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PROLOGUE

	

	The envelope arrived on a Tuesday, unmarked except for Claire's name written in unfamiliar block letters. Inside, a single photograph slipped out onto her kitchen counter, grainy, slightly out of focus, showing three figures on a darkened pier. She recognized her brother Daniel immediately, his lanky frame unmistakable even in silhouette. The other two figures remained shadows, their identities concealed by distance and poor lighting. Beneath the photograph, a handwritten note contained just five words and a date: "You deserve to know. September fifteenth."

	

	Three thousand miles away, Marcus stared at an identical envelope. His hands trembled as he studied the same photograph, the same cryptic message. Seven years had passed since Daniel's death, since the night that destroyed everything Marcus held dear. He'd built an entire life around forgetting, around convincing himself the past was settled.

	

	The date was three days away.

	

	Neither Claire nor Marcus knew the other had received the same letter. Neither understood they were being pulled back to Ashford by an invisible thread. Someone wanted them to remember. Someone needed them to discover what really happened that night.

	

	The truth, it seemed, had been waiting patiently for its moment to surface.

	

	 


CHAPTER 1

	

	Claire Donovan's fingers moved with practiced precision across the damaged canvas, her magnifying headset revealing every crack in the two-hundred-year-old oil painting. The museum's conservation lab was silent except for the soft classical music she kept playing to steady her nerves during delicate work. She'd been restoring this particular piece, a maritime scene of ships entering Boston Harbor, for three weeks, and today she was tackling the most challenging section: a storm-darkened sky that some amateur had tried to "fix" in the 1950s with entirely wrong pigments.

	

	Her phone buzzed. She ignored it. Then it buzzed again. And again.

	

	"For God's sake," she muttered, setting down her finest brush and pulling off the headset. Her dark hair, twisted into a messy bun, had started to come loose. She'd been at this for six hours straight, losing track of time the way she always did when she needed to avoid thinking about other things.

	

	The texts were from her assistant, Priya: "Claire, you need to see this." "It was hand-delivered." "No return address." "Kind of creepy, actually."

	

	Claire felt something cold settle in her stomach. She didn't do anything creepy. Her entire life was structured to avoid surprises, chaos, anything that resembled the unpredictability she'd fled seven years ago. She checked her watch at nearly seven p.m. The museum would be closed to visitors, but security would still be at the front desk.

	

	Twenty minutes later, she stood in her apartment in the South End, staring at the envelope Priya had left on her desk. The younger woman had been right to be unsettled. There was something deliberately ominous about the plain manila envelope, the way her name was written in those careful block letters, as if someone had taken great pains to disguise their handwriting.

	

	She should wait. Maybe call someone. But who? She'd systematically eliminated most personal connections from her life, keeping colleagues at arm's length, dating rarely and never seriously. It was easier that way. Safer.

	

	Claire opened the envelope.

	

	The photograph hit her like a physical blow. She actually stumbled backward, catching herself against the kitchen counter. Daniel. Her baby brother, frozen in time at twenty-three, forever young while she'd gone on aging without him. The pier was unmistakable, the old commercial dock at Ashford, the one they'd condemned two years after Daniel's death. She could almost smell the salt air, hear the creaking wood beneath her feet.

	

	"You deserve to know. September fifteenth."

	

	Three days from now.

	

	Her hands were shaking so badly she had to set the photograph down. She poured herself a glass of wine, then another, trying to push down the memories that were rising like a tide she couldn't hold back. But it was too late. The carefully constructed walls she'd built were already crumbling.

	

	Seven years ago, Ashford had been home. Not the suffocating kind of home she'd needed to escape, but the kind that wrapped around you like a favorite sweater. She'd been twenty-six, running a small art gallery on Main Street, dating Marcus Reid for two electric, consuming years. Marcus, with his wild journalist ambitions, his infectious laugh, and his way of making her feel like she was the only person in any room. Daniel had worshipped him, following Marcus around like a puppy, soaking up every story about investigative journalism, about speaking truth to power.

	

	"He's going to get himself killed chasing some story," her father had warned her more than once. "And he'll drag Daniel down with him."

	

	She'd defended Marcus every time. He wasn't reckless; he was passionate. He cared about things. Unlike her father, who cared only about his real estate empire and his standing in the community.

	

	Claire walked to her bedroom window, looking out at the Boston skyline glittering in the September evening. She'd chosen this city specifically because it was nothing like Ashford. No small-town gossip, no one knowing your business, no memories lurking around every corner.

	

	Her phone rang. Her father. She let it go to voicemail, the way she had for most of his calls over the past seven years. When they did speak, it was brief, cordial, and empty. He'd tried at first, after everything fell apart. Tried to explain, to justify, to repair. But some things, once broken, couldn't be restored, not even by someone with her skills.

	

	The voicemail notification appeared. Against her better judgment, she listened.

	

	"Claire, it's Dad. I... I got something in the mail today. A photograph. Of Daniel. I think you might have gotten one too. Don't go to Ashford. Please. Whatever this is, whoever sent this, they're trying to drag up the past. Daniel's death was an accident. The police investigated. We buried him. We mourned. Going back there won't change anything. It'll only hurt you more. Please, sweetheart. Call me back."

	

	The desperation in his voice was new. Thomas Donovan didn't despair. He controlled authority and decisions handed down from on high. Hearing him sound almost frightened made Claire's unease deepen into something closer to fear.

	

	She picked up the photograph again, studying it more carefully this time. Daniel was gesturing at something off-camera, his mouth open mid-sentence. The two shadowy figures stood a few feet away. Who were they? And who had taken this picture? Most importantly, when was it taken?

	

	The night Daniel died, she'd been with Marcus. They'd been at his apartment, tangled in his sheets, talking about the future in the way people do when they're young and in love and believe everything is possible. He'd just gotten a job offer from a major newspaper in Portland. They'd been debating whether she could move her gallery, whether long-distance would work, and whether it was time to get serious about their future.

	

	The call had come at two in the morning. Her father, his voice shattered in a way she'd never heard before. "There's been an accident. It's Daniel. You need to come to the hospital. Now."

	

	She remembered Marcus driving her, the longest twenty minutes of her life, praying to a God she wasn't sure she believed in. Let him be okay. Please let him be okay.

	

	But Daniel hadn't been okay. He'd been dead for an hour by the time they arrived, pulled from the water by a fishing boat, his lungs full of the Atlantic Ocean. The police said he'd been drinking his blood alcohol. They theorized he'd stumbled, fallen from the pier, and hit his head on the way down. A tragic accident. These things happened.

	

	Except Daniel didn't drink. He'd been almost militant about it after watching their uncle destroy himself with alcohol. Daniel wouldn't even take communion wine at church.

	

	Claire had screamed this at the detective, at her father, at anyone who would listen. Something was wrong. Daniel wouldn't have been drinking. He wouldn't have been on that pier alone in the middle of the night. He was cautious, careful, the responsible one in their family.

	

	But grief, they'd told her, makes people irrational. Makes them look for complicated explanations when the simple, terrible truth is right in front of them.

	

	The worst part came three days after the funeral. She'd gone to Marcus's apartment, needing his arms around her, needing to feel like something in her world was still solid. She'd found him packing.

	

	"I got the job," he'd said, not meeting her eyes. "In Portland. I'm taking it."

	

	"What? When?"

	

	"I start Monday. I'm leaving tomorrow."

	

	She'd stared at him, unable to process what she was hearing. "Daniel just died. Daniel, who loved you like a brother. And you're leaving? Now?"

	

	"I can't stay here, Claire. I can't..." He'd finally looked at her, and what she saw in his face was guilt. Heavy, crushing guilt. "I'm sorry."

	

	"Did you know?" The question had come from somewhere deep inside her, some instinct she didn't know she possessed. "About whatever Daniel was doing that night? Was he following one of your leads? Did you send him there?"

	

	"It's not that simple."

	

	"Yes or no, Marcus!"

	

	"He asked me about some things I was looking into. Local corruption stuff. Nothing dangerous. I told him to stay out of it. I told him."

	

	She'd slapped him. Hard. Her palm stinging with the impact, his face shocked and red. "You got him killed. You and your goddamn crusading journalism. My father was right about you."

	

	"Claire, please."

	

	"Get out. Go to Portland. Go anywhere. I never want to see you again."

	

	He'd left. She'd stayed. For a month, trying to hold herself together, trying to make sense of the senseless. Then she'd pack up the gallery, put everything in storage, and run to Boston, where no one knew her story, and she could pretend to be someone new.

	

	Someone without a dead brother. Someone who'd never loved and lost Marcus Reid.

	

	Claire realized she was crying, tears dropping onto the photograph, threatening to damage it. She carefully blotted them away with a tissue. Even in a crisis, the conservator protected her fragile things.

	

	She pulled out her laptop and searched for flights to Portland, Maine, the closest major airport to Ashford. There was one tomorrow afternoon. Her finger hovered over the "book" button.

	

	This was insane. She'd built a good life here. She had a career she loved, an apartment she'd carefully decorated, and a routine that kept her grounded. Going back to Ashford would mean facing everything she'd run from. It would mean potentially seeing Marcus, if he was still in the area. It would mean confronting her father. It would mean standing on the ground where they'd buried Daniel and asking questions she'd been too broken to ask seven years ago.

	

	But that photograph. Those shadowy figures. "You deserve to know."

	

	What did she deserve to know? Wasn't Daniel's death an accident? She'd suspected that all along, but grief and exhaustion and her father's certainty had worn down her conviction until she'd convinced herself she was just looking for someone to blame, something to make sense of the senselessness.

	

	And if it wasn't an accident, if someone had sent this photograph to deliberately dredge up the past, then they knew something. Something they'd kept quiet for seven years. Why come forward now? Why contact her?

	

	Unless they'd contacted others too.

	

	Her heart stuttered. Marcus. Had he gotten a letter? He'd feel obligated to investigate it, because it was who he was, what drove him. Even if it meant returning to the scene of his greatest failure.

	

	Claire imagined running into him in Ashford. After seven years, after everything that had been said and left unsaid. The thought made her feel physically ill.

	

	But the alternative, ignoring this, throwing the photograph away, pretending it never arrived, felt impossible. Daniel deserved better. He deserved the truth, whatever it was.

	

	She clicked "book" before she could change her mind.

	

	The confirmation email appeared in her inbox, making it real. Flight 1847, departing Logan at 3:15 p.m., arriving in Portland at 4:30. She'd rent a car, make the hour drive down the coast to Ashford, and... what? Check into a hotel? Drive straight to the police station with a seven-year-old photograph and demand they reopen a case they'd closed as an accident?

	

	Claire stood up, pacing her apartment. She needed to think this through logically, the way she approached a damaged painting: assess the situation, gather information, and make a plan before taking action.

	

	She went to her bedroom closet and dragged out a box she hadn't opened in years. Inside were things from her Ashford life: photographs, letters, Daniel's college graduation program, a silly birthday card Marcus had given her with a terrible pun about art. At the bottom, wrapped in tissue paper, was Daniel's journal.

	

	The police had given it to her father, who'd passed it to Claire after the funeral. She'd only read a few pages before the pain became too much. Now she carried it to her couch and forced herself to start from the beginning.

	

	Daniel had been methodical, dating each entry, writing in his neat, careful handwriting about his graduate coursework in journalism, his freelance articles for the local paper, his girlfriend Sarah (who'd moved away six months before his death, heartbroken and unable to stay in a town that reminded her of him everywhere she looked).

	

	Claire flipped through months of entries, looking for anything unusual. Then, about two months before his death, the tone shifted.

	

	"August 3rd - Marcus was right about following the money. Started looking into the Ashford Development Corporation's land acquisitions. Some of the prices they paid seem way below market value. How did they convince people to sell so cheaply? M says "always ask who benefits."

	

	Her breath caught. So Marcus had been involved, and had been teaching Daniel investigative techniques. She kept reading.

	

	"August 15th - Talked to Mrs. Hendricks, whose property ADC bought last year. She seemed nervous, and wouldn't say much. But when I mentioned the price seemed low, she got this look on her face. Fear? She said, 'Sometimes you take what you can get before things get worse.' What does that mean?"

	

	"August 22nd - Found three more similar sales. All longtime residents sold for less than they should have. One property had a suspicious fire two weeks before the sale. Coincidence?"

	

	"September 1st - M told me to be careful. Says if there's real corruption here, these aren't people who play nice. But this is my town. These are my neighbors. If someone's intimidating elderly residents to sell their property, that's a story that needs telling."

	

	"September 8th - BREAKTHROUGH. Met with someone who used to work for ADC. Can't write the name yet, not until I verify everything. But if what they told me is true, this goes all the way to the mayor's office. Maybe higher. Meeting them again on the 13th to get documentation."

	

	September 13th. Daniel had died on September 14th.

	

	Claire's hands were shaking again. The last entry was dated September 13th, written in a hurried scrawl unlike Daniel's usual neat script.

	

	"Got the documents. Holy shit. It's worse than I thought. Not just intimidation, actual fraud, money laundering, connections to "

	

	The entry ended there, mid-sentence. As if he'd been interrupted. Or as if he'd decided what came next was too dangerous to commit to paper.

	

	She grabbed her phone and called the one person from Ashford she'd stayed in sporadic contact with: Rachel Kim, who'd been Daniel's best friend since kindergarten.

	

	"Claire?" Rachel's voice was shocked. "Is everything okay?"

	

	"I need to ask you about Daniel. About what he was working on before he died."

	

	There was a long pause. "After all these years? Why now?"

	

	"I got something in the mail. A photograph. Of Daniel on the pier. Rachel, I don't think his death was an accident."

	

	She heard Rachel's sharp intake of breath. "Where are you?"

	

	"Boston. But I'm flying to Portland tomorrow. Can you meet me?"

	

	"I'm in Ashford. I never left. Unlike some people." The words held no judgment, just a statement of fact. "Claire, if you're really coming back, there's something you should know. I got a letter too. Same photograph. And there's something I never told anyone about that night."

	

	Claire's heart was pounding. "What? What didn't you tell?"

	

	"Not over the phone. When you get here. But Claire, " Rachel's voice dropped to almost a whisper. "Be careful who you trust. This town has changed. Or maybe it was always like this, and we just didn't see it."

	

	After they hung up, Claire couldn't settle. She tried to work, pulling out some restoration projects she'd brought home, but her hands were too unsteady. She tried to sleep, but every time she closed her eyes, she saw Daniel's face, heard his laugh, remembered the way he'd call her "Clairebear" when he wanted something.

	

	At 3 a.m., she gave up and opened her laptop. She started searching for information about Ashford, about what had happened in the seven years since she'd left.

	

	The Ashford Development Corporation had expanded massively. They'd transformed the old waterfront, building luxury condos and boutique hotels where fishing warehouses once stood. Richard Pemberton had been mayor for the past six years, elected on a platform of "modernizing" Ashford while "preserving its charm," political doublespeak that apparently meant making it attractive to wealthy tourists.

	

	She found Marcus's name in a few articles. He'd worked at the Portland paper for three years before leaving journalism entirely. Now he was listed as the author of two moderately successful mystery novels. She found his author's website, which included a photo that made her breath catch despite everything. He looked older, harder somehow, with lines around his eyes that hadn't been there before. His bio said he lived in Montana.

	

	Montana. As far from the ocean as you could get. Marcus, who'd grown up sailing, who'd loved the water the way some people loved air. Something had driven him far away indeed.

	

	On impulse, she clicked through to his publisher's contact form and typed a message before she could overthink it:

	

	"Marcus, it's Claire. I'm guessing you got a letter too. I'm going to Ashford tomorrow. If you give a damn about what really happened to Daniel, I think you should be there."

	

	She hit send and immediately regretted it. He probably wouldn't even see it. Publishers probably got hundreds of messages for their authors. And even if he did see it, why would he respond? Why would he drop everything to help her after the way they'd ended things?

	

	Her phone rang at 6 a.m., just as dawn was breaking over Boston. Unknown number.

	

	"Claire." His voice, unchanged by time, sent a jolt through her entire body. "I'm already here. In Ashford. Got in yesterday."

	

	She sat up in bed, wide awake despite the lack of sleep. "You came."

	

	"Of course I came. Daniel " His voice cracked slightly. "I never stopped looking into what happened. I have files, evidence, connections I've been tracing for years. When I got that photograph, I knew someone else was finally ready to talk."

	

	"Why didn't you ever contact me?" The question came out before she could stop it. "If you've been investigating all this time, why didn't you tell me?"

	

	"You told me you never wanted to see me again. I figured that included hearing from me."

	

	"So you just... what? Conducted your own private investigation? Playing detective while I thought my brother had died in a stupid, pointless accident?"

	

	"I wasn't playing, Claire. I was trying to find the truth. And I was trying to keep you safe. Because if Daniel was killed for what he knew, then anyone asking questions could be in danger too."

	

	She wanted to scream at him. She wanted to cry. She wanted to reach through the phone and shake him. Instead, she took a breath and forced herself to focus. "What have you found?"

	

	"More than I can explain over the phone. When does your flight get in?"

	

	She told him. He said he'd pick her up at the airport. She almost said no, that she'd rent a car, that she didn't need his help. But the truth was, she did need it. Because whatever this was, it was bigger than her grief, bigger than their complicated history.

	

	"Okay," she said quietly. "I'll see you at 4:30."

	

	After hanging up, she sat in the growing light and let herself feel everything she'd been suppressing. Fear. Anger. Grief. And underneath it all, if she was honest, a tiny flame of something that felt dangerously like hope. Not for her and Marcus, that ship had sailed and sunk. But I hope that maybe, finally, she could get answers. That Daniel's death could mean something. That the past seven years of carefully constructed numbness could give way to something real, even if that something was painful.

	

	She spent the morning tying up loose ends at work. Priya took one look at her face and asked no questions, just promised to handle everything while Claire was gone. Her supervisor was less understanding.

	

	"You're leaving? Now? We have the maritime collection opening in two weeks, and half the pieces still need to be."

	

	"I have a family emergency," Claire interrupted, using the phrase she'd never invoked before. She was the reliable one, the one who never called in sick, never needed time off, never let personal issues interfere with work.

	

	Something in her tone must have conveyed the seriousness, because her supervisor backed down. "Okay. But Claire? Whatever this is, be careful."

	

	Everyone kept telling her to be careful, as if she were walking into danger rather than just returning to her hometown. Except maybe that's exactly what she was doing.

	

	The flight felt both endless and too short. Claire spent it re-reading Daniel's journal, making notes, trying to piece together what he'd been investigating. The Ashford Development Corporation kept coming up. Mayor Pemberton's name appeared several times. And there was a reference to "TC" that made her stomach turn, because her father's name was Thomas Connor Donovan, and everyone in business circles called him TC.

	

	No. Her father had flaws; he was controlling, distant, and more concerned with his reputation than with genuine connection. But he'd loved Daniel. He'd been destroyed by his death. He wouldn't have been involved in anything that put Daniel at risk.

	

	Would he?

	

	The plane descended through clouds, and suddenly there was the Maine coastline, rocky and beautiful and achingly familiar. Her throat tightened. Seven years, and the geography of home was still written on her heart.

	

	She spotted Marcus before he saw her. He was waiting outside baggage claim, leaning against a dark SUV, his attention on his phone. He'd grown a beard, which was new. He looked tired. As she approached, pulling her small suitcase behind her, he looked up, and their eyes met.

	

	For a moment, neither of them moved. Seven years collapsed into nothing. She was twenty-six again, in love and about to lose everything. He was twenty-eight, believing the world could be changed through good journalism and righteous anger.

	

	Then the moment passed. They were strangers who used to know each other. Adults who'd lived entire lives apart.

	

	"Hi," she said, stupidly inadequate.

	

	"Hi." He pushed off from the car. "You look good. Different. Your hair's shorter."

	

	"You have a beard."

	

	"Yeah." He touched it self-consciously. "Easier than shaving."

	

	This was excruciating. She opened the back door to put her suitcase in, needing something to do with her hands. Marcus took it from her, their fingers brushing, and she jerked back as if burned.

	

	"Sorry," they both said simultaneously.

	

	The drive to Ashford was tense with unspoken words. Marcus filled the silence with information, speaking in the clipped, professional tone of a journalist reciting facts.

	

	"I've mapped out the ADC's property acquisitions over the past decade. There's a pattern they target longtime residents, people with properties they've owned for generations. Within weeks of refusing to sell, these people experience problems. Fires, break-ins, vandalism. Insurance claims that get mysteriously denied. Then suddenly they're willing to sell whatever ADC offers."

	

	"That's extortion," Claire said.

	

	"Yeah. But proving it is another matter. Most of the victims won't talk. They're scared. Or they've been paid off. Or both."

	

	"And Daniel was going to expose this?"

	

	"Daniel had found someone on the inside willing to provide documentation. Meeting notes, financial records, communications that proved the intimidation was systematic and ordered from the top."

	

	"Who? Who was helping him?"

	

	Marcus's jaw tightened. "Elliot Sanders. He worked in ADC's acquisitions department. He'd grown a conscience and wanted out. Daniel was going to protect him as an anonymous source."

	

	"Was?"

	

	"Elliot disappeared the day after Daniel died. Cleaned out his apartment, left town, and hasn't been seen since. I've been trying to track him for seven years."

	

	They crested a hill, and there it was, Ashford spread out below them, the harbor glinting in the late afternoon sun, church steeples and Victorian houses and the new glass-and-steel developments that looked like they'd been airlifted from Portland or Boston and dropped awkwardly into a New England fishing village.

	

	Claire felt her chest constrict. "I can't believe I'm back."

	

	"I know the feeling. I've been here two days, and I still feel like I'm going to run into Daniel around every corner." Marcus's voice was rough with emotion. "I'm sorry, Claire. For everything. For not stopping him. For leaving. For "

	

	"Don't." She couldn't handle apologies right now. "Just tell me what the plan is."

	

	He pulled into the parking lot of the Harborview Inn, the nicest hotel in town. "I've got rooms for both of us here. Rachel Kim is meeting us in an hour at the Lighthouse Café. She says she has information about the night Daniel died."

	

	"I know. I talked to her yesterday."

	

	Marcus looked surprised. "You've been in contact with Rachel?"

	

	"Not much. Birthday texts, Christmas cards. But she's the only one from here I didn't completely cut off."

	

	"Not even your father?"

	

	Claire stared out at the harbor, at the water that had taken Daniel from them. "Especially not my father."

	

	 


CHAPTER 2

	

	The envelope had been sitting on Marcus Reid's desk for three days before he finally opened it. Not because he didn't see it in the sparse, deliberately minimal cabin he'd built in the Montana wilderness, everything was visible, purposeful, impossible to ignore. But because he'd recognized the handwriting on the address label as his own.

	

	He'd sent dozens of letters over the years, tracking down sources, requesting information, following leads that went nowhere. But he'd never sent a letter to himself. Someone had found his address not easily, given how hard he'd worked to stay off the grid, and had access to handwriting samples. That took resources. And intent.

