his head and move onto the next one until I have the information I want.”

      The man looked unphased by the news, but a few other Serpents members didn’t look as confident. Her gambit worked.

      “Tell her!” one of the Serpents gang members said.

      “Quiet!” the man yelled.

      The man then stood, ignoring his boss’s warning. “They’re in unit 170810. It should be a few rows down.”

      Kira kept the pistol trained on the man’s head. She smiled and then pulled the trigger, causing the man to flinch, but there was no gunshot. Only the click of the firing pin. “Thanks for your cooperation,” Kira said, and then she left the stunned Serpents gang with the port authority members as she and Mackie headed to the other compartment.

      “The magazine was empty?” Mackie asked.

      “I took it out before I aimed it at him,” Kira answered.

      “What about the bullet in the chamber?” Mackie asked.

      Kira opened her left palm, revealing the bullet. “All clear.”

      “Next time, give me a heads up before you give me a heart attack,” Mackie said.

      “After that performance, I’ll be sure to thank you during my acceptance speech at the Academy Awards,” Kira said.

      Despite the joke, Kira was all nerves as they approached the shipping container. She hung back while the port authority opened the doors. If Dakota Logan wasn’t inside, that meant she was already dead.

      When the doors opened, Kira saw nothing but darkness. For a moment, she thought it was empty, but then Mackie shone a light inside, revealing a dozen women huddled in the back, all of them in various stages of undress.

      Kira stepped forward, searching for the pair of eyes that had started all of this, and when she saw the pale, white face of Dakota Logan wedged between the others, she sighed in relief.

      She had found her.
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      All of the women who stepped out of the storage container looked like they had been through hell, but Kira was only focused on one of them. Dakota Logan had an expression of bewilderment, questioning the very reality of her circumstance. The make up she had worn at the hotel was smudged and faded. She was still in the gold dress, but she no longer had her matching heels.

      “Hey,” Kira said.

      Dakota looked up after a delayed second and then frowned. “Hey.”

      “I’m Agent Lockhart,” Kira said. “I spoke to your mother and—”

      “Does she know I’m here?” Dakota asked, clutching Kira’s arm in desperation. “Does she know I’m okay?”

      “She does,” Kira answered. “She’s on her way over now.”

      Dakota relaxed and released Kira’s arm. “Good. She worries. I can’t imagine what she’s been through.”

      Even after her abduction, Dakota was more concerned with her mother’s well-being than her own.

      “You’ve been through a lot, too,” Kira said.

      “Not as bad as some of these other women,” Dakota said, and she pointed to a middle-aged Hispanic woman sipping water from a bottle. “That’s Luz. She was taken when she was fifteen from her village in Guadalupe. She’s been passed around by men for the past twenty years.” She pointed to another woman a few years older than Dakota. “That’s Gabriella. She was taken two years ago and forced to work in a brothel on a boat that sailed around the Caribbean. One time she was forced to be with twenty men in a single night.”

      Dakota pointed out a few more, and then she shook her head. “No one raped me. They beat me up a little, but I wasn’t raped. I’m lucky.”

      “You’re the victim of a terrible crime,” Kira said. “Trauma is trauma, Dakota.”

      Dakota remained silent.

      “I found your articles,” Kira said.

      “For school?” Dakota asked.

      “You saved a lot of lives,” Kira said and then gestured to the Serpents gang locked away in the back of a transport van. “And you helped catch some very bad criminals.”

      “I was looking for three girls when I started all of this,” Dakota said. “Prika Nanjani, Chloe Peterson, and Michelle Calvary. Do you know if they’re safe?”

      “Prika and Chloe have been returned to their families,” Kira answered. “Michelle was killed.”

      Dakota lowered her gaze and hugged her knees against her chest.

      “It wasn’t your fault,” Kira said.

      “Then whose fault was it?” Dakota asked. “I was the only one looking for them.”

      “The Serpents are responsible,” Kira said. “No one else. Do you hear me?”

      Dakota nodded, but Kira wasn't convinced the young woman was really listening.

      “Do you know how many people we saved today because of what you started?” Kira asked. “Fifty-three.”

      Dakota looked up.

      “You’ve been through enough trauma,” Kira said. “Don’t add to it by kicking yourself for things that aren’t your fault. You’re a hero, Dakota.”