	

	Marcus sat at his desk as dawn broke over the mountains, flooding his wall of windows with gold and amber light. He'd chosen this place specifically for the view, for the way the landscape stretched endlessly away from the ocean he could no longer bear to look at. The desk faced those mountains, a massive piece of reclaimed wood he'd salvaged from an old barn, covered with neat stacks of research files, three laptops in various states of use, and the leather journal where he kept notes for the book he'd been pretending to write for two years.

	

	The book was supposed to be fiction. His publisher thought he was working on the third installment of his detective series. But Marcus knew the truth: every word he wrote was about Daniel Hartley, about corruption in small coastal towns, about journalists who got too close to dangerous people. He'd been writing the same book for seven years, just changing the names and moving the location. But the story never changed, because he couldn't figure out how it ended.

	

	He opened the envelope with the vintage letter opener Claire had given him for his twenty-seventh birthday, the one thing from the old life he'd kept. Inside was the photograph.

	

	His coffee mug slipped from his fingers, shattering on the hardwood floor. He didn't notice. He was back on that pier, seven years ago, watching Daniel Hartley gesture animatedly about the story he was chasing, the corruption he was about to expose. The story Marcus had encouraged him to pursue.

	

	The story that had gotten him killed.

	

	Marcus's hands shook as he studied the photograph. Daniel was alive in this image, vibrant, passionate, completely unaware that he had hours left to live. The two shadowy figures in the background, Marcus, had spent seven years trying to identify them. Now someone was handing him the evidence, gift-wrapped with a cryptic message.

	

	"You deserve to know. September fifteenth."

	

	He checked his calendar. Three days from now.

	

	His phone rang almost immediately, as if whoever sent the photograph had been watching, waiting for him to open it. Unknown number. He answered without hesitation.

	

	"Mr. Reid. I assume you received my package." The voice was digitally altered, impossible to identify as male or female, young or old.

	

	"Who is this?"

	

	"Someone who's been watching. Someone who knows what really happened to Daniel Hartley. Someone who thinks seven years is long enough for the truth to stay buried."

	

	Marcus was already recording the call on the backup phone he kept for exactly this reason. "If you know something, tell me now."

	

	"It doesn't work that way. You want the truth? Come to Ashford. September fifteenth. The old lighthouse at midnight. Come alone, or I will disappear, and you never know who killed your friend."

	

	"Daniel wasn't just my friend. He was " Marcus's voice cracked. He couldn't finish.

	

	"I know what he was. I know what you lost. I also know Claire Donovan received an identical photograph. Interesting that you both stayed away for seven years, and now you'll both come running. Almost like someone wanted you back in the same place at the same time."

	

	The line went dead.

	

	Marcus sat in the wreckage of his morning broken coffee mug, cold Montana dawn, the weight of seven years of guilt pressing on his chest like a physical thing. Claire had gotten a letter too. Claire, who'd told him she never wanted to see him again. Claire, who'd looked at him with such hatred in her eyes that last day that he'd felt it like a blade between his ribs.

	

	She'd blamed him for Daniel's death. She'd been right to blame him.

	

	He stood and walked to the filing cabinet that took up one entire wall of his office. Seven years of investigation, organized meticulously. He pulled out the Daniel Hartley file, the real one, not the sanitized version he'd shown to police or private investigators. This one contained everything he'd learned, everything he suspected, everything he couldn't prove.

	

	The Ashford Development Corporation was dirty. That much was certain. They'd systematically targeted longtime residents, using intimidation and worse to acquire waterfront property for development. Mayor Richard Pemberton was in their pocket, probably for a decade. But the real power behind ADC was harder to pin down. The corporate structure was a maze of shell companies and offshore accounts.

	

	Marcus had traced money flows, interviewed former employees who'd speak to him off the record, even broken into an ADC office once in desperation, a crime he'd never admit to, especially since he'd found nothing useful. He'd chased Elliot Sanders across three states before losing the trail in Nevada. He'd hired private investigators, spent every penny from his book advances, devoted every waking hour to finding the truth.

	

	Because if he found the truth, maybe he could finally sleep without seeing Daniel's face. Maybe he could stand to look at the ocean again. Maybe he could forgive himself for the unforgivable.

	

	He'd gotten Daniel killed. He'd encouraged a twenty-three-year-old kid to investigate dangerous people because Marcus had been too arrogant, too convinced of his own righteousness to consider the real risks. Daniel had looked up to him, trusted his judgment, and believed Marcus when he said good journalism could change the world.

	

	And Marcus had believed it too, right up until the moment Thomas Donovan had called him at two in the morning to say Daniel had been pulled from the harbor, dead.

	

	Marcus had known immediately it wasn't an accident. Daniel didn't drink. Daniel was cautious. Daniel had sent Marcus a text at 11:47 p.m. that night: "Got the proof. This is going to blow everything wide open. Meet me tomorrow?"

	

	But there was no tomorrow. Three hours after that text, Daniel was dead.

	

	The police had been useless. Worse than useless, actively hostile to any suggestion, it was anything but a tragic accident. A young man, drinking, fell from a pier and drowned. It happened. Case closed.

	

	Marcus had tried to push back, but Thomas Donovan had shut him down. "My son is dead. My family is grieving. We don't need you making this harder by spinning conspiracy theories. Let him rest in peace."

	

	Then the job offer in Portland had materialized, the one he'd interviewed for weeks earlier, the one that would get him away from Ashford, away from the questions he couldn't answer, away from Claire's devastated face every time she looked at him.

	

	He'd taken it like the coward he was. He'd told himself he could investigate better from a distance, with the resources of a major newspaper behind him. He'd told himself Claire needed time, that they'd reconnect when the grief wasn't so raw, that love could survive this.

	

	He'd been wrong about everything.

	

	Claire had shut him out completely. His investigation had gone nowhere. And after three years of staring at his computer screen in Portland, unable to write anything that mattered, unable to let Daniel go, he'd walked away from journalism entirely. If he couldn't tell the stories that needed telling, what was the point?

	

	So he'd become Marcus Reid, mystery novelist. He'd moved to Montana, built a cabin, and pretended to be someone new. But you can't outrun yourself, and Marcus had stopped trying two years ago. Instead, he'd just kept digging, kept searching, kept hoping that someday he'd find the piece that made everything else make sense.

	

	Now someone was offering him exactly that. And all he had to do was go back to the place that haunted his dreams and face the woman whose heart he'd broken.

	

	Marcus booked the earliest flight he could get, not to Portland, but to Bangor, which meant he could drive to Ashford along back roads, arriving unannounced. If someone was orchestrating this reunion, he wanted to arrive on his own terms.

	

	He packed a light laptop, the Daniel Hartley file, clothes for a few days, and the .38 revolver he'd bought three years ago when a particularly threatening warning had been left on his car in Portland. He'd never fired it outside a range, hoped he never would, but he wasn't stupid enough to walk into a potential trap unarmed.

	

	The flight gave him too much time to think. He'd spent seven years trying not to think about Claire the way she laughed at his terrible jokes, the way she'd explain art restoration with such passion her whole face would light up, the way she fit perfectly against him like she'd been designed specifically for that purpose. He'd dated other women, half-heartedly, but none of them were Claire. None of them looked at him like he was simultaneously the best and worst thing in their life.

	

	None of them had lost a brother because Marcus couldn't keep his mouth shut about corruption and injustice.

	

	He landed in Bangor at noon and drove the rental car south, watching the landscape shift from forest to coast, familiar and foreign at the same time. He'd grown up in Ashford, left for college, and never really came back until he'd taken the job at the local paper. That had been for Claire, though he'd never quite admitted it to her. She'd been the reason he'd stayed. She'd been the reason he'd finally left.

	

	As he crossed into Ashford's town limits, Marcus felt the weight of memory settle on him like a physical thing. There was the high school where he'd been editor of the newspaper. There was the coffee shop where he'd first kissed Claire, tasting sugar and possibility. There was the harbor where Daniel's body had been found.

	

	He drove past all of it to the Harborview Inn, checking in under the name he used for book tours, Mark Reynolds. The clerk didn't recognize him, which was a relief. He'd changed enough in seven years; the beard helped, as did the twenty pounds of muscle he'd put on chopping wood and hiking Montana mountains.

	

	His room overlooked the harbor. Of course it did. He stood at the window, forcing himself to look at the water, to remember. The old commercial pier was gone, torn down and replaced with a sleek marina full of expensive sailboats. Progress, they called it. Erasure of evidence, Marcus thought.

	

	He opened his laptop and composed the email he'd been drafting in his head since the phone call. It went to every contact he'd cultivated over seven years: former ADC employees, local journalists, a sympathetic detective in the state police, and a forensic accountant who'd helped him trace some of ADC's financial dealings.

	

	"I have reason to believe new evidence is about to surface in the Daniel Hartley case. If anything happens to me in the next week, everything I've gathered is in a safe deposit box at First National Bank in Missoula, Montana. The key and access instructions are with my attorney. Make sure it goes to the right people."

	

	It was insurance, nothing more. But it made him feel slightly less like he was walking blindfolded into a trap.

	

	His phone buzzed with a text from an unknown number: "Claire Donovan arrives at Portland airport at 4:30 p.m. tomorrow. Thought you'd want to know."

	

	Marcus stared at the message. His mysterious correspondent was remarkably well-informed. And apparently wanted to ensure he and Claire crossed paths.

	

	The smart thing would be to wait, let Claire arrive on her own, maintain distance, and objectivity. The smart thing would be to treat this like any other investigation: gather facts, assess risks, and stay emotionally detached.

	

	Marcus had stopped doing smart things the day he'd encouraged Daniel Hartley to chase a story about small-town corruption.

	

	He texted back: "I'll pick her up."

	

	The response came immediately: "Good. You'll need each other for what's coming."

	

	That night, Marcus couldn't sleep. He walked Ashford's streets like a ghost, seeing the past overlaid on the present. The art gallery where Claire had worked was now a boutique selling overpriced beach clothing. The newspaper office where he'd started his career was a real estate office. Even the bar where he and Daniel had celebrated Daniel's college graduation, the one time Daniel had broken his no-drinking rule for a single beer, was now a wine bar with a French name.

	

	Everything had changed. Nothing had changed. The corruption was still here, just wearing nicer clothes.

	

	At 2 a.m., Marcus found himself standing on the new marina, as close as he could get to where the old pier had been. He imagined Daniel's last moments. Had he known he was in danger? Had he fought? Or had it been quick, a push from behind, the cold water closing over his head before he could scream?

	

	"I'm sorry," Marcus whispered to the water, to Daniel's ghost, to the guilt that never left him. "I'm so goddamn sorry. But I'm going to finish what you started. I promise you that."

	

	The water did not answer, just lapped quietly against the pilings, indifferent to human grief and regret.

	

	Marcus turned back toward the inn, and that's when he saw a figure standing in the shadow of a building, watching. Too far away to identify, but close enough that Marcus knew it was deliberate. A message: you're being watched.

	

	He started toward the figure, but they melted into the darkness, gone before Marcus could cross half the distance.

	

	His phone buzzed again. Another text: "Careful, Mr. Reid. You're not the only one who wants the truth. But you might be the only one who'll survive finding it."

	

	Marcus didn't sleep after that. He returned to his hotel room and spread the contents of the Daniel Hartley file across the bed, studying everything again with fresh eyes. Somewhere in these documents was a connection he'd missed, a thread that would tie everything together.

	

	He'd built a timeline of the two weeks leading up to Daniel's death, cross-referenced with property acquisitions, city council meetings, and financial transactions he'd managed to obtain through various means, some legal, others less so. The pattern was there, but he was missing the catalyst. What had Daniel discovered that was worth killing for?

	

	At 4 a.m., he gave up on sleep entirely and went for a run. The streets were empty, fog rolling in from the ocean, giving everything a dreamlike quality. His route took him past Thomas Donovan's house, a sprawling Victorian that had been in the Donovan family for four generations. Lights were on in what Marcus remembered as the study.

	

	Thomas was awake too. He had probably been since getting his own version of the photograph. Marcus wondered what the old man was thinking, whether guilt kept him up or merely the fear of exposure.

	

	Because Marcus had a theory about Thomas Donovan, one he'd never been able to prove but couldn't shake. Thomas was a real estate developer, having been one for forty years. His company, Donovan Properties, had competed with ADC for every major project in Ashford. Then, about a year before Daniel's death, the competition had stopped. Donovan Properties had pulled back, focusing on smaller projects, while ADC had taken over the waterfront development.

	

	What has changed? What had made Thomas Donovan, a man known for his ruthless business tactics, suddenly become passive?

	

	Marcus had a theory: they'd made him a partner. Or threatened his family. Or both.

	

	He'd tried to investigate Thomas's finances, but the man was too careful, too well-protected by lawyers and accountants. Every lead had hit a wall. But Marcus's gut told him Thomas knew more than he'd ever admitted about what happened to Daniel.

	

	As he jogged past the house, the front door opened. Thomas Donovan stood in the doorway, still in his pajamas, coffee mug in hand, staring directly at Marcus as if he'd been expecting him.

	

	"Reid." The voice carried clearly in the pre-dawn quiet. "I know you're out there. Might as well come in."

	

	Marcus stopped, every instinct screaming at him to keep running. But he needed answers, and Thomas might finally be ready to give them. He walked up the driveway, hyper-aware of how vulnerable he was, how easily this could be a trap.

	

	Thomas stood aside, letting him enter. The house smelled of the same wood polish and old money. Marcus had been here dozens of times when he was dating Claire, back when Thomas had merely disapproved of him rather than actively despising him.

	

	They went to the study, a room lined with law books and family photographs. Marcus's eyes caught on a picture of Claire and Daniel, probably fifteen years old, both laughing at something off-camera. The grief that hit him was physical.

	

	"I got a letter too," Thomas said, settling into his leather chair. "Same photograph. I assume you've been summoned back to town?"

	

	"Why did you want to see me?"

	

	"Because in approximately twelve hours, my daughter is going to land at Portland airport, and I know you're planning to meet her there. I want you to convince her not to come to Ashford."

	

	Marcus laughed, bitter. "You think she'd listen to anything I say? She hates me, Thomas. It has been seven years."

	

	"She doesn't hate you. She hates that she can't hate you." Thomas took a long drink of his coffee. "You were the love of her life, Reid. Losing you nearly destroyed her as much as losing Daniel did. If you care about her at all, you'll get her to stay away."

	

	"Why? What are you afraid she'll learn?"

	

	Thomas's expression hardened. "That her father is a coward who made terrible choices to protect his family. Choices that got her brother killed anyway."

	

	The admission hung in the air between them. Marcus leaned forward. "Tell me. All of it. I've been chasing this for seven years. I deserve to know."

	

	"You deserve nothing. You started this. You filled Daniel's head with romantic notions about investigative journalism, about speaking truth to power. You made him believe the truth mattered more than safety."

	

	"The truth does matter more than safety."

	

	"That's easy to say when you're alive to say it." Thomas stood and paced to the window. "Daniel came to me three days before he died. Showed me documents that Elliot Sanders had given him. Proof that ADC was using criminal tactics to acquire property. Proof that Mayor Pemberton was receiving kickbacks. Proof that ADC's real owner wasn't who anyone thought it was."

	

	Marcus's pulse quickened. "Who owned it?"

	

	"A woman named Victoria Chen. On paper, she's just a business consultant. In reality, she has connections to organized crime networks that span from Boston to Montreal. She launders money through real estate development. Ashford was just one of many operations."

	

	"And you knew this? You knew your son had evidence against organized crime, and you didn't know what? Call the FBI? Get him protection?"

	

	Thomas turned from the window, and for the first time, Marcus saw real anguish in the older man's face. "I tried. I begged him to give me the documents, to let me handle it. I had contacts, people who could have taken this to the right authorities without exposing Daniel. But he wouldn't listen. He said he was breaking the story, that it was his investigation. He said you'd taught him that a journalist never gives up their sources or their story."

	

	The words hit Marcus like bullets. "He said that?"

	

	"Two days before he died. We had a terrible fight. I told him he was naive, that he was going to get himself killed. He told me I was a coward who'd sold out to the same corruption he was trying to expose."

	

	Marcus's mind was racing. "Had you? Sold out?"

	

	Thomas was silent for a long moment. When he spoke, his voice was barely above a whisper. "Victoria Chen came to me six months before Daniel started his investigation. Offered me a partnership in ADC. Said I could either join them or watch my company get destroyed. She knew things, Reid. Personal things about my family. She implied that my children could be hurt if I didn't cooperate."

	

	"So you took the deal."

	

	"I took the meeting. Told her I needed time to think about it. Started making plans to sell the company, move Claire and Daniel away from Ashford. I thought I could protect them by removing them from the equation."

	

	"But Daniel started investigating before you could move."

	

	"Yes. And when I realized what he was doing, I panicked. I went to Victoria Chen, told her about Daniel's investigation, and begged her to leave him alone. She said she would, as long as I delivered the documents Daniel had obtained."

	

	Marcus felt sick. "You tried to get the evidence from your own son to give to the people he was investigating?"

	

	"I tried to save his life!" Thomas's composure cracked. "I thought if I could give her what she wanted, she'd leave him alone. I thought I could make a deal, protect him."

	

	"But he wouldn't give you the documents."

	

	"No. He said he'd rather die than be complicit in covering up the truth." Thomas's voice broke completely. "And then he did die. And I've wondered every day for seven years if my going to Chen is what got him killed. If I signed his death warrant, I would try to save him."

	

	Marcus stood, his own hands shaking. "Did you? Did Chen have him killed?"

	

	"I don't know. The police ruled it an accident. Victoria Chen left town the next day, and the ADC operations continued under new management. I've tried to investigate, quietly, but everyone involved has either disappeared or refuses to talk."

	

	"Elliot Sanders."

	

	"Gone. Probably in witness protection if he's smart. Or dead if he's not."

	

	Marcus paced the study, his mind working through implications. "Why are you telling me this now? After seven years of silence?"

	

	"Because whoever sent those photographs knows something. And if they're ready to talk, it means the protection or the fear that kept them quiet is gone. Which means this is all going to come out. And when it does, Claire is going to learn that her father " He couldn't finish.

	

	"She's going to learn that you tried to protect Daniel by making a deal with his killers. Yeah, that'll go well."

	

	"She's also going to learn that you encouraged him to pursue a story that got him killed. We're both guilty, Reid. We both failed him. The difference is, she's already forgiven you in her heart, even if she won't admit it. But me? I'm her father. She'll never forgive me."

	

	Marcus wanted to argue, but Thomas was probably right. Claire had always had complicated feelings about her father's love, mixed with resentment, respect, and frustration. Learning he'd been involved, even peripherally, in Daniel's death would destroy whatever relationship they had left.

	

	"What do you want from me?" Marcus asked.

	

	"Keep her safe. Whatever happens in the next few days, whatever truth comes out, keep my daughter safe. It's the only thing I can ask of you."

	

	"I'll try. But Claire doesn't take orders from anyone, least of all me."

	

	Thomas almost smiled. "No, she doesn't. She gets that from her mother." The smile faded. "Victoria Chen is dangerous, Reid. If she's still in the picture, if this somehow brings her back to Ashford, you need to be ready. She doesn't leave loose ends."

	

	"Is that a threat?"

	

	"It's a warning. From one man who loved Daniel to another."

	

	Marcus left as dawn was breaking fully, his mind churning. Thomas's confession had answered some questions but raised dozens more. If Victoria Chen had ordered Daniel's death, who had carried it out? Why was someone willing to expose the truth now? And most importantly, was Chen still pulling strings, or had someone else taken over her operation?

	

	Back in his hotel room, he opened his laptop and started researching Victoria Chen. She'd been careful to keep her digital footprint minimal. But Marcus had spent seven years learning how to find people who didn't want to be found.

	

	He found her eventually, buried in corporate filings and property records. Victoria Chen, age forty-seven, is currently based in Vancouver. She ran a consulting firm that specialized in "urban development optimization," corporate speak for gentrification. Her clients included development companies across North America.

	

	And six months ago, she'd returned to New England. Her company had opened a satellite office in Portland.

	

	Portland. An hour from Ashford.

	

	Marcus's phone rang. Rachel Kim.

	

	"Marcus? I heard you were in town. We should meet before Claire gets here. There are things you need to know."

	

	"I'm listening."

	

	"Not over the phone. The Lighthouse Café, one hour."

	

	She hung up before he could respond.

	

	Marcus showered and changed, then headed to the café. It was a new establishment, trendy and expensive, occupying space where a fisherman's bar had been. More evidence of Ashford's transformation.

	

	Rachel was already there, sitting in a corner booth with a clear view of the entrance. She'd changed too; her hair was shorter, professional, and she wore the kind of clothes that suggested success. She'd been Daniel's closest friend, the person he'd trusted most besides Marcus and Claire.

	

	"You look good," Marcus said, sliding into the booth. "What are you doing these days?"

	

	"I'm a lawyer. I work for the state attorney general's office in Augusta. Civil rights division." She gave him a meaningful look. "I've been building a case against ADC for the past three years. Quietly. Very quietly."

	

	Marcus felt hope flicker. "Do you have evidence?"

	

	"I have patterns. Testimony from victims willing to go on record. Financial irregularities. But what I don't have is proof of criminal intent at the executive level. Everything is carefully insulated, legally defensible." She pushed a folder across the table. "Until now."

	

	Marcus opened it. Inside were documents he'd never seen before: internal ADC emails, financial records, and photographs of meetings between people who shouldn't have been meeting.

	

	"Where did you get these?"

	

	"They arrived at my office yesterday. No return address, no explanation. Just these documents and a note: 'Daniel Hartley deserves justice.'"

	

	"Someone's been gathering evidence. For years, probably."

	

	"Someone who had access to internal ADC operations. Someone who knew Daniel. Someone who's finally ready to burn it all down."

	

	Marcus studied the documents. They showed money flowing from ADC to offshore accounts controlled by Victoria Chen. They showed payments to individuals identified only by initials. They showed property acquisitions that had been obtained through fraud and intimidation.

	

	And they showed something else. A payment of $50,000 to "TC" dated September 10th, four days before Daniel died.

	

	Thomas Donovan's initials. Thomas Donovan's payment.

	

	"Did Claire get copies of these?" Marcus asked.

	

	"I don't know. But if she did, she's going to see her father's name in there. She's going to see that he took money from ADC right before Daniel died."

	

	Marcus closed his eyes. Thomas's confession suddenly made more sense. He hadn't just tried to make a deal, he'd actually taken money. Whether it was a payoff, a bribe, or part of the partnership offer, Claire would see it as a betrayal of everything Daniel had fought against.

	

	"There's more," Rachel said quietly. "The documents also show payments to Ashford police officers. To the medical examiner who ruled Daniel's death an accident. To the detective who closed the case without a real investigation."

	

	"The whole thing was a cover-up from the start."

	

	"Yes. And whoever is exposing it now wants to make sure everyone involved goes down. Including Thomas Donovan."

	

	Marcus's phone buzzed. A text from an unknown number: "Claire's flight lands in 2 hours. Time to face the music, Mr. Reid. Both of you have parts to play in what comes next. Don't disappoint me."

	

	He showed the message to Rachel. She frowned. "Whoever this is, they're orchestrating everything. They brought you both back here, they're feeding us evidence, they're controlling the timeline. Why?"

	

	"Because they want justice, but they can't get it themselves. They need Claire and me specifically to be the ones who bring this to light."

	

	"Why you?"

	

	"Because we're the ones who loved Daniel most. Because we're the ones who've been haunted by this for seven years. Because whoever this is knows that we won't stop until we have answers."

	

	Rachel leaned back, processing. "So what do you do when Claire gets here?"

	

	Marcus thought about Thomas's plea to keep Claire safe. About the evidence that would break her heart. About the investigation that had consumed seven years of his life. About the woman he'd never stopped loving, even when he should have.

	

	"I tell her the truth. All of it. And then I help her decide what to do next."

	

	"Even if it means destroying her father?"

	

	"Even then. Daniel deserves justice. That matters more than protecting Thomas Donovan's reputation."

	

	"And what about protecting Claire?"

	

	Marcus stood, gathering the documents. "The best way to protect Claire is to arm her with the truth. She's stronger than anyone gives her credit for. She'll survive this."

	

	"Will she survive seeing you again?"

	

	That was the question Marcus couldn't answer. In two hours, he'd be face-to-face with Claire Donovan for the first time in seven years. She'd look at him with those eyes that had once seen everything good in him, and now saw only the man who'd failed her brother.

	

	But maybe, just maybe, together they could finish what Daniel started. Maybe they could turn seven years of grief and guilt into something that mattered.

	

	Maybe that would be enough.

	

	 


CHAPTER 3

	

	The tension in Marcus's SUV was thick enough to cut with a knife. Claire sat rigid in the passenger seat, her gaze fixed on the passing scenery as they drove into Ashford, refusing to look at him. Marcus gripped the steering wheel tighter than necessary, acutely aware of every breath she took, every subtle shift of her body.

	

	"Your hair really is shorter," he said, immediately regretting the inanity of it.

	

	"Seven years, and that's what you want to talk about? My hair?" Claire's voice was cold, controlled. It was worse than anger. Anger, he could have handled it. This icy composure was something new, something she'd built to protect herself.

	

	"I'm just trying to "

	

	"Don't. We're not doing small talk. We're not pretending this is normal." She finally turned to look at him, and the impact of those green eyes nearly made him swerve. "You said you have information about Daniel. That's the only reason I'm in this car with you. So either share it, or take me to the hotel and leave me alone."

	

	Marcus wanted to pull over, to make her listen, to explain everything he'd learned in the past seven years. But they were entering downtown Ashford, and he could see Claire's body language shift as familiar landmarks came into view. Her shoulders tensed. Her breathing quickened slightly. Her fingers gripped the edge of her seat.

	

	"It's changed," she whispered, more to herself than to him.

	

	She was right. The Ashford of seven years ago had been a working fishing village with some tourist traffic. Now it looked like it had been transplanted from Cape Cod or Martha's Vineyard boutique shops, artisanal coffee houses, and a Tesla charging station where the bait shop used to be. The gentrification was complete.

	

	"ADC's handiwork," Marcus said. "They've transformed the entire waterfront."

	

	"Transformed or destroyed?"

	

	"Depends on who you ask. Property values have tripled. Longtime residents have been pushed out. It's the same story playing out in coastal towns everywhere."

	

	Claire's jaw tightened. "Daniel died trying to stop this."

	

	"Yes."

	

	They pulled into the Harborview Inn's parking lot. The inn itself was one of the few original buildings remaining, a Victorian-era hotel meticulously restored. Claire stared at it, and Marcus knew she was remembering. They'd had dinner here once, a special occasion, her birthday, maybe, or the anniversary of their first date. The memory felt like it belonged to different people, a different lifetime.

	

	"I have a room here too," Claire said flatly. "Of course I do. Whoever's orchestrating this little reunion has a sick sense of humor."

	

	She got out before he could respond, pulling her suitcase from the back. Marcus followed, catching up with her at the entrance.

	

	"Claire, wait. We need to talk before you check in. There are things."

	

	"Mr. Reid! And you must be Ms. Donovan!" The inn's manager, a cheerful woman in her fifties, appeared in the doorway. "We've been expecting you both. Your rooms are ready, adjoining suites on the third floor with harbor views. And there's a message for you at the desk."

	

	Claire shot Marcus a look that could have frozen fire. "Adjoining suites."

	

	"I didn't request that," he said quickly. "I swear."

	

	They checked in silently, the manager oblivious to the tension radiating between them. The message was in a sealed envelope addressed to both of them. Marcus opened it while they waited for the elevator.

	

	Inside was a single card with an address: 247 Wharf Street, Apartment 3B. Beneath it: "Daniel's last residence. Some things were left behind. You should see them before tonight's meeting."

	

	"What meeting?" Claire demanded, reading over his shoulder. She smelled like she always had something floral with an undertone of the linseed oil she used in restoration work. The familiarity of it hit Marcus like a punch to the gut.

	

	"I got a phone call," Marcus said as they stepped into the elevator. "From whoever sent the photographs. They want to meet tonight at midnight. At the old lighthouse."

	

	"The lighthouse where Daniel, " Claire's voice caught. She turned away, composing herself. "Of course. Because that's not incredibly morbid and threatening at all."

	

	"I wasn't planning on going. It's obviously a setup."

	

	"Obviously." The elevator doors opened on the third floor. "So naturally we're both going to go anyway, because we're idiots who can't leave well enough alone."

	

	It was the first thing she'd said that sounded like the old Claire, the one with the sharp wit and the ability to laugh at her own worst impulses. Marcus felt something loosen in his chest.

	

	Their rooms were indeed adjoining, connected by a door that was currently locked. Claire unlocked her side immediately and pushed it open, a challenge in the gesture. "If we're doing this, we might as well stop pretending we can avoid each other. Come on. Let's see what you've been working on for seven years while I've been trying to forget."

	

	Marcus followed her into her room, which was identical to his, tastefully decorated in coastal blues and whites, with a large window overlooking the harbor. Claire went straight to that window, staring out at the water where her brother had died.

	

	"I haven't seen the ocean in seven years," she said quietly. "I thought it would be easier. It's not."

	

	Marcus set his laptop bag on the desk. "I moved to Montana as far from water as I could get. Didn't help."

	

	"Nothing helps." She turned from the window. "Show me what you have."

	

	For the next hour, Marcus walked her through everything. The timeline he'd built. The property acquisitions and the patterns of intimidation. The corporate structure of ADC and the shell companies that led to Victoria Chen. The documents Rachel had received showed payments to city officials and police.

	

	Claire listened without interrupting, her face growing paler as the scope of the conspiracy became clear. When he got to the part about the payment to "TC," she held up her hand.

	

	"Stop. My father?" Her voice was dangerously quiet. "You're telling me my father took money from the company Daniel was investigating? Four days before he died?"

	

	"Claire, I talked to Thomas this morning. He "

	

	"You what?" She stood abruptly. "You talked to my father? When were you planning to mention that?"

	

	"I'm mentioning it now. He came to me, actually. Wanted me to convince you not to come to Ashford."

	

	Claire laughed, bitter and harsh. "Of course he did. Because God forbid I learn the truth about what really happened. Better to keep me in the dark, keep me safe, keep me controlled like I'm still a child who can't handle reality."

	

	"He was trying to protect you."

	

	"He was trying to protect himself!" She paced the room, agitation radiating from her. "What did he tell you? What's his excuse for taking blood money while his own son was trying to expose corruption?"

	

	Marcus told her everything about Thomas's confession about Victoria Chen's threats, his attempt to get the documents from Daniel, and his belief that he'd somehow caused Daniel's death by going to Chen. Claire listened, her expression cycling through disbelief, anger, and finally a kind of cold fury that Marcus had never seen from her before.

	

	"He knew," she said when Marcus finished. "He knew Daniel was in danger, and instead of protecting him, he tried to make a deal with the people threatening him. He tried to take away Daniel's investigation, his story, his " Her voice cracked. "Daniel died believing in something. Believing the truth mattered. And our father tried to trade that truth for what? Money? Safety? His own reputation?"

	

	"He was scared. People make bad choices when they're scared."

	

	"Don't defend him to me!" Claire whirled on Marcus, eyes blazing. "You don't get to defend him. You don't get to "

	

	She stopped abruptly, as if realizing she was about to say something she couldn't take back. Marcus stayed silent, letting her process.

	

	After a moment, Claire sat down heavily on the bed. "I haven't spoken to my father more than a handful of times in seven years. I couldn't look at him without seeing Daniel. Without remembering that last fight they had, when Daniel accused him of caring more about his business than his family. I thought Daniel was being unfair. Turns out he was right."

	

	"Your father loves you, Claire. Whatever else is true, that's true."

	

	"Love isn't enough." She looked up at him, and the pain in her eyes was devastating. "You loved me. It wasn't enough to keep you from leaving. It wasn't enough to keep you from getting Daniel killed."

	

	There it was. The accusation she'd screamed at him seven years ago, the one that had echoed in his head every day since. Marcus felt the old guilt rise, familiar and suffocating.

	

	"You're right," he said quietly. "I did get Daniel killed. I encouraged him to investigate, to chase the story, to believe that journalism could change the world. I filled his head with idealism and didn't prepare him for how dangerous the truth could be. That's on me. I've lived with that for seven years, and I'll live with it for the rest of my life."

	

	Claire stared at him, seeming surprised by the admission. "I thought you'd argue. Defend yourself."

	

	"Why? You're right. I failed him. I failed you. I failed everyone who mattered." Marcus sat down in the desk chair, suddenly exhausted. "But I never stopped trying to find the truth. Maybe it's too little, too late. Maybe it's just my guilt trying to find absolution. But Daniel deserves justice, even if I don't deserve peace."

	

	The silence stretched between them, heavy with seven years of unspoken pain. Finally, Claire spoke, her voice softer.

	

	"I blamed you because it was easier than blaming myself. I was his sister. I should have seen that he was in danger. I should have protected him. But I was too wrapped up in my own life, in us, in planning our future. I didn't pay attention to what he was working on until it was too late."

	

	"That's not your fault."

	

	"Then it's not yours either. Not entirely." She met his eyes. "We both failed him, Marcus. We both have to live with that. But maybe we can still finish what he started."

	

	Marcus felt something shift, a tiny crack in the wall that had stood between them for seven years. "The meeting tonight. We should go. Both of us."

	

	"It's obviously a trap."

	

	"Probably. But whoever's setting it knows things we don't. And they went to a lot of trouble to get us both here."

	

	Claire considered this. "The address. Daniel's old apartment. We should go there first. See what was left behind."

	

	"Agreed. Give me twenty minutes to shower and change, and we'll "

	

	A knock at the door interrupted him. They both froze. Claire went to the peephole, then turned back to Marcus with a confused expression.

	

	"It's Rachel Kim."

	

	She opened the door. Rachel stood there with a messenger bag over her shoulder and an expression of grim determination.

	

	"Good, you're both here," Rachel said, pushing into the room without invitation. "We need to talk. All three of us. Because I just got a very interesting phone call from the state police, and you're not going to believe what they told me."

	

	She set her bag on the bed and pulled out a folder. "They've reopened Daniel's case. As of this morning, it's officially a homicide investigation."

	

	Claire's hand went to her mouth. Marcus stood, his pulse racing. "Why now? What changed?"

	

	"This." Rachel pulled out a photograph, not the one they'd received, but a new one. It showed the same pier, the same night, but from a different angle. And in this photo, the two shadowy figures were clearly visible.

	

	One was a man in his forties, stocky, with a distinctive scar on his left cheek. The other was a woman, elegant even in the grainy photograph, her face partially turned toward the camera.

	

	"The man is Vincent Calabrese," Rachel said. "Known associate of organized crime families in Boston. He disappeared seven years ago, right after Daniel died. His body was found last week in a shallow grave outside Portland."

	

	Claire sank onto the bed. "And the woman?"

	

	"Victoria Chen." Rachel's expression was grim. "She's back in New England, Claire. And according to the state police, she's been making inquiries about both of you."

	

	Marcus felt ice settle in his stomach. "What kind of inquiries?"

	

	"The kind that suggests she sees you as unfinished business. The detective I spoke with said Chen has a reputation for tying up loose ends. Seven years ago, you and Claire were too grief-stricken and too far apart to be a threat. But now someone's bringing you back together, someone's exposing her operation, and she can't afford to let that continue."

	

	"So we're targets," Claire said flatly.

	

	"You've been targets since the moment you opened those envelopes. Whoever sent them knew it would bring you back to Ashford. Knew it would restart the investigation. The question is, are they trying to help you, or are they using you as bait?"

	

	Marcus and Claire exchanged a look. Seven years of separation, and they could still read each other's thoughts. They were thinking the same thing: trap or not, they were already committed.

	

	"Show us everything," Marcus said. "Every detail about Vincent Calabrese, about the homicide investigation, about what the police think happened that night."

	

	Rachel nodded and began spreading documents across the bed. As she talked, walking them through the evidence, Marcus found himself standing next to Claire, their shoulders nearly touching as they leaned over the papers. It felt natural, inevitable, like falling back into an old rhythm.

	

	Claire must have felt it too, because she stiffened and stepped away, putting distance between them. But not before Marcus caught the expression on her face: confusion, longing, and fear all mixed.

	

	They spent two hours going through Rachel's files. The picture that emerged was chilling. Vincent Calabrese had been Victoria Chen's enforcer, the man who carried out the threats when intimidation wasn't enough. He'd been present at several "accidents" that had befallen property owners who refused to sell to ADC.

	

	"The police theory is that Daniel arranged to meet someone on the pier that night," Rachel explained. "Probably Elliot Sanders, his source. But Calabrese was waiting. There was a confrontation. Daniel ended up in the water."

	

	"Murder," Claire said, her voice hollow. "Not an accident. Murder."

	

	"Yes. And Victoria Chen was there. Whether she ordered it or just witnessed it, she was complicit."

	

	Marcus studied the photograph again, something nagging at him. "Who took this picture? Sanders?"

	

	"Presumably. It was delivered to the state police anonymously last week, along with Calabrese's location. Same handwriting as our letters, according to the detective."

	

	"So our mystery correspondent has been planning this for a while," Marcus said. "Waited until they had enough evidence to force a real investigation, then brought us back to finish it."

	

	"Or to die trying," Claire said darkly. She checked her watch. "It's almost five. We should go to Daniel's old apartment before it gets dark. If there's something there, I want to find it while we can still see."

	

	Rachel nodded. "I'll come with you. Three sets of eyes are better than two."

	

	As they prepared to leave, Marcus pulled Claire aside. "Are you okay? This is a lot to process."

	

	"I'm not okay. I haven't been okay for seven years." She looked at him directly, and he saw the woman she'd become harder, more guarded, but still fundamentally herself. "But I'm functional. I can do this. I have to do this."

	

	"We'll find out what happened. I promise you that."

	

	"Don't make promises you can't keep, Marcus. We're way past that."

	

	She walked away, leaving him standing there with the weight of everything unsaid pressing on his chest. Rachel gave him a sympathetic look.

	

	"She's terrified," Rachel said quietly. "Not of the investigation. Of you. Of feeling something for you again."

	

	"I know."

	

	"Do you? Because from where I'm standing, you're both so busy protecting yourselves that you can't see what's obvious to everyone else."

	

	"And what's that?"

	

	Rachel smiled sadly. "That you never stopped loving each other. And that scares you both more than any organized crime connection possibly could."

	

	Marcus didn't have a response to that, so he followed Claire and Rachel out to the parking lot. The late afternoon sun cast long shadows across Ashford, giving everything a golden, deceptive warmth. They took Marcus's SUV, Rachel navigating from the back seat while Claire stared silently out the window.

	

	Daniel's old apartment was in a converted warehouse near the original fishing docks, the part of town that hadn't been gentrified yet, where the buildings still smelled like salt and old wood. The neighborhood looked neglected, caught between Ashford's past and its aggressively marketed future.

	

	"I can't believe his apartment is still standing," Claire said as they pulled up to the building. "I assumed the landlord would have rented it out years ago."

	

	"According to property records, the building was purchased by an LLC six months after Daniel's death," Rachel said, consulting her phone. "It's been empty ever since. No renovations, no new tenants. Just sitting here."

	

	"That's not suspicious at all," Marcus muttered. He parked on the street, scanning the area out of habit. A few cars, no pedestrians, no obvious surveillance. But that didn't mean they weren't being watched.

	

	The building's front door was unlocked. Inside, the hallway was dim and dusty, untouched by time. Their footsteps echoed on the worn linoleum as they climbed to the third floor. Apartment 3B was at the end of the hall, its door marked with peeling numbers.

	

	Claire reached for the doorknob, then hesitated. Her hand was shaking.

	

	"I haven't been here since the day after he died," she said. "I came to pack up his things, but I couldn't do it. I just stood in the middle of his living room and fell apart. My father had to come get me."

	

	Marcus wanted to reach for her hand, to offer comfort, but he knew she wouldn't accept it. Instead, Rachel stepped forward and gently squeezed Claire's shoulder.

	

	"We'll do this together," Rachel said. "Whatever we find in there, you're not alone."

	

	Claire nodded, took a breath, and turned the knob. The door swung open with a creak that seemed too loud in the silent hallway.

	

	The apartment was exactly as Daniel had left it seven years ago. Frozen in time like a museum exhibit. Books still on the shelves, dishes in the sink, a jacket hanging on a hook by the door. But everything was covered in a thick layer of dust that made the air taste stale.

	

	Claire made a small, wounded sound and pressed her hand to her mouth. Marcus stepped past her, flipping on lights that surprisingly still worked. The electricity was still on. Someone had been maintaining this place, keeping it preserved.

	

	"This is wrong," he said. "Everything about this is wrong. Who keeps an apartment like this for seven years?"

	

	"Someone who wanted to make sure we'd see it exactly as Daniel left it," Rachel said, moving into the living room. "Someone who knew we'd eventually come looking."

	

	The living room was dominated by a desk covered in papers, notebooks, and an old laptop. Marcus went straight to it, his investigative instincts overriding his emotional response. The laptop was closed, unplugged. He opened it, not expecting it to power on, but it did, the battery somehow still holding a charge.

	

	"That's impossible," he said. "No battery lasts seven years."

	

	"Someone's been maintaining it," Claire said, her voice steadier now. She'd moved into investigative mode too, using the work to push away the grief. "Charging it, keeping it functional. Why?"

	

	The laptop's desktop was cluttered with files and folders. Marcus's eye went immediately to one labeled "ADC INVESTIGATION - FINAL." He clicked it open.

	

	Inside were dozens of documents, meticulously organized. Property records, financial statements, interview transcripts, and photographs. Daniel's entire investigation, preserved in digital amber.

	

	"He was so close," Marcus whispered, scrolling through the files. "He had everything. Names, dates, money trails. This would have been enough to bring down the whole operation."

	

	Claire leaned over his shoulder, reading. "There's a file called 'Insurance.' Open it."

	

	Marcus did. Inside was a video file dated September 13th, the day before Daniel died. He double-clicked it, and Daniel's face appeared on screen, alive and animated in a way that made Claire gasp.

	

	"If you're watching this, something's happened to me," Daniel's recorded voice said. He looked tired but determined, sitting in the very chair Marcus was now occupying. "I'm meeting my source tonight at the pier. Elliot Sanders has documents that prove everything: the fraud, the intimidation, the connections to organized crime. But I'm worried. Someone's been following me. I think they know what I'm working on."

	

	On screen, Daniel glanced over his shoulder, as if hearing something. When he looked back at the camera, there was fear in his eyes.

	

	"If something happens, this laptop has everything you need. Give it to the police, to the FBI, to whoever will listen. Don't let them bury this. Don't let them win." He paused, his expression softening. "Claire, if you're watching this, I'm sorry. I know you'll blame yourself, but don't. This was my choice. The truth matters. It has to matter. Marcus taught me that."

	

	Claire made a choking sound. Marcus paused the video, turning to her, but she shook her head violently.

	

	"Keep playing it. I need to hear the rest."

	

	Daniel continued: "Dad, I know we fought. I know you think I'm being reckless. But some things are worth the risk. This town, these people, deserve better than being terrorized by criminals in expensive suits. I'm doing this for them. For us. For the Ashford we're supposed to be." He took a breath. "Rachel, you're the best friend anyone could ask for. Take care of Claire for me. And Marcus " Daniel smiled, sad and knowing. "If something happens and you and Claire fall apart, fix it. Life's too short for pride. Trust me on that."

	

	The video ended. The three of them stood in silence, the weight of Daniel's words hanging in the air. Claire was crying silently, tears streaming down her face. Rachel had her arms wrapped around herself. Marcus felt like he'd been punched in the chest.

	

	"He knew," Claire finally said. "He knew he might die, and he went anyway."

	

	"Because he believed it mattered," Marcus said. "Because we taught him that truth was worth fighting for."

	

	"And now he's dead, and the people who killed him are still out there, and we're standing in his apartment like ghosts haunting the past." Claire wiped her eyes angrily. "We need to copy everything on this laptop. All of it. We need to "

	

	She stopped mid-sentence, her attention caught by something on the desk. A photograph, partially hidden under a stack of papers. She pulled it out.

	

	It was a picture of the four of them, Claire, Marcus, Daniel, and Rachel, taken at a beach bonfire about a year before Daniel died. They were all laughing, young and unaware of how quickly everything would fall apart.

	

	"I remember this night," Rachel said softly. "Daniel had just gotten accepted to the graduate journalism program. We were celebrating."

	

	"He was so happy," Claire said, tracing Daniel's face with her finger. "He had everything ahead of him. And then "

	

	A sound from the hallway made them all freeze. Footsteps, slow and deliberate, approaching the apartment.

	

	Marcus immediately moved to position himself between the door and Claire, his hand instinctively going to the weapon he'd left in his hotel room because he was an idiot who'd let his guard down. Rachel pulled out her phone, presumably to call 911.

	

	The footsteps stopped outside the door. A shadow appeared in the gap beneath it.

	

	Then a woman's voice, cultured and calm: "You can put the phone away, Ms. Kim. I'm not here to hurt anyone. I'm here to talk."

	

	The door opened, and Victoria Chen walked in.

	

	She was smaller than Marcus had imagined, maybe five-foot-four, elegantly dressed in a charcoal suit that probably cost more than his car. Her black hair was pulled back in a severe bun, and her dark eyes swept the room with the confidence of someone who was always the most dangerous person in any space.

	

	"Mr. Reid. Ms. Donovan. Ms. Kim." She nodded to each of them in turn. "I apologize for the dramatic entrance, but I wanted to catch you all together. It saves time."

	

	"You have some nerve," Claire said, her voice shaking with rage. "Coming here. To my brother's apartment. After what you did."

	

	"What did I do?" Victoria's eyebrows rose slightly. "I assure you, Ms. Donovan, you have the story somewhat confused. May I sit? This may take a while."

	

	"No, you may not sit," Marcus said. "You may get the hell out before I call the police and tell them we have a murder suspect here."

	

	"The police already know I'm here. I've been cooperating with their investigation for the past week." Victoria pulled out her phone, tapped something, and held it up. On the screen was a text exchange with someone identified as "Detective Morrison." "I'm the one who provided them with the photograph. I'm the one who told them where to find Vincent Calabrese's body. I'm the one who sent you all here."