      “It doesn’t feel like it,” Dakota said.

      “I was curious about something,” Kira said. “Who did you meet at the hotel?”

      “Dale Matthews,” Dakota answered. “Did you stop him?”

      “Yes,” Kira answered. “Did you know he was the one in charge?”

      “I figured he was involved, but I didn’t know he was in charge,” Kira answered. “A woman set up a meeting with him for me. I was planning to record our conversation, but he knew I had been asking questions. I never had a chance.”

      “You were very brave,” Kira said.

      Dakota shook her head. “I should have gone to the police.”

      “Yes, you should have,” Kira said, but then she took a deep breath. “But I understand wanting to see something through yourself. Removing the nano SIM card from your phone was a smart move. It helped lead me to The Waterfront.”

      “Thanks,” Dakota said.

      “Just remember what happened here, so next time you’ll be better prepared,” Kira said.

      Dakota looked up at Kira, confused. “Aren’t you supposed to tell me I should go home and be thankful I’m not dead?”

      “I am,” Kira answered. “But this world needs more heroes. And I’d hate to see you sit on the sideline forever.” She stood. “Rest up. Heal. And then get back out there and expose the next bad guy for me to take down. Deal?”

      Dakota nodded. “Deal.”

      Kira smiled and then heard a woman shouting by the port’s entrance. Mrs. Logan sprinted over to her daughter, and Dakota quickly stood to meet her mother.

      The pair collided into one another, erupting in sobs as they held onto one another tightly. When Mrs. Logan spied Kira, she walked over, tears in her eyes. “There are no words, Agent Lockhart. But thank you. You’re a woman of your word.”

      “I’m glad I could help,” Kira said.

      A paramedic came to collect Dakota, and her mother followed them to the ambulance. It was a wonderful moment, and the image of mother and daughter reunited made that ache in Kira’s heart grow stronger. It was the good kind of pain, the pain of missed memories.

      Kira’s daughter was gone. But she could still save others from death’s grasp. But now it was time to move on and ready herself for the next case.

      

      Chapter 35—Later

      Kira finished placing the pamphlets and sheets of paper with the resource information on the small school desks. The room smelled like spit, but she wasn’t complaining because the space was free.

      The words “Victim Resource Class” were written on the chalkboard behind her. Kira didn’t run the class, but she was always in attendance, and she helped set up. The class was run by a good friend of hers, Dr. Meredith Connors, a therapist who specialized in sexual trauma victims, but she worked with anyone who needed help.

      “All set?” Dr. Connors asked.

      “I just finished,” Kira answered. “Do we have a big crowd today?”

      “Go take a look for yourself,” Connors answered.

      Kira poked her head out of the classroom door and saw a line of people stretching down the hallway. She had hoped the victims of the Serpents gang would take her advice and show up and judging by the number of people in the hallway, she figured most of them had.

      Kira closed the door and faced Connors. “I don’t know if we’ll have enough seats.”

      “We’ll make do,” Connors said. “Why don’t you send them in?”

      Kira opened the door and gestured for the first few folks to enter, and she stood back as the entire classroom was filled. Among the visitors were the workers from the restaurant, including the busboy, Honza.

      “Agent Lockhart,” Honza said, taking her hand. “I never had the chance to properly thank you. You saved my life and my family's life.”

      “Are they here yet?” Kira asked.

      “No, but they arrive from the embassy in three days,” Honza answered. “I’m counting the seconds.”

      “Good,” Kira said.

      Kira had managed to work with the CIA in extracting Honza’s family and a few others who had family members watched by the Serpents back in Czechia. The operations had been successful, with no casualties on either side. Though, Kira wouldn’t have minded if a few Serpents were killed.

      Kira was about to close the classroom door when she heard the clack of high heels behind her. She turned to find Tart walking down the hall, dressed immaculately and with her sunglasses on.

      “I wasn’t sure if you’d come,” Kira said.

      Tart lifted her pant leg and exposed the ankle monitor. “Part of my plea deal with the DA.”

      “I’m glad you’re here,” Kira said, and she stepped aside for Tart to enter, but the woman was hesitant. “I promise it’s a safe place.”

      “Safe places are a fairy tale,” Tart said. “I need something useful.”