	

	The revelation hit Marcus like cold water. "You? You sent the letters?"

	

	"I did. Because seven years ago, I made a terrible mistake, and it's time to correct it." Victoria tucked her phone away. "I'm going to tell you what really happened the night Daniel Hartley died. And then you're going to help me ensure that the people truly responsible face justice."

	

	Claire laughed, sharp and disbelieving. "You expect us to believe you're on our side? You're a criminal. You run a criminal organization."

	

	"That I've been trying to dismantle from within for the past five years," Victoria interrupted. "Yes, I was involved with organized crime. Yes, ADC was a money laundering operation. But I was never the one in charge. I was middle management, following orders from people much more powerful than me."

	

	"Then who?" Rachel demanded. "Who was giving the orders?"

	

	Victoria's expression hardened. "Richard Pemberton. Your mayor. And his silent partner, Thomas Donovan."

	

	Claire went white. "You're lying. My father wouldn't."

	

	"Your father has been the real power behind ADC since its inception," Victoria said. "I have proof. Documents, recordings, and financial records that trace everything back to him. Pemberton was the public face, but Thomas Donovan provided the capital, the connections, the political influence. Everything."

	

	Marcus felt the pieces clicking into place, forming a picture he didn't want to see. "Daniel found out. That's why he was killed."

	

	"Yes. But not on my orders. I was trying to protect him, in my own way. When I learned Elliot Sanders was feeding information to a journalist, I arranged to be there that night. To ensure Daniel got the documents safely and to warn him that he needed to disappear for a while, let me handle the exposure from inside the organization."

	

	Victoria's voice remained steady, but Marcus caught something in her eyes, regret, maybe, or the closest thing to it someone like her could feel.

	

	"But Vincent Calabrese had other orders. Orders that came from Pemberton and Donovan directly. I arrived at the pier to find Calabrese confronting Daniel. Sanders had already run smart, man, probably the only reason he's still alive. I tried to intervene, but Calabrese was... enthusiastic about his work."

	

	"You watched my brother die," Claire said, her voice barely above a whisper. "You stood there and watched him die."

	

	"I did. And then I shot Vincent Calabrese in the head and dumped his body in a location I knew would never be discovered." Victoria's expression didn't change. "He was dead before Daniel hit the water. It doesn't change what happened to your brother, but Calabrese didn't get to walk away from it either."

	

	The room was silent except for Claire's ragged breathing. Marcus tried to process what he was hearing, to sort truth from manipulation.

	

	"Why should we believe any of this?" he asked.

	

	"Because I have no reason to lie. I could have stayed hidden. I've been living quite comfortably in Vancouver, completely removed from all of this. But when I learned the state police were reopening the case, I realized this was my chance to finally expose Pemberton and Donovan. To finish what Daniel started."

	

	"And you need us to do it," Rachel said, her lawyer's mind already working through the implications. "You can't just go to the police yourself because you're implicated in too many crimes. But if we bring the evidence forward, if we're the ones who expose this..."

	

	"Exactly. I'm willing to testify, to provide evidence, to cooperate fully with the investigation. But it has to come from you. The victim's family, the persistent journalist, the dedicated lawyer. Your voices have credibility that mine never will."

	

	Victoria reached into her jacket, and Marcus tensed, but she only pulled out a USB drive.

	

	"This contains everything. Twenty years of ADC operations, financial crimes, property fraud, and most importantly, communications that prove Thomas Donovan and Richard Pemberton ordered Daniel's death. It's enough to put them both away for life."

	

	She set the drive on Daniel's desk.

	

	Claire stared at it like it was a bomb. "My father ordered Daniel's death? His own son?"

	

	"Not directly. He tried to stop it, actually, at the last minute. Called Pemberton, told him to call off Calabrese. But Pemberton had already set things in motion, and by the time Thomas realized what he'd done, it was too late." Victoria's voice was almost gentle. "He's been living with that guilt for seven years. It's destroyed him, though you probably wouldn't know it, since you've barely spoken to him."

	

	"Don't," Claire said sharply. "Don't you dare try to make me feel guilty for cutting off my father. He made his choices."

	

	"So did Daniel. So did all of us." Victoria moved toward the door. "You have until midnight to decide what to do with that information. The state police detective, Morrison, is waiting at the station. He has a warrant ready for Pemberton's arrest. But he needs that drive, and he needs your testimony, to make it stick."

	

	"What about you?" Marcus asked. "What happens to you when this all comes out?"

	

	"I'll face whatever consequences are appropriate. I've done things I'm not proud of. But at least I'll have done one right thing, I'll have given Daniel Hartley the justice he deserved."

	

	Victoria paused at the door, looking back at them. "For what it's worth, I think about him often. He was brave and idealistic in a way I haven't been since I was very young. The world needs people like Daniel Hartley. It didn't deserve to lose him."

	

	She left, her footsteps fading down the hallway. The three of them stood in the dusty apartment, staring at the USB drive like it held the power to reshape their entire world.

	

	Because it did.

	

	"We have to verify it," Rachel said finally. "We can't just take her word for it. We need to check the drive, make sure the evidence is real."

	

	"It's real," Marcus said. He knew it in his gut, the same way he'd known seven years ago that Daniel's death was no accident. "The question is, what do we do about it?"

	

	Claire picked up the drive, holding it in her palm. "We expose them. All of them. Pemberton, my father, and everyone who was involved. We give this to Detective Morrison, and we make sure Daniel's death means something."

	

	"Claire," Marcus said carefully. "Your father "

	

	"My father helped murder his own son!" She whirled on him, eyes blazing. "Whether he meant to or not, whether he regretted it or not, he's responsible. He chose his business, his reputation, his money over Daniel's life. And I'm done protecting him."

	

	"I'm not asking you to protect him. I'm asking you to think about this. Once we hand over that drive, there's no going back. Your father will go to prison. Your family name will be destroyed. Every memory you have of your childhood will be tainted by this."

	

	"You think I don't know that?" Claire's voice broke. "You think I haven't been thinking about exactly that since Victoria walked in here? But Marcus Daniel made a video message telling us that the truth matters. He died believing that. If we bury this to protect my father, then Daniel died for nothing."

	

	She was right. Marcus knew she was right. But he also knew what this would cost her, and he hated that he couldn't spare her that pain.

	

	"Okay," he said quietly. "We do this together. All three of us. We go to Detective Morrison, we give him the drive, we tell him everything we know."

	

	"And we finish Daniel's investigation," Rachel added. "We make sure the story gets told, the whole story. The corruption, the crime, all of it."

	

	Claire nodded, wiping her eyes. She looked at the photograph still clutched in her other hand, the four of them at the beach, young and happy and whole.

	

	"I'm sorry, Daniel," she whispered. "I'm sorry it took us seven years. But we're going to make this right. I promise."

	

	Marcus's phone buzzed. A text from an unknown number: "Good choice. But be careful. Pemberton knows you're in town. He knows what you're looking for. And he's not going down without a fight. Watch your backs."

	

	He showed the message to the others. Rachel's expression turned grim. "We should go. Now. Get to the police station while it's still light out."

	

	They gathered their things: the laptop, the USB drive, and the photograph. As they headed for the door, Marcus caught Claire's arm gently.

	

	"Whatever happens next, whatever comes out about your father or anyone else, you don't have to go through it alone. I know I don't have the right to ask, but."

	

	"You're right. You don't." But Claire's voice was softer than her words. "But Daniel was right, too. Life's too short for pride. So... don't leave again. Whatever happens, don't run away. Promise me that."

	

	"I promise."

	

	It was the first promise he'd made in seven years. He intended to keep it.

	

	They left Daniel's apartment, locking the door behind them like they were sealing a tomb. But as they descended the stairs and stepped out into the fading daylight, Marcus felt something he hadn't felt in years: hope. Not for himself and Claire, necessarily, though that tiny flame still flickered despite everything. But I hope that justice might finally be possible. That Daniel's death might have meaning after all.

	

	Behind them, in the empty apartment, Daniel's video played on a loop that no one would see, a young man's last message, his final act of faith in the power of truth.

	

	And in the shadows across the street, someone watched them load into the SUV and drive away, then pulled out a phone and made a call.

	

	"They have it. They're going to the police."

	

	On the other end of the line, Richard Pemberton's voice was cold. "Then we move to Plan B. Do what needs to be done."

	

	 


CHAPTER 4

	

	They didn't make it to the police station.

	

	Three blocks from Daniel's apartment, a black SUV ran a red light and slammed into the passenger side of Marcus's vehicle. The impact sent them spinning across the intersection, airbags deploying, glass shattering, the world reduced to violence and noise, and Claire's scream cutting through it all.

	

	Marcus's head cracked against the driver's side window. His vision blurred, then cleared enough to see Claire slumped against her deployed airbag, blood trickling from a cut on her forehead. In the back seat, Rachel was already fumbling for her seatbelt, her phone clutched in her hand.

	

	"Out," Marcus croaked, his ribs screaming in protest. "Get out now."

	

	The black SUV was backing up, preparing for another hit. This wasn't an accident; this was an assassination attempt, broad daylight be damned.

	

	Marcus shoved his door open and stumbled out, dizzy but functional. He pulled Claire's door open, fighting against the damage to the frame. She was conscious, thank God, her eyes unfocused but tracking.

	

	"Come on," he said, unbuckling her and pulling her from the wreckage. "We have to move."

	

	Rachel was already out, helping Claire stand. Blood ran down Claire's face, and she swayed on her feet, but when the black SUV revved its engine again, survival instinct kicked in. The three of them ran for the nearest building, an old hardware store with a narrow alley beside it.

	

	They made it into the alley as the black SUV crashed into Marcus's vehicle again, ensuring it was completely disabled. Marcus kept Claire moving, one arm around her waist, his own body screaming at every step. Behind them, car doors opened. Footsteps pounded pavement.

	

	The alley opened onto a back street lined with dumpsters and fire escapes. Marcus looked around wildly, trying to orient himself. They were in the old industrial district, blocks from any real help.

	

	"This way," Rachel said, pulling them toward a rusted door propped open with a brick. They stumbled inside what appeared to be an abandoned cannery, the interior dim and echoing. Rachel wedged the door shut behind them and pulled out her phone.

	

	"No signal," she said, her voice steady despite the situation. "We need to get to higher ground or find another exit."

	

	Claire swayed, and Marcus eased her down to sit against a wall. The cut on her forehead was bleeding freely, making her pale skin look ghostly in the filtered light from grimy windows.

	

	"Let me see," he said, gently tilting her head to examine the wound. It wasn't deep, but head wounds always bled dramatically. "You might have a concussion."

	

	"I'm fine," Claire said, though her voice was unsteady. "Did you get the laptop? The USB drive?"

	

	Marcus's stomach dropped. "They're in the car."

	

	"Fuck." Claire tried to stand, but Marcus pushed her back down.

	

	"We're not going back for them. Those men are still out there, and they just tried to kill us."

	

	"But Daniel's investigation has everything we need."

	

	"Is backed up," Rachel interrupted. She held up her phone. "I uploaded everything from the laptop to a cloud server while we were in the apartment. An old habit from law school is always to back up your research. The USB drive, too, before we left."

	

	Marcus could have kissed her. "Rachel Kim, you're a genius."

	

	"I'm a careful lawyer. There's a difference." She was checking the building's layout, moving toward a stairwell. "Come on. We need to get higher, get a signal, and call for help."

	

	They climbed three flights of stairs, Claire leaning heavily on Marcus. His ribs protested every step, but adrenaline was keeping the worst of the pain at bay. On the third floor, Rachel found a window that overlooked the street where they'd crashed.

	

	Two men in dark suits were methodically searching Marcus's destroyed vehicle, pulling out seats, checking compartments. Looking for evidence. One of them held up the laptop triumphantly, then smashed it against the pavement until it was nothing but broken plastic and circuits.

	

	"They're thorough," Marcus observed grimly.

	

	"They're professionals," Rachel said. She finally had a signal and was dialing 911. "Yes, I need police and an ambulance at the corner of Wharf and Industrial. There's been a car accident and an assault. We're in the old Ashford Cannery building... Yes, we're safe for now... Please hurry."

	

	She hung up and looked at them. "Five minutes, they said. We need to stay out of sight until then."

	

	But the men below had spotted Rachel in the window. They pointed, exchanged words, then headed for the building entrance.

	

	"Or not," Marcus said. He looked around the third floor, searching for options. The space was mostly empty, stripped down to concrete and steel beams. No furniture, no weapons, no easy escape route.

	

	"There," Claire said, pointing to a freight elevator shaft. "The cables are still intact. We could climb down, exit on a different floor."

	

	"You have a head injury," Marcus protested. "You're not climbing anything."

	

	"Then what's your brilliant plan? Stand here and wait for them to shoot us?"

	

	She had a point, much as Marcus hated to admit it. The sound of footsteps echoed up the stairwell. Their pursuers were coming fast.

	

	"Okay," he said. "Rachel first, then Claire, I'll bring up the rear. Move."

	

	Rachel pried open the elevator doors, revealing the shaft and its dangling cables. She tested one, then swung out into the void with a confidence that suggested this wasn't her first time doing something crazy. She descended rapidly, disappearing into the shadows below.

	

	Claire went next, more slowly. Marcus could see her gritting her teeth against dizziness, forcing herself to focus on one hand-hold at a time. He kept watch on the stairwell, listening to the footsteps getting closer.

	

	When Claire was halfway down, Marcus swung onto the cable and pulled the elevator doors mostly closed behind him, hoping it would buy them a few seconds. The descent was harder than it looked. His hands burned against the rough cable, and his injured ribs made every movement agony.

	

	Above him, he heard the elevator doors slam open. A gunshot rang out, the bullet pinging off metal somewhere below. Marcus dropped faster, risking the friction burns, praying the cable would hold.

	

	He hit the ground floor just as Rachel was forcing open the elevator doors there. Claire was already through, and Marcus followed, emerging into what had once been the cannery's main processing floor. Rusty equipment loomed in the darkness, creating a maze of shadows and hiding places.

	

	"This way," Rachel whispered, leading them toward what looked like a loading dock. They could hear more footsteps above them now, and voices calling to each other in clipped, professional tones.

	

	The loading dock doors were chained shut, but there was a smaller personnel door to the side. Marcus shouldered it open, and they spilled out into a parking lot just as police sirens became audible in the distance.

	

	The two men appeared from around the building, cutting off their escape route to the street. One of them raised a gun, not a professional one at all, anymore, just desperate to eliminate witnesses.

	

	Marcus pushed Claire behind him, a futile gesture, but the only thing he could think to do. This was it. They'd gotten so close to the truth, and now. 

	

	A car screeched into the parking lot, positioning itself between them and the gunmen. The driver's door flew open, and Thomas Donovan emerged with his own weapon drawn.

	

	"Get in the car," he barked. "Now."

	

	For a moment, Marcus was too shocked to move. Then Claire grabbed his arm, pulling him toward her father's Mercedes. Rachel was already in the back seat. They piled in, Claire in front with her father, Marcus squeezing into the back with Rachel.

	

	Thomas fired two warning shots that sent the gunmen diving for cover, then jumped back in the car and peeled out of the parking lot as police cars turned onto the street from the opposite direction.

	

	"What the hell are you doing here?" Claire demanded, pressing a hand to her bleeding forehead.

	

	"Saving your lives, apparently." Thomas drove with aggressive precision, taking turns fast enough to make the tires squeal. "I've been following you since you left the inn. I knew Pemberton would make a move once he realized you were getting close to the truth."

	

	"You've been following us?" Marcus said from the back seat. "For how long?"

	

	"Since this morning, when I saw you walking to the Lighthouse Café to meet with Rachel." Thomas glanced in the rearview mirror. "I'm not the only one who's been watching this town for the past seven years, Reid. I've had investigators, security, and people keeping tabs on anyone connected to Daniel's death. When Victoria Chen came back to New England, I knew something was about to break."

	

	He pulled into a parking garage, spiraling up several levels before parking in a dim corner far from the entrance. Only then did he turn to face them properly.

	

	"Let me see your head," he said to Claire, his voice shifting from hard efficiency to fatherly concern.

	

	Claire pulled away from his reaching hand. "Don't. Don't pretend to care now."

	

	"I've always cared. I've made terrible decisions, but I've always."

	

	"You took money from them," Claire interrupted, her voice shaking. "From the people who killed Daniel. We saw the records. Fifty thousand dollars, four days before he died."

	

	Thomas's face went gray. "You saw that."

	

	"Victoria Chen told us everything. How you and Pemberton were partners. How you ordered Daniel's death because he was getting too close to exposing your operation."

	

	"No." Thomas's voice was sharp. "That's not Victoria Chen, who is lying to you. Yes, I took money from ADC. Yes, I was involved in things I'm not proud of. But I never, never ordered my son's death. I tried to stop it."

	

	"She said that too," Rachel interjected quietly. "She said you called Pemberton, tried to call it off."

	

	"Because I did! When Daniel showed me his evidence, when I realized how deep he'd gotten into this investigation, I knew Pemberton would see him as a threat. I went to Richard, tried to convince him to let it go, to let Daniel publish his story, and we'd weather the consequences. But Richard had too much to lose. His political career, his reputation, his freedom. He'd already set things in motion."

	

	Thomas's voice cracked. "I tried to warn Daniel. Called him a dozen times that night. He wouldn't answer. I drove to the pier myself, but by the time I got there..." He stopped, unable to continue.

	

	Claire was crying silently. Marcus wanted to comfort her, but didn't know how, didn't know if he had the right.

	

	"The money," Thomas continued after a moment. "It wasn't a payoff. It was a payment for my silence about other ADC operations I'd witnessed. I took it because I thought I could use it to protect my family, to have leverage if things went wrong. Instead, it just made me complicit."

	

	"Why didn't you tell me?" Claire asked, her voice barely audible. "After Daniel died, why didn't you tell me any of this?"

	

	"Because you were destroyed. Because you'd just lost your brother, and I couldn't bear to make you lose your father too. Because I was a coward." Thomas reached for her hand, and this time she let him take it. "I've been trying to make it right ever since. Gathering evidence, working with investigators, building a case against Pemberton and Chen. But I could never find enough proof that would hold up in court."

	

	"We have it now," Marcus said. "Victoria gave us everything. Financial records, communications, proof of the whole operation."

	

	"Victoria Chen is playing her own game," Thomas warned. "Don't trust her completely. She's trying to cut a deal, minimize her own culpability by making Pemberton and me take the fall."

	

	"Shouldn't you take the fall?" Claire pulled her hand away. "You were involved. You took their money. You "

	

	A gunshot shattered the Mercedes' back window. They all ducked as more shots followed, pinging off the concrete pillars around them.

	

	"They followed us," Rachel said, crouching in the footwell.

	

	Thomas started the car again, reversing rapidly out of the parking space. The black SUV appeared at the end of the level, blocking their exit. Thomas shifted into forward and accelerated toward it instead.

	

	"What are you doing?" Marcus shouted.

	

	"What I should have done seven years ago. Protecting my family."

	

	They hit the black SUV at an angle, clipping its front end and sending it spinning. Thomas's Mercedes sustained damage but kept moving, squealing down the spiral ramp toward the exit. Behind them, the black SUV recovered and gave chase.

	

	They burst out of the garage onto a busy street. Thomas ran two red lights, weaving through traffic with a skill that suggested this wasn't his first car chase. The black SUV kept pace, more aggressive, forcing other cars out of the way.

	

	"Head for the police station," Rachel said. "We're two blocks away."

	

	But the black SUV pulled alongside them, and Marcus saw the passenger window rolling down, saw the gun barrel emerging.

	

	"Down!" he shouted, pulling Rachel with him as bullets shattered the windows. Claire screamed. Thomas jerked the wheel, sideswiping the black SUV and sending it careening into a parked car.

	

	They didn't stop. Thomas drove straight to the police station, mounting the curb and screeching to a halt in front of the entrance. Officers were already pouring out, responding to the gunshots and the chase.

	

	Detective Morrison was among them, his weapon drawn until he recognized Thomas Donovan.

	

	"What the hell is going on?" Morrison demanded.

	

	"Attempted murder," Thomas said, climbing out with his hands visible. "Richard Pemberton sent men to kill my daughter and her companions. They ran us off the road, shot at us, chased us through town. The vehicle should have been three blocks east, and crashed into a parked car."

	

	Morrison was already radioing for backup, for ambulances, for what sounded like half the department. He looked at Marcus, Claire, and Rachel climbing out of the damaged Mercedes.

	

	"You three look like hell. Get inside, get statements ready. And someone gets medical care here, that woman is bleeding."

	

	They were ushered into the station and separated for questioning. Marcus found himself in an interview room with Detective Morrison and a recording device.

	

	"Start from the beginning," Morrison said. "Everything that happened today."

	

	So Marcus told him. About the apartment, about Victoria Chen's visit, about the evidence they'd gathered. About the car crash, the chase, and Thomas Donovan's unexpected rescue. Morrison listened without interrupting, his expression growing grimmer with each detail.

	

	"The evidence," he said when Marcus finished. "Where is it?"

	

	"Destroyed in the crash. The laptop was smashed. But Rachel Kim uploaded everything to cloud storage. She can give you access."

	

	Morrison nodded. "We'll need that. And we'll need statements from all of you about what Victoria Chen told you." He paused. "You understand this implicates Thomas Donovan as well as Mayor Pemberton?"

	

	"I understand. So does Thomas. He's ready to face the consequences."

	

	"Is he? Or is this some kind of play to minimize his own exposure?"

	

	Marcus met Morrison's eyes. "I think he's a man who's been carrying guilt for seven years and finally sees a chance at redemption. Even if it costs him everything."

	

	After two hours of questions, Marcus was finally released from the interview room. He found Claire sitting in the station's waiting area, a bandage on her forehead, exhaustion written in every line of her body. Rachel was on the phone in the corner, presumably with her office, explaining why she'd miss work for the foreseeable future.

	

	Marcus sat down next to Claire. For a long moment, neither of them spoke.

	

	"My father's in custody," Claire finally said. "Not under arrest yet, but Morrison wants to make sure he doesn't run while they process all the evidence."

	

	"I'm sorry."

	

	"Are you? You've been saying he was involved for years. Turns out you were right."

	

	"I didn't want to be right about that. I know how much it hurts."

	

	Claire turned to look at him, and her eyes were red from crying but clear. "Today, when those men were shooting at us, when we were running for our lives, do you know what I thought?"

	

	"What?"

	

	"That I didn't want to die before I told you something." She took a shaky breath. "I blamed you for Daniel's death. I spent seven years hating you for it. But watching that video, hearing Daniel talk about you, about how you taught him that truth matters... I realized I was wrong. Daniel made his own choices. He knew the risks. And I used you as a target for my grief because it was easier than accepting that sometimes terrible things happen and there's no one to blame."

	

	Marcus felt his throat tighten. "Claire "

	

	"Let me finish. I also realized that I never stopped. " She stopped, unable to say it. "When I thought we might die, I realized I'd wasted seven years being angry at you when I could have been... I don't know. Something else. Something better."

	

	"We can't go back," Marcus said quietly. "Too much has happened."

	

	"I know. But maybe we can go forward. Differently. Together." She managed a small smile. "Daniel said life's too short for pride. He was right."

	

	Before Marcus could respond, Morrison appeared in the doorway.

	

	"Ms. Donovan, Mr. Reid, we need you to see something. We tracked down the black SUV, and what we found is... concerning."

	

	They followed him to his office, where crime scene photos were spread across the desk. The SUV had crashed hard, the front end crumpled. Inside, two men lay dead, not from the crash, but from gunshot wounds to the head.

	

	"Someone cleaned up," Morrison said. "Executed them before we could get there. Professional hit. We're running their prints, but I'm guessing they won't be in any system."

	

	Marcus stared at the photos, his investigative instincts firing. "Someone didn't want them talking."

	

	"Pemberton?" Claire asked.

	

	"Maybe. Or Victoria Chen, tying up loose ends." Morrison pulled out another photo. "We also found this in the glove compartment."

	

	It was a photograph of Claire and Marcus, taken sometime in the past few days. They were leaving the Harborview Inn together. Someone had drawn red X's over their faces.

	

	Claire went pale. Marcus felt cold fury settle in his gut.

	

	"They had orders to kill us," he said. "This wasn't improvised. This was planned."

	

	"Which is why I'm putting you both in protective custody until we sort this out. Rachel too. You're witnesses in a murder investigation and targets of an ongoing criminal conspiracy. I can't protect you if you're walking around town."

	

	"For how long?" Claire asked.

	

	"Until we have Pemberton and Chen in custody. Could be days. Could be weeks." Morrison's expression was sympathetic but firm. "I know it's not ideal, but you're alive because you got lucky today. I don't want to rely on luck again."

	

	Marcus looked at Claire. She looked at Rachel, who'd appeared in the doorway. They were all thinking the same thing that protective custody meant sitting on the sidelines while someone else finished Daniel's investigation.

	

	But they were also thinking about those red X's on the photograph. About how close they'd come to dying. About how many people were willing to kill to keep the truth buried.

	

	"Okay," Claire said finally. "We'll do it. But Detective Morrison makes sure this counts for something. Make sure Daniel's death means something."

	

	"I promise you," Morrison said. "We're going to get justice for your brother."

	

	As they were escorted to a safe house on the outskirts of town, Marcus noticed Claire slip her hand into his. Not romantic, not forgiveness, just connection. Two people who'd been through hell together and were still standing.

	

	It was a start.

	

	The safe house was a nondescript ranch on the edge of Ashford, surrounded by woods and accessible only by a single dirt road. Two uniformed officers were stationed outside, and Detective Morrison personally checked every room before allowing them inside.

	

	"There's food in the kitchen, clean clothes in the bedrooms, and a landline if you need to reach me," Morrison said, handing Marcus a card with his direct number. "Do not use your cell phones. We're assuming they're compromised. Do not contact anyone outside this location. And do not, under any circumstances, leave without my permission."

	

	After he left, the three of them stood in the small living room, processing everything that had happened in the past twelve hours. Rachel was the first to break the silence.

	

	"I need to shower and change. And possibly have a small breakdown. Anyone else?" She attempted a smile that didn't quite land.

	

	"Take the master bedroom," Claire said. "You've earned it for saving our asses with that cloud backup."

	

	When Rachel disappeared down the hall, Claire and Marcus were left alone. The silence between them was heavy with seven years of unfinished conversations.

	

	"You should get that cut looked at properly," Marcus said, gesturing to the bandage on her forehead. "Make sure there's no concussion."

	

	"The paramedics already checked. I'm fine." Claire moved to the window, pulling back the curtain to look at the darkening woods outside. "Strange to be back here, in Ashford. I spent seven years convincing myself I'd never return. Now I can't leave."

	

	Marcus joined her at the window, maintaining a careful distance. "Do you regret coming back?"

	

	"I regret a lot of things. Coming back isn't one of them." She turned to face him. "What you said in the car, about not being able to go back, you're right. But I need you to know something. When I told you I never wanted to see you again, when I blamed you for Daniel's death... I was drowning in grief, and I needed someone to hate. You were convenient."

	

	"Claire, you don't have to "

	

	"Yes, I do. Because I've spent seven years living with that cruelty, and if we're going to work together, if we're going to finish this, I need to clear the air." She took a breath. "I was wrong. Daniel made his own choices. You didn't force him to investigate ADC. You didn't put him on that pier. And you've spent seven years trying to find justice for him when I was just trying to forget. So I'm sorry. For blaming you. For pushing you away. For wasting so much time being angry when I should have been."

	

	She stopped, emotion choking her voice. Marcus couldn't help himself; he closed the distance between them and pulled her into his arms. She stiffened for a moment, then collapsed against him, finally allowing herself to cry for real. Not the controlled tears she'd shed earlier, but deep, wrenching sobs that shook her entire body.

	

	"I miss him so much," she gasped. "Every single day. And I'm so angry at everyone at my father, at Pemberton, at Victoria Chen, at myself for not protecting him. I don't know how to live with this anger."

	

	Marcus held her tighter, his own eyes burning. "You don't have to live with it alone anymore. I'm here. I'm not leaving. Not this time."

	

	They stood like that for a long time, two people who'd loved each other once, finding their way back to something that might not be romance but was definitely a connection. When Claire finally pulled away, her eyes were red but clearer.

	

	"We should eat something," she said, wiping her face. "I haven't had food since breakfast, and I'm pretty sure that's why everything feels so overwhelming."

	

	They found the kitchen stocked with basics: bread, eggs, coffee, and some frozen meals. Marcus started scrambling eggs while Claire made coffee, and the domesticity of it felt surreal after the violence of the day.

	

	Rachel emerged twenty minutes later, her hair wet and wearing clothes that were several sizes too large. "Whoever stocked this place assumed we were all six-foot men," she said, rolling up the sleeves of an enormous flannel shirt. "But at least they're clean."

	

	They ate at the small kitchen table, and gradually the conversation shifted from trauma to strategy.

	

	"Morrison has the evidence," Rachel said, pulling out a notebook she'd found in one of the bedrooms. "But evidence only matters if they can build a case. We need to think about what we know, what we can prove, and what gaps still exist."

	

	She started making lists, her legal training taking over. Marcus watched her work, impressed by how she'd shifted from terrified to analytical. This was how she processed trauma by organizing it into manageable pieces.

	

	"Victoria Chen's testimony will be crucial," Rachel continued. "But she's also an admitted criminal. Any defense attorney will tear her apart on the stand. We need corroboration."

	

	"Elliot Sanders," Marcus said. "If we can find him, get him to testify about what he witnessed."

	

	"That's a big if," Claire interrupted. "He's been hiding for seven years. Either he's very good at it, or "

	

	"Or he's dead," Rachel finished. "Which is a possibility we have to consider."

	

	Marcus pulled out the notebook he always carried, flipping to pages of notes he'd made over the years. "I tracked Sanders to Nevada three years ago. He was using the name Elliott Sands, working as a bookkeeper for a small accounting firm. By the time I got there, he'd already moved on. But his landlord mentioned he had a girlfriend, someone who visited regularly."

	

	"Did you get a name?"

	

	"Sarah Wickham." Marcus saw Claire's sharp intake of breath. "Yes, that Sarah. Daniel's ex-girlfriend. The one who moved away six months before he died."

	

	Claire set down her fork carefully. "Sarah knew Elliot Sanders?"

	

	"Apparently. Which makes me wonder if Daniel's relationship with Sarah was how he met Elliot in the first place. Maybe Sarah introduced them, knowing Elliot had access to ADC's internal documents."

	

	Rachel was writing furiously. "So if we find Sarah, we might find Elliot. Do we have any idea where she is?"

	

	"Last I heard, she was in Seattle. Working as a nurse. But that was four years ago." Marcus looked at Claire. "Did you keep in touch with her?"

	

	"No. She called me once, after the funeral, but I... I couldn't talk to her. Couldn't talk to anyone who reminded me of Daniel." Claire's expression was painful. "I should have. She was his girlfriend. She loved him. And I just shut her out like I shut out everyone else."

	

	"We all did what we needed to do to survive," Rachel said gently. "But now we have a chance to make it right. I can track Sarah through professional licensing databases. If she's still nursing, she'll be registered in whatever state she's working in."

	

	She pulled out the laptop that Morrison had provided, a clean machine with no personal data, and started searching. Marcus and Claire watched over her shoulder as she navigated through various databases.

	

	"Got her," Rachel said after ten minutes. "Sarah Wickham, RN, is currently employed at Swedish Medical Center in Seattle. Want me to call her?"

	

	Claire stood abruptly. "No. I should do it. I owe her that much."

	

	She took the phone number Rachel had found and went into the bedroom for privacy. Marcus and Rachel sat in silence, listening to the murmur of Claire's voice through the closed door.

	

	"She's different," Rachel observed. "Harder than she used to be. But maybe that's not a bad thing."

	

	"Seven years is a long time," Marcus said. "We're all different."

	

	"Are you? Different, I mean?" Rachel studied him. "Because from where I'm sitting, you look like the same guy who couldn't let go of a story seven years ago. Still chasing the truth, still putting yourself in danger, still in love with Claire Donovan."

	

	Marcus opened his mouth to deny it, then closed it. What was the point of lying to Rachel? She'd always been able to see through him.

	

	"Being in love with someone and being able to have a relationship with them are two different things," he said finally. "Claire and I destroyed each other once. I'm not sure we get a second chance at that."

	

	"Daniel seemed to think you did. 'Fix it,' he said in that video. 'Life's too short for pride.'"

	

	"Daniel was twenty-three and an optimist. The world hadn't beaten that out of him yet."

	

	"No, Richard Pemberton did that instead." Rachel's voice was hard. "Which is why we're going to make sure he pays for it. All of them are going to pay."

	

	Claire emerged from the bedroom, her expression unreadable. "Sarah's flying in tomorrow. She's been living in Seattle, but she's kept tabs on what's happening in Ashford. When I told her we were reopening Daniel's investigation, she said she had things to tell us. Things she was too scared to say seven years ago."

	

	"Did she say what?" Marcus asked.

	

	"Not over the phone. But she confirmed that she knows where Elliot is. And she's willing to bring him with her."

	

	Rachel pumped her fist. "Yes. That's exactly what we need. Morrison can interview them both, get their statements on record, and build a stronger case."

	

	"There's one condition," Claire said. "Sarah wants to meet with us first. Privately. Before she talks to the police. She says there are things about Daniel's last days that she needs to explain to me personally."

	

	Marcus didn't like the sound of that. "Claire, if she knows something material to the investigation, she needs to tell the police, not."

	

	"I agreed to her terms." Claire's voice was firm. "Sarah loved Daniel. If she's been carrying secrets for seven years, she deserves the chance to unburden herself to someone who'll understand. And that's me, not Detective Morrison."

	

	There was no arguing with that tone. Marcus recognized from their relationship that Claire had made a decision, and pushing back would only make her dig in harder.

	

	"Okay," he said. "But we do it somewhere safe, with police nearby. And she brings Elliot to Morrison immediately after."

	

	They spent the rest of the evening planning. Rachel contacted Morrison to arrange Sarah's safe arrival. Marcus reviewed his files, looking for any detail he might have missed about the days leading up to Daniel's death. Claire sat at the window, watching darkness fall over the woods, lost in her own thoughts.

	

	Around midnight, Marcus found her still there, illuminated only by moonlight.

	

	"You should sleep," he said quietly. "Tomorrow's going to be intense."

	

	"I can't sleep. Every time I close my eyes, I see those men shooting at us. Or I see Daniel's face in that video. Or I remember the fight we had, the last time I saw my father before today."

	

	Marcus sat down beside her. "What did you fight about?"

	

	"Daniel. What else? Dad wanted me to convince Daniel to drop his investigation. Said it was dangerous, that Daniel was in over his head. I told him Daniel was an adult who could make his own decisions. Dad said I was being naive, that I didn't understand how dangerous these people were." Claire's laugh was bitter. "Turns out he was right about that."

	

	"He was trying to protect you both. He just went about it in the worst possible way."

	

	"Are you defending him now?"

	

	"No. But I'm trying to understand him. He's a flawed man who made terrible choices out of fear. That doesn't excuse what he did, but it makes him human."

	

	Claire turned to look at him. "When did you become so forgiving?"

	

	"When I realized that holding onto anger was killing me. That I needed to forgive myself for failing Daniel before I could do anything useful with my life."

	

	"And have you? Forgive yourself?"

	

	Marcus considered the question honestly. "Some days. Other days, I wake up, and the first thought I have is that Daniel would still be alive if I'd just told him to leave the investigation alone. That I could have saved him with one conversation."

	

	"But you didn't know."

	

	"Neither did you. Neither did your father. We all did the best we could with what we knew at the time. The problem is, our best wasn't good enough."

	

	They sat in silence for a while, two people united by grief and guilt and the fragile hope that maybe this time they could get it right.

	

	"Marcus?" Claire's voice was soft. "That thing I couldn't say earlier, in the police station? About what I realized when I thought we might die?"

	

	"You don't have to "

	

	"I never stopped loving you." The words came out in a rush. "I tried. God knows I tried. I dated other people, I moved to a new city, I built a whole new life. But you were always there, in the back of my mind, the standard against which everyone else failed. And I hated you for it. For still having that power over me after everything."

	

	Marcus felt his heart hammering. "Claire "

	

	"I'm not saying this because I think we can just pick up where we left off. Too much has happened. We're different people now. But I needed you to know that the anger, the blame, the shutting you out, it was never because I stopped loving you. It was because I never did."

	

	She stood up, as if the confession had taken all her energy. "I'm going to try to sleep. We can talk about this later. Or never. Whatever you want."

	

	She left him sitting in the dark, his mind spinning. He'd spent seven years trying to convince himself that what he and Claire had was over, that loving her was just a comfortable habit he needed to break. Hearing that she'd never stopped loving him changed everything and nothing simultaneously.

	

	Because she was right, they were different people now. The idealistic journalist and the passionate gallery owner who'd fallen in love over late-night conversations and shared dreams were gone. In their place were two people scarred by tragedy, carrying guilt and grief like permanent weights.

	

	Could they build something new from those ruins? Or would trying just destroy them both all over again?

	

	Marcus didn't have answers. But sitting alone in the dark safe house, listening to the wind in the trees outside, he realized that for the first time in seven years, he wanted to find out.

	

	His phone, the clean one Morrison had provided, buzzed with a text. An unknown number, which should have been impossible given how secure the line was supposed to be.

	

	"Touching reunion. But don't get too comfortable. The truth you're chasing has teeth, and it's about to bite back. Tomorrow, when Sarah Wickham arrives, ask her about the baby. Ask her what really happened on September 12th. Some secrets are buried for good reason. -A Friend"

	

	Marcus stared at the message, ice settling in his stomach. The baby? What baby? And September 12th was two days before Daniel died. What happened then?

	

	He should tell Morrison immediately about the breach in security. He should wake Claire and Rachel, show them the message.

	

	But something held him back. Whoever sent this wanted him to know something specific, wanted to plant doubt about Sarah Wickham before she even arrived. Which meant either they were trying to protect Sarah from exposure, or they were trying to undermine her credibility before she could testify.

	

	Marcus screenshotted the message and forwarded it to Morrison with a note: "Security breach. An unknown number sent this to the clean phone. Trace it if you can."

	

	Then he went to find Claire, because whatever secrets Sarah Wickham was carrying, they were about to come into the light. And Claire deserved to be prepared for whatever came next.

	

	He found her lying awake in her bedroom, staring at the ceiling.

	

	"Can't sleep either?" she asked.

	

	"We got a message. About Sarah." He showed her the text.

	

	Claire read it twice, her expression darkening. "A baby? Daniel never mentioned... Could Sarah have been pregnant?"

	

	"I don't know. But someone wants us to ask about it. Someone who has access to our supposedly secure phone line."

	

	"Which means someone inside the police department is feeding information to the other side." Claire sat up. "We can't trust Morrison completely. We can't trust anyone."

	

	"We can trust each other," Marcus said. "And Rachel. And tomorrow, we'll find out if we can trust Sarah Wickham."

	

	Claire looked at him, vulnerability and determination mixed in her expression. "Whatever Sarah tells us, whatever secrets come out, we face it together. Deal?"

	

	Marcus held out his hand. She took it, and the simple touch felt like a promise.

	

	"Deal," he said.

	

	Outside, in the woods surrounding the safe house, someone lowered a set of binoculars and made a phone call.

	

	"They got the message about the baby. They'll ask Sarah tomorrow. And when they do, everything falls apart. Just like you wanted."

	

	On the other end of the line, Victoria Chen's voice was smooth as silk. "Perfect. Let them chase their ghosts. By the time they realize they're asking the wrong questions, it'll be too late. Pemberton will be in custody, Thomas Donovan will take the fall, and I'll be on a plane to somewhere without extradition. Marcus Reid and Claire Donovan will get their justice, just not the kind they're expecting."

	

	She hung up and smiled. After seven years of careful planning, the endgame was finally in motion. And like all good games, the players thought they were winning right up until the moment they lost everything.

	

	 


CHAPTER 5

	

	Sarah Wickham arrived at the safe house just after noon, accompanied by a state police escort and carrying a worn leather messenger bag that looked like it had seen better days. She was thinner than Claire remembered, her blonde hair pulled back in a severe ponytail, dark circles under her eyes suggesting she hadn't slept any better than the rest of them.

	

	But when she saw Claire, her composure cracked. She crossed the room and pulled Claire into a fierce hug that lasted a full minute, both women crying silently.

	

	"I'm so sorry," Sarah whispered. "I'm so sorry for leaving. For not being there. For everything."

	

	"You're here now," Claire managed. "That's what matters."

	

	They separated, wiping their eyes. Sarah noticed Marcus standing near the kitchen and offered a small, sad smile.

	

	"Marcus Reid. Daniel worshipped you, you know. Used to quote your articles like they were scripture."

	

	"I know," Marcus said quietly. "I wish I'd been worthy of that worship."

	

	"We all have regrets." Sarah's expression hardened slightly. "But I'm here to make sure at least some truths come out, even if they destroy me in the process."

	

	Rachel emerged from the bedroom where she'd been reviewing legal documents. "Ms. Wickham, I'm Rachel Kim. We spoke on the phone. Before we begin, I need to confirm you brought Elliot Sanders with you?"

	

	"He's at a hotel in Portland with federal marshals. He'll only come forward if I give the word. That's our deal, he testifies, but only after I've told Claire what she needs to know." Sarah looked at Claire. "Is there somewhere we can talk? Privately?"

	

	Claire glanced at Marcus and Rachel. "Whatever you need to tell me, you can say in front of them. We're all in this together."

	

	Sarah hesitated, then nodded and sat down at the kitchen table. She pulled out her messenger bag and extracted a thick folder, setting it carefully on the table like it was made of glass.

	

	"This is everything Daniel shared with me in the three months before he died. Financial records, property documents, photographs, and testimony from residents who were intimidated into selling their land. He was building an airtight case against the Ashford Development Corporation."

	

	She opened the folder, revealing page after page of meticulously documented evidence. Marcus leaned in, his journalist's eye immediately cataloging what he saw: property deeds with suspiciously low sale prices, bank transfers to offshore accounts, emails discussing "persuasion tactics" and "reluctant sellers."

	

	"ADC wasn't just a development company," Sarah continued. "It was a money laundering operation disguised as urban renewal. They'd use intimidation to acquire valuable coastal property for pennies on the dollar, then flip it to legitimate developers for huge profits. The difference went into offshore accounts controlled by shell corporations."

	

	Rachel was taking notes furiously. "Daniel documented all of this?"

	

	"With my help. I worked as a medical records clerk at Ashford General. I started noticing patterns in elderly residents coming in with injuries they claimed were accidents, but the timing always coincided with their refusal to sell their property. Broken windows leading to falls. House fires cause smoke inhalation. Car accidents that seemed too convenient."

	

	Claire felt sick. "They were deliberately hurting people?"

	

	"Not directly. They'd create dangerous situations, tamper with someone's car, damage their home's electrical system, things that could plausibly be accidents. Then they'd swoop in with an offer: sell now, before something worse happens. Most people took the deal."

	

	"That's extortion," Rachel said. "Racketeering. RICO charges if we can prove a pattern."

	

	"Daniel proved it. Or he was about to." Sarah pulled out a photograph showing several men in suits standing outside Ashford City Hall. "This was taken six weeks before Daniel died. That's Mayor Pemberton on the left. The woman next to him is Victoria Chen. She presented herself as a development consultant, but Daniel traced her connections to organized crime families in Boston and Montreal."

	

	"We know about Chen," Marcus said. "She's been cooperating with the police. What about the others?"

	

	Sarah's finger moved to a distinguished-looking man in his sixties. "Thomas Donovan. Claire's father."

	

	Claire had known this was coming, but seeing her father in the photograph, standing casually alongside people who'd terrorized Ashford residents, made it real in a way that files and documents hadn't.

	

	"What was his role?" she asked, her voice steady despite the turmoil inside.

	

	"Initially, Daniel thought he was a victim too. Your father's company, Donovan Properties, was losing contracts to ADC. It looked like he was being squeezed out of the market. But then Daniel found this."

	

	Sarah pulled out a financial document, a partnership agreement, dated five years before Daniel's death. It outlined a profit-sharing arrangement between ADC and Donovan Properties. Thomas Donovan wasn't a victim. He was a founding partner.

	

	"He helped create ADC," Marcus said, reading over Claire's shoulder. "He provided the initial capital, the local connections, the political influence. ADC couldn't have operated in Ashford without his approval."

	

	"But publicly, he maintained his own separate company to avoid suspicion," Sarah continued. "It was brilliant, really. He'd make token protests about ADC's expansion while quietly profiting from every deal they closed. Daniel confronted him about it three weeks before he died."

	

	Claire's head snapped up. "Daniel confronted our father?"

	

	"In your father's office. I was waiting outside when Daniel asked me to come as a witness in case things got heated. They did. I could hear them shouting through the door. Daniel accused your father of betraying everything the Donovan family stood for. Your father said Daniel was naive, that business required compromise, that the development was good for Ashford in the long run."

	

	"What happened then?"

	

	"Daniel walked out. Said he was done trying to reach someone who'd sold his soul for a waterfront view. That was the last time they spoke before " Sarah's voice broke. "Before he died."

	

	Rachel's pen had stopped moving. "The fight Claire's father mentioned. When he said that, Daniel accused him of selling out. This must have been it."

	

	"Yes. And that's when everything accelerated." Sarah pulled out more documents, a timeline written in Daniel's precise handwriting. "After the confrontation, Daniel noticed he was being followed. His apartment was broken into, though nothing was stolen. His car was vandalized. He was getting threatening phone calls from blocked numbers."

	

	"He was scared," Claire said. It wasn't a question.

	

	"Terrified. But also determined. He said if they were trying to intimidate him, it meant he was close to something they couldn't afford to have exposed. So he pushed harder." Sarah's hands were shaking now. "I begged him to stop. To go to the FBI, to let professionals handle it. But he said he had to see it through. That he owed it to the people who'd been hurt."