      “This program has helped a lot of women like you,” Kira said.

      “Honey, there are no women like me,” Tart said, raising an eyebrow. She was using her apathy to sidestep what was really bothering her, and Kira had seen this enough times to know the right amount of pressure to push Tart to go inside.

      “No, there aren’t,” Kira said, and she stepped closer. “But every single person in that room has been taken advantage of, they’ve been bullied, and they’ve been hurt. You can be strong and also a victim. The two aren’t mutually exclusive.”

      “The things I’ve done—” Tart was on the verge of tears. “What if I’m too broken to fix?”

      Kira held Tart’s hand firmly between her own. “You were never broken.”

      A tear broke free from Tart’s left eye, and she quickly wiped it away. “Well, that’s quite a line.” She cleared her throat and then reclaimed her hand and straightened up. “Hopefully, the teacher inside is as good as you.”

      Tart stepped past Kira and walked inside, where one of the men immediately got up and gave her a seat. She still walked into the room like she owned the place, and Kira hoped Tart would retain her confidence.

      But Kira wouldn’t be staying with this class. There was another place she needed to visit.
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        * * *

      

      When Kira’s daughter was killed, she’d had her daughter’s body buried here rather than up north. If anything, it gave Kira a reason to stick around. She couldn’t leave the city where her little girl was laid to rest, regardless of what happened with her career or personal life.

      Kira visited the grave when she could, but it was always painful. But there was one day she never missed, and that was the anniversary of her daughter’s death.

      Kira always brought two donuts with her, her daughter’s favorite snack. The pair agreed there wasn’t anything a warm, glazed donut couldn’t fix.

      “Hey, sweetheart,” Kira said, resting the donut on the grave. “I finished mine on the drive over. Thought you wouldn’t mind.”

      The headstone remained silent.

      Kira sat down. “I worked a case last week. It reminded me a lot of what happened with you, and it brought up a lot of old anger I’d buried.” She bowed her head and fiddled with her fingers. “A lot of people keep telling me that if I don’t properly process what happened with you, then it’s going to get me killed. And, if I’m being honest, a part of me doesn’t have a problem with that.”

      Kira looked up at the headstone with tears in her eyes.

      “I miss you so fucking much it tears me in half,” Kira said. “I’ve tried to use that pain to do good things, but lately, I find myself teetering on the edge of becoming the very people I’m trying to put away.” She wiped her eyes. “Deep down, I know I’m afraid that if I give up the pain, that means I’ve given up on you. And I will never do that, ever.” She tensed and then relaxed. “But I know where this path leads, sweetheart. People keep telling me to find peace, to put what happened to me, to you, to rest. And I want to put it to rest; I just don’t know how.”

      A few more tears broke free, and Kira sniffled, wiping the snot from her upper lip.

      “I keep thinking about the woman you’d become, what you’d be doing today,” Kira said, smiling. “I think you would have stayed in New York. You always told me the city wasn’t that great, but every time I visited, you were always so happy. I don’t think any other place would have held your attention. I know you’d be helping people, and I know that’s what you’d want me to do.”

      Kira took a breath.

      “I met a woman on the case,” Kira said. “A high profile prostitute. She had created this life, this persona, and it made her feel powerful, and she was good at it. She was so scared to change, but she came to our rehabilitation class today for people who had been abused in trafficking and sex work. And I thought to myself if she can do it, why can’t I? I always tell the people I rescue that what happened to them doesn’t define them. And while I miss you, sweetheart—” She broke down again. “I miss you so much you don’t even know.” She cleared her throat. “I can’t let this define me anymore. It’s time for me to change. It’s time for me to heal. I hope you can understand that.” She stood. “I love you.”

      Kira was about to turn around when a gust of wind pushed some leaves and old flower petals forward and circled around Kira’s feet. She looked back at the grave, and she smiled. “Thank you.” She pointed to the donut. “I’d eat that before it gets cold. It’s always better when it’s warm.”

      Kira turned away from the grave, feeling lighter than she had in years. She knew she wasn’t completely healed, but this was a step in the right direction. The scars would always be there but letting go of her burning anger was something she needed to do, lest it consume her. And she knew her daughter would want Kira to heal, to be whole again, to find new life.

      And Kira knew this was the right choice; this was her choice.
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