	

	Marcus recognized the sentiment; it was exactly what he would have said at twenty-three. What he had said, countless times, chasing stories that mattered more than safety. He'd encouraged that idealism in Daniel, and now Daniel was dead because of it.

	

	"The meeting on September 13th," Marcus said. "With Elliot Sanders. That was supposed to be the culmination of the investigation?"

	

	"Yes. Elliot had finally agreed to provide internal ADC documents, proof of the money laundering, the offshore accounts, everything. But there was something else. Something Daniel didn't want to put in his files because it was too dangerous."

	

	Sarah reached into her bag again, this time pulling out a small digital recorder. "Daniel gave this to me the day before he died. Made me promise to keep it safe, to only listen to it if something happened to him. I've carried it for seven years, too afraid to let anyone hear it."

	

	She set the recorder on the table. Claire stared at it like it was a bomb.

	

	"What's on it?" Rachel asked.

	

	"A conversation between Mayor Pemberton and Victoria Chen. Daniel managed to bug Pemberton's office completely illegally, I know, but he was desperate. This recording is from September 10th, four days before he died."

	

	Sarah pressed play.

	

	The audio quality was poor, but the voices were clear enough. Pemberton's smooth politician's tone came through first.

	

	" can't continue like this. The boy has too much. If he publishes, we're all going to prison."

	

	Victoria Chen's voice, colder: "Then we ensure he doesn't publish. It's simple risk management, Richard. One problem, one solution."

	

	"You're talking about killing someone. A twenty-three-year-old kid."

	

	"I'm talking about protecting a hundred-million-dollar operation. The 'kid' has chosen to make himself a threat. Threats get eliminated."

	

	"What about Thomas? He'll never agree to this. It's his family."

	

	"Thomas will do what he's told. He's in too deep to grow a conscience now. Besides, he already tried to get the evidence from his son. The boy refused. Thomas knows what's coming."

	

	There was a pause, then Pemberton again, quieter: "When?"

	

	"Soon. We're tracking his movements. When he meets his source, we'll be waiting. Make it look like an accident, a drunk journalist falls off a pier. Tragic, but not suspicious."

	

	The recording ended. The silence in the kitchen was absolute.

	

	Claire was white-faced, gripping the edge of the table. Marcus felt rage building in his chest, hearing them discuss Daniel's murder so casually, like he was a business problem to be solved rather than a human being.

	

	"Daniel heard this four days before they killed him," Rachel said, her voice shaking. "Why didn't he go straight to the police?"

	

	"Because he didn't trust the police," Sarah said. "Look at the next document."

	

	She pulled out a bank statement showing monthly payments from ADC to various Ashford police officers, including the detective who'd investigated Daniel's death and ruled it an accident.

	

	"They owned the police department. At least the parts that mattered. Daniel knew if he went to local law enforcement, he'd be signing his own death warrant. He was waiting to gather enough evidence to go directly to the FBI or the state attorney general's office."

	

	"But he ran out of time," Marcus said.

	

	"Yes. On September 13th, he met Elliot Sanders at the pier. Elliot gave him the documents proving everything, enough to bring down the entire operation. But someone was watching. Someone called Pemberton, and Pemberton called Victoria Chen, and Chen sent Vincent Calabrese."

	

	Sarah's voice was trembling now, tears streaming down her face. "I was supposed to meet Daniel after. We had plans to celebrate that he'd finally have everything he needed, and we could be together without this investigation hanging over us. But he never came. And when they found his body the next morning, I knew. I knew it wasn't an accident."

	

	Claire reached across the table and took Sarah's hand. "Why didn't you come forward? Why didn't you tell someone?"

	

	"Because they came to me. Victoria Chen, personally. Showed up at my apartment two days after the funeral. Said she knew Daniel and I were close, and knew I might have copies of his research. She said if I disappeared and kept quiet, I'd live. If I talked, I'd end up like Daniel. So I ran. Went to Seattle, changed my name for a while, tried to build a new life."

	

	"But you kept all of this," Rachel said, gesturing to the evidence spread across the table. "You kept Daniel's files, the recording, everything."

	

	"Because I knew someday I'd have to come back. I knew I couldn't live with myself if Daniel's death meant nothing. I just needed to wait until it was safe, until someone else was willing to stand up and fight." She looked at Claire. "When you called, when you said you were reopening the investigation, I knew it was time. Whatever happens to me now, at least Daniel will finally get justice."

	

	Marcus was already photographing every document, creating a digital backup. "Elliot Sanders. He has the original ADC documents?"

	

	"Yes. Financial records, emails, meeting notes, and everything Daniel asked for. He's been living under federal protection for the past three years. Turned state's evidence in an unrelated organized crime case in exchange for witness protection. But he's willing to testify about Daniel if we can guarantee his safety."

	

	"Morrison can do that," Rachel said. "He'll have to coordinate with the FBI and the state attorney general, but with this evidence," she gestured to the files, " they'll have no choice but to move forward with a full investigation."

	

	Claire had been silent, processing everything. Now she stood abruptly, pacing to the window.

	

	"My father knew," she said. "He knew Pemberton and Chen were planning to kill Daniel. He tried to get the evidence from Daniel to give to them, to save his life by betraying his investigation. And when that failed, he just... what? Hoped they wouldn't actually do it?"

	

	"According to Elliot, your father called Pemberton the night of September 13th," Sarah said quietly. "I tried to call off the hit. But by then, Calabrese was already at the pier. It was too late."

	

	"Too little, too late. The story of Thomas Donovan's parenting." Claire's laugh was bitter. "He spent my whole childhood putting business first, and now I find out it cost Daniel his life."

	

	Marcus joined her at the window. "For what it's worth, I think your father has been living in hell for seven years. The guilt is eating him alive."

	

	"Good. It should." But Claire's voice cracked. "I don't know how to process this. He helped create the organization that killed Daniel. He took their money. He tried to trade Daniel's investigation for protection. But he also tried to stop it at the end. What am I supposed to do with that?"

	

	"You're supposed to focus on getting justice," Rachel said firmly. "Your father's guilt is his problem. Your job is to make sure Pemberton and Chen pay for what they did."

	

	A knock at the door made them all jump. Detective Morrison entered, escorted by one of the uniformed officers.

	

	"Ms. Wickham, glad you made it safely. I understand you have significant evidence related to the Daniel Hartley case?" His eyes moved to the documents spread across the table. "Is that what I think it is?"

	

	"Proof of a criminal conspiracy involving Mayor Pemberton, Victoria Chen, and others to commit extortion, money laundering, and murder," Rachel said, shifting into lawyer mode. "My client is prepared to provide testimony and physical evidence in exchange for immunity from any charges related to withholding evidence."

	

	"Your client?" Morrison raised an eyebrow.

	

	"As of ten minutes ago, yes. Ms. Wickham has retained me to represent her interests in this matter."

	

	Smart move, Marcus thought. Rachel was protecting Sarah from any blowback for not coming forward sooner.

	

	Morrison pulled out a chair and sat down. "Walk me through it. Everything. And I want that recording."

	

	For the next two hours, Sarah recounted Daniel's investigation in detail. Morrison listened without interrupting, occasionally making notes, his expression growing grimmer with each revelation. When Sarah finished, he sat back and ran a hand through his hair.

	

	"This is bigger than I thought. We're talking about corruption at every level of Ashford's government. The mayor, the police department, and city council members who approved the development permits all compromised."

	

	"Which is why we need to bring in outside investigators," Rachel said. "State police, FBI, someone who can't be influenced by local politics."

	

	"Already done. I contacted the FBI field office in Portland this morning after reviewing the evidence you uploaded. They're sending a team tomorrow." Morrison looked at Sarah. "You said Elliot Sanders has the original ADC documents?"

	

	"Yes. He's waiting for my signal to come forward."

	

	"Give it. I want him here tomorrow with those documents. And I want all of this," he gestured to the evidence on the table," photographed, cataloged, and secured as evidence."

	

	"What about Pemberton?" Marcus asked. "Are you bringing him in?"

	

	"Not yet. The FBI wants to build an airtight case before we make arrests. We're talking about charging a sitting mayor with murder, racketeering, and corruption. We get one shot at this. If we move too soon and he gets bail, he'll run."

	

	"So he just walks around free while we know he ordered Daniel's murder?" Claire's voice was dangerous.

	

	"For now, yes. But we'll have surveillance on him twenty-four seven. If he jaywalks so much as jaywalks, we'll know about it." Morrison stood. "In the meantime, you three stay here. Don't go anywhere without a police escort. Don't contact anyone outside this investigation. And definitely don't try to confront Pemberton or Chen yourself."

	

	After Morrison left with copies of all the evidence, the four of them sat in exhausted silence. Sarah looked wrung out, like sharing Daniel's files had taken everything she had.

	

	"There's one more thing," she said finally. "Something I haven't told anyone, not even Elliot. Something I need you to understand before this all becomes public."

	

	Claire tensed. "What is it?"

	

	Sarah's hands twisted in her lap. "The text message you received last night, asking about a baby. That wasn't random. Someone knows."

	

	"Know what?" Marcus asked, though he had a sinking feeling he already knew the answer.

	

	"I was pregnant when Daniel died. Three months pregnant with his child. We were going to tell people after his investigation was finished, after we could celebrate properly." Tears streamed down Sarah's face. "I lost the baby two weeks after Daniel's funeral. The stress, the grief, my body just couldn't hold on."

	

	Claire made a wounded sound and crossed the room, pulling Sarah into her arms. "Oh, Sarah. I'm so sorry. I had no idea."

	

	"Nobody did. I never told anyone. I just wanted to forget, to move on, to pretend that part of my life never happened. But someone knows. Someone sent you that message to destabilize us, to make you doubt my credibility when I came forward."

	

	"Who?" Rachel demanded. "Who knew about the pregnancy?"

	

	"Daniel knew, obviously. And I told one person, someone, I thought I could trust." Sarah pulled back from Claire, wiping her eyes. "I told Victoria Chen."

	

	The room went silent.

	

	"You what?" Marcus said.

	

	"After she threatened me, after she told me to disappear or die, I told her I was pregnant with Daniel's child. I thought maybe it would make her see Daniel as more than just a problem to be solved. Maybe if she knew there was a baby," Sarah's voice broke. "She said it didn't matter. That Daniel had made his choices, and I should make mine. And then she said something that still haunts me."

	

	"What?" Claire asked.

	

	"She said, 'The Donovan family has already lost one child. It would be a shame if they lost another.' And then she left."

	

	Marcus felt cold fury settle over him. "She threatened your baby."

	

	"Yes. So I ran. And I lost the baby anyway, but by then it was too late to come back. I was too afraid, too broken, too guilty for not being able to protect the last piece of Daniel that existed in the world."

	

	Rachel's face was hard with anger. "Victoria Chen is playing us. She gives us evidence against Pemberton, positions herself as a reformed criminal seeking redemption, but she's been manipulating this entire investigation from the start."

	

	"The question is why," Marcus said. "What does she gain from exposing Pemberton now?"

	

	"Immunity," Claire said slowly. "She testifies against Pemberton and my father, making herself look like a whistleblower instead of a conspirator. She walks away clean while they go to prison."

	

	"We need to tell Morrison," Rachel said, already reaching for her phone.

	

	"Tell him what?" Sarah asked. "Is Victoria Chen manipulative? He already knows that. She's a criminal informant, of course, she's trying to cut the best deal for herself."

	

	"Then we make sure the deal she gets isn't good enough," Claire said. Her voice was cold, harder than Marcus had ever heard it. "She threatened your baby. She watched my brother die. She's been orchestrating this entire reunion to serve her own purposes. I want her held accountable, not given immunity."

	

	Marcus looked at the woman he'd once loved, the woman he still loved, if he was honest with himself, and saw something new in her eyes. Not the grief-stricken sister or the wounded ex-girlfriend. This was Claire Donovan, as he'd never seen her: focused, angry, and absolutely determined to see justice done, no matter what it cost.

	

	"Then we play her game better than she does," he said. "We give her enough rope to hang herself."

	

	The FBI arrived in Ashford at 6:17 the next morning.

	

	Marcus watched from the safe house window as three unmarked SUVs rolled up the dirt road, followed by a van that looked like it belonged to a cable company but was almost certainly surveillance. Men and women in plainclothes emerged, all of them carrying the quiet confidence of people who'd done this a hundred times before. Detective Morrison was with them, looking like he hadn't slept in two days.

	

	Rachel met them at the door and immediately shifted into full lawyer mode, demanding credentials, badge numbers, and the name of the supervising agent before she'd let anyone past the threshold. Marcus had to admire her. In the middle of a conspiracy that reached into the police department itself, trust was a luxury you earned.

	

	The supervising agent was a woman named Dana Halabi, mid-forties, sharp-eyed, with a voice that carried the kind of authority that made even Morrison straighten his posture. "Ms. Kim, Mr. Reid, Ms. Donovan, Ms. Wickham. I know you've all been through hell. I'm here to make sure no one else gets hurt and that the people responsible for Daniel Hartley's murder face justice. But I need complete honesty from all of you. No more surprises. No more secret messages. No more freelance investigating. Understood?"

	

	Claire stepped forward. "There's something you need to know before we go any further. Victoria Chen has been manipulating this investigation from the start. She gave us evidence against Mayor Pemberton, yes, but she's also been feeding us selective information to position herself as a whistleblower and to implicate my father while minimizing her own role. Last night, someone sent a message to our secure phone line asking about Sarah's pregnancy, a detail only Daniel, Sarah, and Victoria Chen knew about. Chen is playing both sides."

	

	Halabi's expression didn't change, but Marcus saw her hand signal to one of the agents behind her. A silent communication: trace it, now. "Ms. Donovan, thank you for telling me that. We're already aware that Ms. Chen is attempting to negotiate immunity in exchange for her testimony. What we didn't know was that she appears to be actively interfering with our investigation. That changes things."

	

	"You can't give her immunity," Claire said. "Not after what she did. Not after she threatened Sarah's baby. Not after she stood there and watched Daniel die."

	

	"I'm not making any promises about immunity," Halabi said carefully. "What I am going to do is use her. Ms. Chen wants to be the hero of this story. Fine. We'll let her think she's pulling the strings. Meanwhile, my team will be building a case against her based on the evidence you all have provided, plus the forensic work we're doing on her communications, her financial records, and the murder of Vincent Calabrese. If she lied about her involvement in Daniel Hartley's death, we'll prove it."

	

	Rachel cleared her throat. "Agent Halabi, my client Sarah Wickham has additional evidence, an audio recording of Pemberton and Chen discussing Daniel's murder four days before it happened. She also has Daniel's complete investigative files, including proof of ADC's money laundering operation and the corruption of local officials. We're prepared to turn all of it over, but we need guarantees regarding Ms. Wickham's safety and protection for Elliot Sanders, who's willing to testify about the ADC documents he provided to Daniel."

	

	Halabi nodded. "Mr. Sanders is already in federal custody under protective detail. As for Ms. Wickham, she'll be moved to a secure federal facility until the trial. Same for all of you, actually. This safe house has been compromised; someone knew about that text message, which means we have been compromised. You're all coming with us."

	

	Marcus felt a knot form in his stomach. "Where are we going?"

	

	"A secure FBI field office outside Portland. No one knows you're there except my team. We'll debrief you individually, verify all the evidence, and prepare you for what's coming next." Halabi's gaze swept the room. "I won't sugarcoat this. Richard Pemberton is a sitting mayor with powerful friends. Victoria Chen has connections to organized crime. Thomas Donovan, for all his complicity, still has significant influence in this community. They're going to fight back. Hard. And if they realize how much we actually know, they'll try to eliminate witnesses."

	

	Claire's hand found Marcus's without looking at him. It was a small gesture, but it sent a jolt through him anyway. "We're not backing down," she said. "Daniel didn't back down. Neither will we."

	

	The transfer to Portland was executed with military precision. They were loaded into separate vehicles, driven in a circuitous route with decoy cars, and brought into the FBI field office through an underground garage. By the time Marcus actually saw daylight again, it was nearly noon, and he felt like he'd traveled to another planet.

	

	The field office was a maze of secure corridors and windowless interview rooms. Marcus was taken to one such room where Agent Halabi and a forensic accountant named Patel waited with laptops and stacks of Daniel's files.

	

	"Mr. Reid," Halabi said, gesturing for him to sit. "I need you to walk me through everything you know about the Ashford Development Corporation. Start from the beginning. And don't leave anything out, no matter how insignificant it might seem."

	

	So Marcus did. He told them about Daniel's early suspicions, about the pattern of below-market property sales, about the intimidation tactics, about the shell corporations he'd traced to Victoria Chen. He showed them his own seven-year timeline of investigation, the leads he'd chased, the dead ends, the evidence he'd gathered that had never quite been enough to take to authorities because the local police were compromised.

	

	Patel, the forensic accountant, was particularly interested in the money trail. "This is excellent work," she said, pointing to Marcus's flowchart of offshore transfers. "But Daniel's files go deeper. Look at this."

	

	She pulled up a spreadsheet Daniel had created. It showed ADC's property acquisitions over five years, cross-referenced with campaign contributions to Richard Pemberton's mayoral campaigns and "consulting fees" paid to companies owned by Thomas Donovan.

	

	"The fraud isn't just the below-market purchases," Patel explained. "It's the entire development approval process. ADC would acquire properties through intimidation, then apply for zoning variances and development permits. Pemberton, as mayor, would fast-track the approvals. Donovan, with his political connections and supposed opposition to ADC, would publicly object just enough to make it look legitimate, while privately ensuring the permits went through. Then they'd split the profits through these shell companies."

	

	"Daniel figured all this out when he was twenty-three," Marcus said, a mix of pride and grief tightening his chest. "He was brilliant."

	

	"He was," Halabi agreed. "And he got killed for it. Which is why we're going to make sure his work wasn't in vain."

	

	Across the hall, Claire was having her own debrief with a victim specialist and an agent who specialized in organized crime. Rachel was with Sarah, preparing her formal statement and coordinating with the U.S. Attorney's office. The machinery of justice was finally moving, grinding slowly but inexorably toward the people who'd destroyed their lives.

	

	At 3:30 p.m., Halabi came to Marcus's interview room with an update that made his blood run cold. "We have a problem. Victoria Chen requested a private meeting with you and Claire Donovan. Said she has 'new information' about Daniel's death that she won't share with anyone else. She insisted it has to be just the two of you, no FBI, no police."

	

	Marcus stood up so fast his chair fell over. "Absolutely not. It's a trap."

	

	"Obviously. But it might also be an opportunity." Halabi's expression was calculating. "Chen thinks she's in control of this situation. She thinks she can manipulate you two the way she's been manipulating everyone else. What if we let her try? What if we give her the meeting she wants, but we control the environment, record everything, and see what she reveals when she thinks she's speaking off the record to the victim's family?"

	

	"You're talking about using Claire as bait," Marcus said, his voice hard.

	

	"I'm talking about using all of us as bait. We'll be there, Marcus. Hidden, armed, ready to move the second anything feels wrong. But Chen has been three steps ahead of us because she knows things we don't. This might be our chance to find out what those things are."

	

	"And if you're wrong? If she brought backup, if this is the cleanup crew coming to finish the job they started with that car crash?"

	

	"Then we arrest her for obstruction of justice and conspiracy to commit murder, and we use the attempted meeting as evidence of her continued criminal activity." Halabi held his gaze. "I won't force Claire to do this. But I think she'd want the choice. And I think, if you two go in together, you'll see through Chen's bullshit better than any of my agents could."

	

	Marcus didn't like it. Every instinct screamed that this was reckless, dangerous, exactly the kind of thing that got people killed. But Halabi was right about one thing: Victoria Chen had been playing them all like chess pieces. If they wanted to beat her, they needed to stop reacting to her moves and start forcing her to reveal her own strategy.

	

	Claire agreed to the meeting before Marcus even finished explaining it to her. "I want to look her in the eye," she said. "I want to hear her try to justify what she did to Daniel. And I want her to know that we're not her pawns anymore."

	

	The meeting was set for 7 p.m. at a neutral location: a public park in Portland with plenty of open space, clear sightlines, and FBI snipers positioned on nearby rooftops. Marcus and Claire were wired with audio and video recorders. A dozen agents in plainclothes mingled with the evening joggers and dog walkers, close enough to intervene in seconds.

	

	Victoria Chen arrived precisely on time, alone as promised. She looked immaculate as always in a cream-colored suit, her black hair pulled back in that severe bun. If she was nervous about walking into what was essentially an FBI operation, she didn't show it.

	

	"Ms. Donovan. Mr. Reid." She greeted them with a polite nod, as if they were business associates rather than the family of the man she'd watched die. "Thank you for coming. I know this must be difficult."

	

	"Cut the bullshit, Chen," Claire said. Her voice was steady, cold. "You didn't ask to meet us because you have new information about Daniel. You asked to meet us because you're scared. The FBI is building a case against you, and you're looking for a way to spin this in your favor. So say whatever you came to say and then get the hell away from us."

	

	A flicker of something, annoyance, maybe respect, crossed Chen's face. "Very well. Straight to the point. I admire that." She glanced around the park, taking in the innocent bystanders, the setting sun, and the normalcy of it all. "Richard Pemberton is planning to flee the country tonight. He has a private jet waiting at a small airfield outside Augusta. Destination: Belize, where he has substantial assets and no extradition treaty with the United States."

	

	Marcus felt his pulse spike. If that was true, they had hours, not days, to move.

	

	"Why are you telling us this?" he asked. "What's in it for you?"

	

	Chen's smile was thin. "Insurance. Pemberton is going down, one way or another. If he flees, he takes with him evidence that could implicate me. If he's in custody, I can negotiate from a position of cooperation rather than desperation. And I want you two to know something else." Her gaze fixed on Claire. "Your father tried to stop Daniel's murder. I know you think he was complicit, and yes, he made terrible choices. But on September 13th, he called Pemberton three times, begging him to call off Vincent Calabrese. The last call was at 11:52 p.m., eight minutes after Daniel sent that text to Marcus saying he had the proof. Your father tried to save him. He just didn't try soon enough."

	

	Claire's face went perfectly still. Marcus could see the war playing out behind her eyes, relieved that her father hadn't been completely monstrous, warring with the knowledge that his last-minute attempt at redemption didn't bring Daniel back.

	

	"That's convenient," Claire said. "A nice little absolution for Thomas Donovan, delivered by the woman who orchestrated his ruin."

	

	"I don't care about Thomas Donovan's absolution. I care about the truth. Something you two claim to value." Chen took a step closer, lowering her voice. "There's one more thing. The person who sent you those photographs, who brought you back to Ashford, who fed you information about Sarah's pregnancy wasn't me. I've been trying to figure out who it is, too. Someone has been playing all of us. Someone who wanted Daniel's case reopened but has their own agenda."

	

	Marcus's mind raced. If Chen wasn't the puppet master, then who was? And why had they gone to such elaborate lengths to orchestrate this reunion?

	

	Before he could ask, Halabi's voice crackled in his earpiece: "Move in. Pemberton's jet is taxiing. We need to go now."

	

	Agents emerged from everywhere at once, moving toward Chen with handcuffs. But Chen didn't look surprised. She looked resigned.

	

	"I suppose this was inevitable," she said as an agent took her arm. "Tell Agent Halabi I want full immunity and witness protection in exchange for everything I know about Pemberton's flight plans, his offshore accounts, and the names of every official he bribed in the past decade. Otherwise, I say nothing."

	

	"You don't get to negotiate from a position of strength, Chen," Claire said. "Not after what you did to my brother."

	

	Chen met her gaze steadily. "No. But I can negotiate from a position of usefulness. And right now, I'm the only one who can tell you exactly where Richard Pemberton is going and how to catch him before he disappears forever. Your choice, Ms. Donovan. Justice for Daniel, or your pride."

	

	It was a brutal calculation, and they both knew it. Claire looked at Marcus, asking silently for his opinion. Marcus thought about Daniel, about the seven years of grief and guilt, about the people Pemberton had hurt and would continue to hurt if he escaped.

	

	"Take the deal," he said to the lead agent who'd moved in to cuff Chen. "Full immunity for everything except Daniel Hartley's murder and the Calabrese killing. Those she answers for. Everything else, we want the names, the accounts, the flight plan, all of it."

	

	Chen's smile was small but genuine. "Smart man. You should listen to him more often, Ms. Donovan."

	

	As Chen was led away, Halabi appeared at their side, already moving. "Pemberton's jet wheels up in twelve minutes. The state police are setting up a roadblock at the airfield, but if he gets airborne."

	

	"We can get there faster," Marcus said. "I know the back roads to that airfield. I grew up here, remember?"

	

	Halabi hesitated for half a second, then nodded. "You drive. I'll ride with you. Claire, Rachel, and Sarah stay here with protective detail. This could get dangerous."

	

	Claire grabbed Marcus's arm. "No. I'm coming. This is about Daniel. I need to see it through to the end."

	

	Halabi looked like she wanted to argue, but something in Claire's expression made her reconsider. "Fine. But you stay in the car. No heroics. Understood?"

	

	They took Halabi's unmarked SUV, Marcus behind the wheel, Halabi on the phone coordinating with state police and the FAA. Claire sat in the back, rigid with tension, her hands clasped so tightly her knuckles were white.

	

	As they raced through the gathering darkness toward the airfield, Marcus felt the weight of seven years lifting slightly from his shoulders. Not gone, Daniel was still dead, the grief was still real, the damage was still done. But for the first time since that terrible night, he felt like they were finally moving toward something instead of running from it.

	

	Justice wasn't redemption. It wouldn't bring Daniel back. It wouldn't erase the mistakes he'd made or the pain he'd caused Claire. But it mattered. Daniel had believed the truth mattered. He'd died for that belief.

	

	Marcus glanced in the rearview mirror at Claire. She met his eyes, and in that moment, seven years of anger and blame and regret seemed to fall away, leaving only the two people who'd loved Daniel Hartley and had been broken by his loss.

	

	Whatever happened at that airfield, arrest or escape, victory or failure, they would face it together.

	

	The radio crackled. "Suspect vehicle approaching the airfield gate. State police moving into position. Stand by... stand by..."

	

	Marcus pressed harder on the accelerator. The airfield lights appeared in the distance, and with them, the end of one chapter and the beginning of whatever came next.

	

	 


CHAPTER 6

	

	The airfield sat at the end of a narrow two-lane road bordered by scrub pine and marsh grass. In daylight, it was a sleepy little strip used mostly by hobby pilots and crop dusters. At 7:42 p.m., under a bruised purple sky, it looked like the set of a heist movie. Two state police cruisers were angled across the entrance gate, lights flashing but sirens off. A third cruiser idled on the shoulder, blocking the only other access road. Beyond the gate, a sleek white Gulfstream was parked on the tarmac with its engines whining, cabin lights on, and stairs down. A uniformed pilot stood at the base of the stairs, checking his watch. Near the nose of the plane, Richard Pemberton paced like a caged animal in an expensive charcoal overcoat, phone pressed to his ear.

	

	Marcus killed the SUV's headlights and coasted to a stop behind a line of scrub bushes fifty yards from the gate. Agent Halabi was already out of the passenger door, radio in one hand, service weapon in the other.

	

	"State Police, this is FBI Special Agent Dana Halabi," she said into the radio. "Confirm the target is on the tarmac. I want a clean stop. No shots unless fired upon. Repeat: no shots unless fired upon."

	

	"Copy, Agent Halabi," came the response. "We have a visual. Pemberton is alone except for the flight crew. No visible security detail."

	

	"That's not like him," Marcus muttered. "Pemberton doesn't go anywhere without muscle."

	

	Claire leaned forward between the front seats, her voice tight. "Or he thinks he's untouchable. Or he thinks his 'muscle' already took care of the problem this afternoon."

	

	Halabi glanced back at her. "Stay in the vehicle, Ms. Donovan. I mean it. If this goes sideways, I need you out of the line of fire."

	

	Claire didn't answer. Her eyes were fixed on Pemberton, on the plane, on the seven years of lies that had brought them to this moment. Marcus recognized that look. She wasn't going to stay put.

	

	Halabi didn't waste time arguing. She signaled to the state troopers at the gate. Two of them advanced on foot, hands visible, calling out, "Mayor Pemberton! State Police! You're not under arrest at this time, but we need you to step away from the aircraft and speak with us."

	

	Pemberton froze. For one heartbeat, he looked like a man who'd simply been inconvenienced. Then his head snapped toward the gate, toward the cruisers, toward the armed officers moving in. His posture changed entirely. Shoulders tight. Weight shifting to the balls of his feet. A trapped animal calculating its odds.

	

	He barked something into his phone, ended the call, and bolted not toward the gate, not toward surrender, but toward the far side of the plane where a service road led to a maintenance hangar and, beyond that, the dark tree line.

	

	"Shit!" Halabi was already moving. "He's running! Don't let him reach the hangar!"

	

	The state troopers broke into a sprint. Marcus threw open his door before his brain had fully caught up with his body.

	

	"Marcus, no!" Halabi shouted.

	

	But Claire was out of the SUV too, scrambling after him. "If he gets away, he disappears forever. Daniel doesn't get justice."

	

	Halabi swore viciously, then made a split-second decision. "Fine. You two stay behind me. You do exactly what I say. If I tell you to drop, you drop. If I tell you to run, you run. Clear?"

	

	"Clear," Marcus said.

	

	"Clear," Claire echoed, though her voice shook.

	

	They ran. The cold night air burned Marcus's lungs. His ribs, still bruised from the car crash, screamed with every stride. Ahead, Pemberton rounded the tail of the Gulfstream and disappeared behind the plane. One trooper tried to cut him off at an angle; Pemberton veered hard and shoulder-checked the man, sending him sprawling onto the tarmac.

	

	"Stop! Police!" the trooper yelled, scrambling back to his feet.

	

	Pemberton didn't stop. He yanked open the side door of the maintenance hangar, a corrugated steel building with a roll-up bay door, and vanished inside.

	

	Halabi skidded to a halt at the hangar door, weapon raised. She held up a hand to the troopers behind her, signaling them to fan out and cover the exits. Then she looked back at Marcus and Claire.

	

	"Stay here," she whispered. "I mean it this time."

	

	Marcus nodded. Claire didn't. Her jaw was set, her eyes fixed on the hangar doorway like she could tell the truth out of it by force of grief alone.

	

	Halabi slipped inside.

	

	For five seconds, there was only the distant whine of the Gulfstream's engines and the harsh sound of Marcus and Claire's breathing. Then, from inside the hangar: "FBI! Richard Pemberton, show me your hands!"

	

	A pause.

	

	Then Pemberton's voice, smooth even now, even cornered: "Agent Halabi. This is a misunderstanding. I was merely trying to avoid a media circus. If we could discuss this like reasonable adults."

	

	"Hands. In the air. Now."

	

	Another pause. Marcus could picture it: Pemberton weighing his options, calculating whether charm or threat would get him out of this. Pemberton had built his entire life on the belief that he was untouchable, that money and influence could erase consequences.

	

	Then a metallic clank, like a tool being knocked over. Footsteps. Fast.

	

	Pemberton burst out of the hangar door at a dead sprint, heading straight for the tree line. He had something in his hand, a small pistol.

	

	"Gun!" Halabi shouted from inside the hangar. "He's armed!"

	

	The nearest state trooper raised his own weapon. "Freeze! Drop the gun!"

	

	Pemberton didn't freeze. He fired wildly over his shoulder, not aiming, just trying to buy space. The shot cracked through the night. Everyone hit the ground except Pemberton, who kept running, and Claire, who was suddenly moving forward.

	

	"Claire!" Marcus grabbed her arm but missed. She was already sprinting toward Pemberton, not directly at him but at an angle, cutting off his path to the trees.

	

	"What the hell is she doing?" Halabi yelled, emerging from the hangar with her weapon trained on Pemberton's back.

	

	Marcus didn't have an answer. He only knew he couldn't let Claire get within range of that gun. He ran after her.

	

	Pemberton saw Claire angling toward him and skidded to a stop, wheeling the pistol in her direction. "Stay back!" he shouted. His face was slick with sweat, his carefully cultivated charisma stripped away to reveal pure panic. "This is all a mistake. You don't understand what's happening here."

	

	"I understand perfectly," Claire said. She stopped ten feet from him, hands open at her sides, voice eerily calm. "You ordered my brother's murder. I heard the recording. I saw the proof. There's nowhere left for you to hide, Richard."

	

	Pemberton's grip tightened on the pistol. His eyes darted to Marcus, to the troopers closing in, to Halabi with her weapon raised. He was cornered, and cornered men do desperate things.

	

	"You think this is about your brother?" Pemberton spat. "Your brother was a naive little boy playing journalist. He stumbled into something he didn't understand. I tried to warn him. I tried to get Thomas to control him. But no. The Donovan family always thinks it's above everyone else. Rules don't apply to you, people."

	

	Marcus slowed his approach, keeping his hands visible. "Put the gun down, Richard. It's over."

	

	Pemberton laughed, a high, broken sound. "Over? This is just the beginning. Do you have any idea how much money is at stake? How many powerful people are invested in ADC? If I go down, I take half the state government with me. So no. I'm not putting the gun down. I'm getting on that plane, and you're going to let me."

	

	Halabi's voice cut through the night, steady and authoritative. "Mayor Pemberton, you have five seconds to drop your weapon. One. Two."

	

	Pemberton's hand shook. His finger tightened on the trigger, just slightly.

	

	Claire took one careful step forward. "Daniel was twenty-three years old," she said softly. "He believed you were supposed to serve this town. He believed the truth mattered more than money. And you killed him for a development deal. Look at me, Richard. Look at the face of the sister whose brother you murdered. And tell me you still think you're the victim here."

	

	Pemberton's gaze locked on Claire's face. For a split second, something like shame flickered across his features. It was gone almost instantly, replaced by the cold calculation of a man who'd spent his life choosing self-preservation over humanity.

	

	He swung the pistol toward Claire.

	

	Marcus didn't think. He lunged forward, throwing his body between Claire and the gun just as Pemberton fired.

	

	The shot went wide, whether because Pemberton's aim was thrown off by Marcus's movement or because Halabi fired simultaneously, Marcus would never know. He hit the tarmac hard, taking Claire down with him, shielding her with his body. Another shot cracked the air. Then a third.

	

	Silence.

	

	For one terrifying heartbeat, Marcus couldn't tell if he'd been hit. His ears rang. His chest felt like it had been caved in, but that was probably just adrenaline and bruised ribs. He rolled off Claire, frantically checking her.

	

	"Are you okay? Claire, are you hit?"

	

	Claire stared up at him, wide-eyed, alive. "No. I'm fine. You "

	

	"I'm good." He pushed himself to his hands and knees and looked toward Pemberton.

	

	Richard Pemberton lay on the tarmac twenty feet away, face down, one arm twisted beneath him. The pistol had skittered out of his reach. Agent Halabi stood over him, weapon still trained on his back, her face carved from stone.

	

	"Suspect is down," Halabi said into her radio. "Medical unit to the maintenance hangar area. The officer needs assistance as well."

	

	Marcus followed her gaze. The state trooper Pemberton, who had been shoulder-checked, was sitting up now, clutching his shoulder where a bullet had grazed him. Blood, but not life-threatening. The trooper gave a shaky thumbs-up when he saw Marcus looking.

	

	Halabi kept her weapon on Pemberton while two other troopers rushed in to cuff him and kick the pistol farther away. Pemberton groaned as they rolled him onto his back. His expensive overcoat was soaked with blood from a wound high in his chest. His breathing was shallow, labored.

	

	"This wasn't supposed to happen," he wheezed, looking up at Halabi with unfocused eyes. "I had arrangements. People were supposed to "

	

	"Save your breath for your lawyer," Halabi said. "Richard Pemberton, you're under arrest for conspiracy to commit murder, racketeering, extortion, fraud, and attempted flight to avoid prosecution. You have the right to remain silent..."

	

	Claire stood slowly, Marcus steadying her with a hand on her elbow. She stared down at Pemberton, at the man who'd ordered her brother's death as casually as ordering dinner. There was no triumph in her expression, no satisfaction. Only a bone-deep exhaustion and a grief that had finally found its target.

	

	"You don't get to call this a misunderstanding," she said quietly. "You don't get to pretend you didn't know exactly what you were doing. Daniel was a person. He had a whole life ahead of him. And you took that from him because it was profitable."

	

	Pemberton's lips moved, but no sound came out. The paramedics arrived and pushed past them, dropping to their knees beside him. One of them looked up at Halabi. "He's lost a lot of blood. We need to move him now."

	

	Halabi nodded. "Get him to the hospital. Full guard. I want two agents with him at all times."

	

	As the paramedics loaded Pemberton onto a gurney and rushed him toward an ambulance, Halabi turned to Marcus and Claire. Her professional composure cracked just slightly; relief showed around the edges.

	

	"That was incredibly reckless," she said to Claire. "You could have been killed."

	

	"I know," Claire said. "But he was going to shoot you or one of the troopers. Someone had to distract him."

	

	Halabi exhaled slowly. "Next time, let the people with badges and body armor distract you. Please."

	

	Marcus looked at Claire. "You scared the hell out of me."

	

	"I scared the hell out of myself." She met his gaze. "But when I saw him pointing that gun at you... I couldn't just stand there."

	

	Before Marcus could respond, his phone, his actual phone, the one he'd been told not to use because it was compromised, buzzed in his pocket. He pulled it out. An unknown number. A text.

	

	"Well done. Pemberton was always the expendable one. But the game isn't over. Ask Thomas Donovan about the September 12th meeting. Ask him who really called Vincent Calabrese that night. The truth has layers, Mr. Reid. Don't stop digging now. -A Friend"

	

	Marcus showed the phone to Halabi. Her expression went cold.

	

	"That number again. The same one that asked about Sarah's pregnancy." She took the phone from him carefully, using a pen to avoid touching the screen directly. "We'll trace it. But this confirms it: someone else is orchestrating this. Someone who wanted Pemberton exposed but has their own agenda. Someone who knew about September 12th, a date we haven't even focused on yet."

	

	Claire frowned. "September 12th. Two days before Daniel died. What happened then?"

	

	Marcus thought back to Daniel's journal, to the timeline Sarah had shown them. "Daniel had a meeting that day. He didn't write down who it was with, just that it was 'important' and that he 'finally got confirmation.' But he never specified what the confirmation was."

	

	Halabi's radio crackled. "Agent Halabi, this is dispatch. We have a situation at the county detention facility. Thomas Donovan is requesting an immediate meeting with you, Ms. Donovan, and Mr. Reid. Says he has information about September 12th, and he won't speak to anyone else."

	

	Claire and Marcus exchanged a look. Another layer of the conspiracy was about to be peeled back.

	

	"Tell him we'll be there in twenty minutes," Halabi said into the radio. Then, to Marcus and Claire: "Whatever Thomas Donovan has to say, we hear it together. And this time, we verify every word against the evidence before we believe a damn thing anyone tells us."

	

	Marcus nodded. Claire slipped her hand back into his, and they walked together toward the SUV, leaving Richard Pemberton's failed escape and the first real measure of justice for Daniel behind them in the glare of police lights.

	

	The county detention facility smelled like industrial cleaner and old coffee. Fluorescent lights buzzed overhead as Agent Halabi, Marcus, and Claire were led through a series of locked doors to a small interview room with a one-way mirror. Two armed deputies stood outside. Another FBI agent, a broad-shouldered man named Ruiz, waited inside with a digital recorder already running.

	

	"Thomas Donovan is in holding," Ruiz said. "He demanded to see his daughter and Mr. Reid. Refused to talk to anyone else. Said if we didn't bring you in the next thirty minutes, he'd 'take the truth to his grave.' His exact words."

	

	Claire's jaw tightened. "He doesn't get to make demands. Not after everything."

	

	Halabi put a hand on Claire's arm, gentle but firm. "I know you're angry. But if he knows something about September 12th, something the person texting Marcus is trying to steer us toward, we need to hear it. We'll control the room. We'll verify everything. And you don't have to be alone with him. I'm right here."

	

	Claire stared at the scuffed metal table in the center of the room for a long moment. Marcus could see her weighing grief against justice, love against betrayal. Finally, she nodded once. "Okay. But I ask the questions."

	

	Halabi signaled to the deputy. A moment later, Thomas Donovan was brought in wearing orange county-issue scrubs, his wrists cuffed to a belly chain. He looked older than Marcus remembered, as if the last seven years had hollowed him out from the inside. His hair was grayer, his face lined, and there were dark shadows under his eyes that no amount of money or power could conceal.

	

	When he saw Claire, his composure fractured. "Clairebear," he whispered, using the childhood nickname he hadn't dared utter in years.

	

	Claire didn't flinch. She didn't soften. She pulled out the chair across from him and sat down like a prosecutor taking the bench. "Don't call me that. You asked to see me. Talk. What happened on September 12th?"

	

	Thomas's gaze flicked to Marcus, then to Halabi and Ruiz. "Alone. I asked to speak to my daughter and Mr. Reid alone."

	

	"No," Halabi said flatly. "Not happening. You can talk here, in front of us, or you can keep your secrets. Your choice."

	

	Thomas swallowed. For a man who'd spent his life commanding rooms, being on the other side of the table clearly cost him. "Fine. September 12th. Two days before Daniel died. I had a meeting with Richard Pemberton and Victoria Chen at the Ashford Yacht Club. I thought it was about containing Daniel's investigation, about getting him to hand over the ADC documents. That's what Pemberton told me it was."

	

	Claire's voice was ice. "And was it?"

	

	"No. It was about eliminating him." Thomas's hands tightened in his cuffs until his knuckles went white. "Pemberton laid it out like he was discussing a landscaping contract. Daniel had become a liability. Said Chen had a 'solution' involving Vincent Calabrese. I told them no. I told them I would go to the police, to the FBI, to the press. Pemberton just smiled and said, 'Thomas, if you do that, we'll make sure everyone knows you were a founding partner. You'll go to prison right alongside us. And then who protects Claire? Who protects Daniel?"

	

	Marcus felt sick. It was the same leverage they'd used on Thomas for years: his children as collateral.

	

	"So you didn't go to the police," Claire said. "You didn't warn Daniel. You stayed silent and tried to negotiate with his murderers."

	

	"I tried to warn Daniel!" Thomas's voice cracked. "I called him that afternoon. I left voicemails. I went to his apartment. He wasn't there. I drove to the newspaper office where he sometimes worked late. Nothing. By the time I finally reached him, it was the evening of the 13th. He told me to stay out of it. Said he had the proof, said he was meeting his source at midnight, said if anything happened to him, the truth was already documented, and it would come out."

	

	Claire's eyes shone, but her expression remained hard. "And you believed him. So you did nothing."

	

	"I did something," Thomas shot back, desperation bleeding through his practiced composure. "I called Pemberton at 11:52 p.m. on the 13th. You heard the recording. I begged him to call it off. I offered him money, property, and my shares in every company I owned. He said it was too late. That Calabrese was already at the pier. And then he hung up on me."

	

	Silence filled the room. Even Halabi and Ruiz, professionals trained to show nothing, looked shaken.

	

	Marcus leaned forward. "The text message I got tonight. 'Ask Thomas Donovan about the September 12th meeting. Ask him who really called Vincent Calabrese that night.' Who was it, Thomas? Who made the call to send Calabrese to the pier?"

	

	Thomas's gaze dropped to the table. "I don't know. I swear to you, I don't know. Pemberton and Chen were the ones giving orders in the meeting on the 12th, but there was someone else involved. Someone they were careful not to name directly. They kept referring to 'our partner,' 'the silent investor,' 'the one who insisted the Hartley problem be handled decisively.' I assumed they meant me, or maybe some offshore backer. But now..." He looked up at Claire, pleading. "Now I wonder if there was a third person pulling strings even Pemberton answered to."

	

	Halabi exchanged a glance with Ruiz. "We've suspected for months that there might be a higher-level organizer behind ADC's money laundering operation. Someone with connections across state lines, someone insulated from the day-to-day dirty work. Pemberton was the public face. Chen was the enforcer. But the money, the real money, came from somewhere else."

	

	Marcus pulled out his phone and showed Thomas the text from "A Friend." "This person knows things they shouldn't know. They knew about September 12th. They knew about Sarah's pregnancy. They knew we'd be at that airfield tonight. Someone is orchestrating this investigation, steering us toward certain truths while hiding others. Are you that person, Thomas? Are you playing some long game to save your own skin?"

	

	Thomas looked genuinely stunned. "No. God, no. I didn't send that text. I didn't send the photographs. I didn't bring you back to Ashford. I've spent seven years trying to atone for what I did. I built a private file of evidence against Pemberton and Chen, hoping someday I could make it right without destroying Claire in the process. But I didn't dare to come forward until you two showed up with that photograph. Until I realized someone else was forcing the truth into the light, whether I was ready or not."

	

	Claire studied her father for a long moment. Marcus could see her searching his face for the lie, for the manipulation, for the self-serving calculation that had defined so much of their relationship. What she found, apparently, was something else: a broken old man finally telling the truth because he had nothing left to lose.

	

	"Where's your private file?" Claire asked.

	

	"In a safe deposit box at the First National Bank on Maple Street. Box 417. The key is in my house, taped to the back of the bottom drawer in my study desk. The access code is Daniel's birthday: 04231998." Thomas's voice softened. "I started collecting it the week after Daniel died. Every document I could find proves Pemberton and Chen's crimes. Every bank transfer. Every meeting note. I thought if I gathered enough, I could anonymously send it to the FBI. But I was a coward. I kept waiting for the 'right' time, for a way to do it without implicating myself, without hurting you. There was never a right time. There was only one now."

	

	Halabi was already on her radio, dispatching agents to Thomas's house for the key and to the bank for the safe deposit box. "Mr. Donovan, you're cooperating fully. That will be noted. But don't mistake cooperation for exoneration. You're still facing charges for conspiracy, fraud, and obstruction of justice."

	

	"I know," Thomas said quietly. "I don't expect forgiveness. I just want the truth to come out. All of it. Even the parts that destroy me."

	

	Claire stood abruptly. For a second, Marcus thought she was going to walk out. Instead, she leaned in close to her father, her voice low enough that only he and Marcus could hear.

	

	"If I find out you're lying about any of this, if this is another manipulation, another attempt to control the narrative, I will never speak to you again. Not in this life. Do you understand me?"

	

	Thomas met her gaze. Tears finally spilled down his cheeks. "Yes. I understand. And I'm sorry, Clairebear. I'm so, so sorry."

	

	Claire straightened, turned on her heel, and walked out of the interview room without looking back. Marcus followed her into the hallway, where she stopped and braced her hands against the cinderblock wall, breathing hard as if she'd just run a marathon.

	

	"You okay?" Marcus asked softly.

	

	"No. I'm not okay. My father helped create the machine that killed my brother. He stood by while they planned it. He tried to bargain with murderers to save Daniel and failed. And now he's crying in a jail cell, and I don't know whether to hate him or pity him or both." She turned to face Marcus, her eyes red-rimmed but fierce. "But the one thing I know for sure is that someone else is using all of this like a chess game. Those texts, the photographs, bring us back together, steering us toward September 12th. Someone wants something, Marcus. And I'm terrified it's not justice for Daniel."

	

	Halabi emerged from the interview room, phone to her ear. Her expression was grim. "Change of plans. Agents just recovered the key from Thomas Donovan's house. But when they went to the First National Bank for box 417, they found it already opened. Empty. Someone got there first."

	

	Marcus felt a cold weight settle in his stomach. "The 'A Friend' text sender. They knew about the safe deposit box. They knew the access code. Daniel's birthday. How would they know Daniel's birthday unless "

	

	"Unless they're connected to Daniel directly," Claire finished. "Or connected to someone close to him."

	

	Halabi ended her call. "We're pulling security footage from the bank. But whoever did this was careful. No obvious faces, no identifying clothing. Just a person in a baseball cap and gloves accessing box 417 at 2:14 p.m. today, right in the middle of the chaos with Pemberton's arrest."

	

	Marcus's phone buzzed again. Another text from an unknown number.

	

	"Nice try, Thomas. But you should know better than to keep evidence where it can be stolen. If you want the truth about September 12th, about who really called Calabrese, about who I've been protecting all these years, come alone to the old Hartley boathouse at 10 p.m. tonight. Bring the Donovan girl. No FBI. No police. Or Daniel's real killer walks free forever. -A Friend"

	

	Marcus showed the text to Halabi and Claire. Halabi swore under her breath.

	

	"This is a setup," she said. "It's obviously a setup."

	

	"Yes," Marcus agreed. "But it's also our only lead on whoever's been manipulating this entire investigation from the start. And they specifically asked for Claire."

	

	Claire took the phone from Marcus and read the text again. When she looked up, her expression was resolute. "I'm going. Not alone, obviously. But I'm going. Because whoever this 'A Friend' is, they know things about Daniel's death that no one outside that night should know. And I'm done being someone else's pawn."

	

	Halabi pinched the bridge of her nose. "Ms. Donovan, I cannot officially sanction you walking into an obvious trap. If you go, you do it without my knowledge, without FBI backup, and I can't guarantee your safety."

	

	"Understood," Claire said. "But Marcus is coming with me."

	

	Marcus didn't hesitate. "Damn right I am."

	

	Halabi stared at them for a long moment, then sighed. "Fine. But you don't go in blind. You wear wires. You carry panic buttons. And my team will be within earshot, out of sight. If anything feels wrong, you give the signal, and we move in. Deal?"

	

	"Deal," they said in unison.

	

	As they left the detention facility to prepare for the 10 p.m. meeting, Marcus couldn't shake the feeling that the "A Friend" texting them wasn't just some shadowy mastermind pulling strings. The phrasing, the specificity about protecting someone "all these years," the insistence on bringing Claire specifically, it felt personal. Intimate, even.

	

	Someone close to Daniel. Someone who'd been carrying this secret since the night he died.

	

	And in a few hours, they were finally going to find out who.

	

	 


CHAPTER 7

	

	Claire knew something was wrong the moment she saw her car.

	

	It was 7:43 a.m., the morning after they'd recovered Daniel's files from the apartment and uploaded everything to Rachel's secure cloud server. Claire had left Marcus asleep in his hotel room; they'd been up until 3 a.m. cataloging evidence, cross-referencing dates, building timelines, and driven to the Ashford General Hospital parking lot to meet with a nurse who'd worked the night shift when elderly residents came in with "accidental" injuries that coincided suspiciously with ADC property offers. The nurse had been Daniel's source for the medical records pattern. She'd agreed to meet Claire before her shift ended, nervous but willing to talk.

	

	But Claire never made it inside the hospital.

	

	Her Honda Civic sat in the far corner of the lot where she'd parked it, driver's side door hanging open, interior light still on. Even from thirty feet away, Claire could see the damage: seats slashed, stuffing pulled out in fistfuls, glove compartment torn open and emptied onto the floorboards, dashboard pried apart with something heavy and sharp. The rearview mirror dangled from its mount by a single wire. Papers from her work portfolio restoration project, notes, museum correspondence, and insurance forms were scattered across the pavement like confetti.

	

	Claire's breath caught. She stopped walking, every instinct screaming danger.

	

	A hand clamped down on her shoulder from behind.

	

	Claire spun, her fist already coming up in a defensive strike she'd learned in a self-defense class years ago and never thought she'd actually use. Her knuckles connected with something solid, a chest, maybe a shoulder, and a man's voice grunted in surprise.

	

	"Jesus, Claire! It's me!"

	

	Marcus. He caught her wrist before she could swing again, his other hand raised in a placating gesture. "It's me. You're okay. I'm sorry, I didn't mean to sneak up on you."

	

	Claire's heart hammered so hard she felt it in her teeth. "What are you doing here? I told you I was meeting the nurse alone."

	

	Marcus's expression was grim. He nodded toward her destroyed car. "Good thing I didn't listen. How long have you been here?"

	

	"Two minutes. Maybe three. I just pulled in and saw " She gestured helplessly at the wreckage. "They destroyed it. Why would they destroy it? I don't keep evidence in my car. I'm not stupid."

	

	"They're sending a message." Marcus pulled out his phone and snapped photos of the damage from multiple angles. "This isn't about finding evidence. This is about scaring you into leaving town. Whoever did this wants you to know they can get to you anytime, anywhere. Your car today. Maybe your hotel room tomorrow. Maybe you."

	

	Claire felt ice settle in her stomach. She pulled out her own phone to call the police, then stopped. "Wait. If we report this, we have to wait here for hours, giving statements. And whoever did this might still be watching to see how we react."

	

	Marcus scanned the parking lot: a few scattered cars, a maintenance worker emptying trash cans near the hospital entrance, a minivan idling in the pickup lane. No one is obviously suspicious. But that didn't mean they weren't being observed. "You're right. We document it, we leave, and we report it later to the public. Grab anything you need from the car registration, insurance, and personal items, and we'll get out of here. Now."

	

	Claire approached her ruined Civic carefully, as if it might explode. The driver's seat had been slashed so viciously that the springs poked through. Her emergency roadside kit had been dumped out, flares and jumper cables strewn across the back seat. But what made her blood run cold was the note taped to the steering wheel.

	

	It was written in block letters on plain white paper, the same deliberate anonymity as the "A Friend" texts: YOU WERE WARNED. LEAVE ASHFORD, OR THE NEXT THING WE DESTROY WON'T BE YOUR CAR.

	

	Marcus read over her shoulder. "That's not 'A Friend.' That's someone who wants us gone. Chen? The Bastiens?"

	

	"Or Pemberton," Claire said, her voice tight. "Or Halden. Or someone we haven't even identified yet." She pulled the note free, careful to touch only the edges in case there were fingerprints, and slipped it into an evidence bag she'd started carrying in her purse after the first threatening text. "Let's go. I'll deal with the car later."

	

	They left the parking lot in Marcus's rental SUV, and for the first five minutes, neither of them spoke. Marcus checked the rearview mirror obsessively. Claire kept her phone in her hand, finger hovering over Halabi's speed-dial number, ready to call for help if things got worse.

	

	Three blocks from the hospital, Marcus said quietly, "We're being followed."

	

	Claire twisted in her seat. Behind them, two cars back, was a dark blue Ford sedan with tinted windows. It had been in the hospital parking lot when they'd left. Now it was maintaining a careful, steady distance: not tailgating, not making aggressive moves, just… there. Watching.

	

	"Are you sure?" Claire asked, though she already knew the answer.

	

	"Yeah. I'm sure." Marcus took the next right turn without signaling. The blue sedan followed. He took another right, then a left, then doubled back through a residential neighborhood. The sedan stayed with them, always two or three cars back, never close enough to make its intentions obvious but never far enough to lose them.

	

	"Okay," Marcus said, his voice calm but his knuckles white on the steering wheel. "We have two choices. We lead them somewhere public and call the police, or we try to lose them and hope they give up."

	

	Claire thought fast. Ashford was a small town. There were only so many places to go. The police station was downtown, but getting there meant navigating morning traffic on Main Street, which would give the sedan plenty of opportunities to box them in or force them off the road if it wanted to escalate. The FBI field office was in Portland, an hour away. Halabi's tactical team was presumably somewhere nearby, but calling them in would mean waiting in place, becoming sitting ducks.

	

	"The old shipyard," Claire said suddenly. "On the north end of the industrial waterfront. It's been abandoned for ten years. Lots of exits, lots of places to hide if we need to ditch the car and go on foot. And it's close, less than five minutes from here."

	

	Marcus shot her a look. "You want to lead them to an abandoned shipyard where no one will hear us scream? That's your plan?"

	

	"You have a better one?"

	

	Marcus grimaced. "No. Okay. Shipyard it is. Buckle up."

	

	He floored the accelerator.

	

	The SUV surged forward, engine roaring. Behind them, the blue sedan hesitated for half a second, then sped up to match. They blew through a stop sign. Marcus checked for cross-traffic first, but barely, and took the next corner so fast the tires squealed. Claire grabbed the oh-shit handle above the passenger door and held on.

	

	The shipyard came into view: a sprawl of rusted cranes, listing dry docks, and corrugated metal warehouses with half the walls caved in. The chain-link fence that used to surround it had been cut open in a dozen places by scrappers and urban explorers. Marcus aimed for the nearest gap and drove straight through it, the SUV's undercarriage scraping ominously on broken concrete.

	

	Behind them, the blue sedan followed without hesitation.

	

	Marcus navigated the shipyard like he'd memorized a map: hard left past a collapsed loading dock, sharp right between two warehouses, straight through a narrow alley barely wide enough for the SUV's mirrors. The blue sedan kept pace, closer now, aggressive. Claire caught a glimpse of the driver, a male with a dark jacket and sunglasses, even though the morning was overcast, before Marcus took another sharp turn, and the sedan disappeared from view behind a stack of shipping containers.

	

	"We need to ditch the car," Marcus said. "If they box us in here, we're trapped."

	

	He slammed on the brakes beside the skeletal frame of an old drydock. They both jumped out and ran for the nearest warehouse, a massive structure with most of its roof missing and its interior a maze of rusted catwalks and broken machinery. Claire's boots crunched on broken glass and twisted metal. Somewhere behind them, a car door slammed. Footsteps. More than one person.

	

	Marcus pulled Claire behind a stack of rotting wooden pallets and pressed a finger to his lips. They crouched in the shadows, breathing hard. Claire's phone buzzed in her pocket, probably Halabi, probably wondering why they hadn't checked in this morning, but she didn't dare answer it. The sound would give them away.

	

	Footsteps echoed through the warehouse. Two sets, moving methodically, checking behind equipment, peering into the dark corners. A man's voice, low and irritated: "They're in here somewhere. Split up. Chen wants this handled quietly."

	

	Chen. Victoria Chen. So it was her people.

	

	Claire's pulse hammered. She met Marcus's eyes in the dim light. He mouthed, Stay quiet. She nodded.

	

	The footsteps drew closer. One set headed toward the far end of the warehouse. The other came directly toward their hiding spot. Claire could see the man's shadow on the wall now, elongated and menacing. He was ten feet away. Then five. Then 

	

	Marcus grabbed a chunk of broken concrete and hurled it across the warehouse. It clattered loudly against a metal beam. The man with the approaching shadow spun toward the sound and shouted, "Over there!"

	

	Both men ran toward the noise. Marcus grabbed Claire's hand, and they sprinted in the opposite direction, out a side door and into the blinding daylight of the shipyard. Behind them, shouts. The two men had realized the distraction and were giving chase.

	

	Marcus and Claire ran flat-out across the shipyard, dodging piles of scrap metal and rusted machinery. Claire's lungs burned. Her legs screamed. But terror was a hell of a motivator, and she didn't slow down.

	

	They reached the edge of the shipyard where the industrial zone gave way to a narrow strip of rocky beach. A row of weathered beach cottages clung to the shoreline, vacation rentals, most of them boarded up for the off-season. Marcus made a split-second decision and veered toward the nearest one, a small gray-shingled cottage with a sagging porch and a For Rent sign swinging in the wind.

	

	He kicked the door open. The lock was old and rusted; it gave way on the second kick, and they tumbled inside, slamming the door shut behind them. Marcus shoved a heavy wooden chair under the doorknob to brace it. Claire ran to the back of the cottage, checking for other exits: one back door leading to the beach, windows that opened but were too small to climb through easily.

	

	They stood in the dim, musty interior of the cottage, gasping for breath, listening. Outside, the sound of footsteps on gravel. The men were close. Searching. Claire pulled out her phone, hands shaking, and finally called Halabi.

	

	Halabi answered on the first ring. "Donovan. Where the hell are you? I've been trying to "

	

	"We're being chased," Claire interrupted, keeping her voice to a harsh whisper. "Two men, a blue sedan, followed us from the hospital and chased us into the old shipyard. We're hiding in a beach cottage at the north edge of the industrial waterfront. They work for Chen. We heard one of them say her name. We need help. Now."

	

	Halabi's voice went sharp and commanding. "Stay where you are. Don't engage. I'm dispatching tactical units to your location right now. GPS on your phone?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	"Good. Stay on the line. Keep your head down. We're five minutes out."

	

	Five minutes. Claire looked at Marcus. Five minutes felt like an eternity when armed men were hunting you outside.

	

	From the front of the cottage came the sound of footsteps on the porch. The doorknob rattled. A man's voice, calm and businesslike: "We know you're in there. Make this easy. Come out now, and we'll just talk. Stay inside, and this gets messy."

	

	Marcus positioned himself between Claire and the door, scanning the room for anything that could be used as a weapon. A fireplace poker. A heavy brass lamp. Not much, but better than nothing.

	

	Claire's phone was still on speaker. Halabi's voice: "Four minutes. Stall them. Do not open that door."

	

	The doorknob rattled harder. Then a heavy thud as one of the men kicked the door. The wooden chair, bracing it, shuddered but held. Another kick. The door frame cracked slightly.

	

	"Back door," Marcus hissed. "If they breach the front, we go out the back and run for the water. Halabi's team will see us better if we're in the open."

	

	Claire nodded. They moved toward the back of the cottage. The kicking continued at the front door. On the third impact, the chair splintered, and the door flew open.

	

	Two men entered, both in dark jackets, both holding compact pistols. The one in front of the driver of the sedan smiled when he saw Claire and Marcus backed into the corner near the rear exit. "There you are. Ms. Donovan, Mr. Reid. Ms. Chen sends her regards. She'd like you to stop poking around in things that don't concern you."

	

	Marcus shifted slightly, putting himself more fully in front of Claire. "Tell Chen we're not going anywhere. And tell her the FBI is about ninety seconds away, so unless you want to add 'assaulting federal witnesses' to your rap sheet, you should leave. Now."

	

	The man's smile didn't waver. "The FBI can't help you if you're dead."

	

	He raised the pistol.

	

	Claire's world narrowed to the black circle of the gun barrel pointing at Marcus's chest. Time seemed to slow. She heard Halabi's voice on the phone, tinny and distant, shouting orders to her team. She heard the waves crashing on the beach outside. She heard her own heartbeat, impossibly loud.

	

	And then she heard sirens.

	

	The man with the gun hesitated, head cocked, listening. The sirens were close. Getting closer. The second man grabbed his partner's arm. "We're blown. Move!"

	

	They turned and ran back out the front door. Seconds later, the blue sedan's engine roared to life. Tires spun on gravel. By the time Claire and Marcus stumbled out onto the porch, the sedan was disappearing around the corner of the shipyard, and three black SUVs with federal plates were screaming into view, sirens wailing, agents pouring out in tactical gear.

	

	Halabi was the first one to reach them. She took one look at their faces, Claire pale and shaking, Marcus's protective stance still locked in place, and her expression went from tactical-commander-cool to quietly furious.

	

	"You two okay?" she demanded.

	

	Claire nodded, not trusting her voice. Marcus managed, "Yeah. We're okay. They're gone. Blue sedan, two men, armed. They said Chen sent them."

	

	Halabi barked orders into her radio: "BOLO on a blue Ford sedan, two male occupants, armed and dangerous, last seen heading east from the north shipyard. I want roadblocks and air support. They don't leave Ashford." She turned back to Marcus and Claire. "Inside. Now. I want statements. I want descriptions. And then you're both going into protective custody whether you like it or not, because this just became an active threat to witnesses."

	

	They followed her back into the cottage. As the adrenaline started to wear off, Claire's knees went wobbly. Marcus caught her elbow, steadying her. "I've got you," he murmured.

	

	Claire looked up at him, the man who'd thrown himself between her and a gun without hesitation, who'd spent seven years trying to find justice for her brother, who'd never stopped loving her even when she'd pushed him away. And in that moment, standing in a run-down beach cottage with FBI agents swarming outside and the taste of fear still sharp in her mouth, Claire realized something she'd been trying not to admit for days.

	

	She wasn't just working this case with Marcus. She was falling in love with him all over again. Or maybe she'd never stopped. Maybe the love had just been buried under grief and anger and time, waiting for the right moment to resurface.

	

	And that terrified her more than any gun ever could.

	

	The FBI turned the beach cottage into a makeshift command center within fifteen minutes.

	

	Agent Halabi set up a laptop on the rickety kitchen table while two tactical officers swept the perimeter for additional threats. Another pair stood guard at the front and back doors. A forensics tech photographed the splintered door frame and collected samples from the footprints the two gunmen had left on the dusty floor. Through the salt-stained windows, Claire could see more agents combing the shipyard, their voices crackling over radios as they searched for any trace of the blue sedan.

	

	Claire sat on a threadbare couch that smelled faintly of mildew, wrapped in a thermal blanket someone had pulled from an emergency kit even though she wasn't cold. Shock, she supposed. Her hands wouldn't stop trembling, no matter how tightly she clasped them together.

	

	Marcus stood near the window, giving his statement to a junior agent, his voice steady and methodical as he described the chase, the men, their weapons, the exact words they'd used: Ms. Chen sends her regards. Every few seconds, his gaze flicked toward Claire, checking on her, making sure she was still there and still breathing.

	

	Halabi ended a phone call and crouched in front of Claire, her expression professional but not unkind. "Ms. Donovan, I need you to walk me through what happened at the hospital parking lot. Start from when you arrived."

	

	Claire forced herself to focus. She described finding her car destroyed, the note taped to the steering wheel, leaving with Marcus, spotting the blue sedan, the decision to head to the shipyard, the chase, and the cottage. Her voice stayed flat and even, like she was reporting on someone else's trauma. Halabi listened without interrupting, taking notes on a small tablet.

	

	When Claire finished, Halabi sat back on her heels. "Do you still have the note?"

	

	Claire pulled the evidence bag from her purse with shaking hands. Halabi examined it through the plastic, her mouth a thin, grim line. "Same block lettering as the anonymous texts Marcus has been receiving. But the tone is different. The 'A Friend' texts were manipulative, playing games, steering you toward evidence. This is direct intimidation. Leave, or we will destroy you.' Two different people, or the same person switching tactics."

	

	"Victoria Chen," Marcus said from across the room. "Her guys literally said her name. She sent them to scare us off."

	

	Halabi stood. "Maybe. Or someone wanted you to think it was Chen. The men who chased you were careful not to show their faces clearly; they didn't fire their weapons even when they had the opportunity, and they ran the second they heard sirens. Professional enough to avoid leaving evidence, but not professional enough to actually finish the job. That's either incompetence or theater."

	

	Claire's head snapped up. "You think this was staged? They ransacked my car, chased us through a shipyard, and pointed guns at us as theater?"

	

	"I think someone wanted to scare you badly enough to make you leave town, but not badly enough to actually kill you," Halabi said. "If Chen wanted you dead, you'd be dead. She has Bastien connections. She has access to real professionals. These guys were muscle, not assassins. That tells me either Chen doesn't want you dead yet she wants you frightened and out of the way, or someone else is orchestrating this and using her name as cover."

	

	Marcus crossed his arms. "The mysterious 'A Friend.' The one who's been texting us, sending us evidence, steering us toward Daniel's files. What if they're escalating? What if they've moved from breadcrumbs to direct threats?"

	

	Halabi's radio crackled. "Agent Halabi, this is mobile unit three. We've located the blue sedan abandoned two miles east of the shipyard. The engine's still warm. No occupants. Plates were stolen. We're processing it now, but it's clean, wiped down, no prints, no personal effects. Professional job."

	

	Halabi keyed her radio. "Copy. Expand the search perimeter. Check traffic cameras, BOLO to state police, and I want K-9 units tracking from the vehicle." She turned back to Claire and Marcus. "You two are done playing detective. As of right now, you're both in protective custody. I'm moving you to a secure location outside Ashford where Chen or whoever this is can't get to you."

	

	"No," Claire said immediately. She stood up, letting the blanket fall to the floor. "We're not hiding. We're too close. We have Daniel's evidence. We have Elliot's testimony. We have the recording of Pemberton and Chen planning the murder. If we disappear now, they win. They get time to destroy more evidence, intimidate more witnesses, or just run."

	

	Halabi's expression hardened. "Ms. Donovan, someone just held you at gunpoint. Your car was destroyed. You were chased by armed men who work for or claim to work for an organized crime affiliate. This isn't a debate."

	

	Marcus stepped between them, his voice calm but firm. "Agent Halabi, Claire's right. If we go into hiding, the investigation stalls. But what if we don't hide? What if we use ourselves as bait?"

	

	Halabi's eyes narrowed. "Explain."

	

	Marcus pulled out his phone and opened the encrypted file containing Daniel's evidence. "Chen wants this. The Bastiens want this. Pemberton wants this destroyed. We've been treating it like something to protect, but what if we weaponize it? We leak a small piece of it, something inflammatory but not case-breaking, and we make it public that Claire and I have the rest. Then we wait for them to come to us. On our terms. With FBI backup."

	

	Halabi was already shaking her head. "Absolutely not. You're civilians. You don't get to make yourselves targets in a federal investigation."

	

	"We're already targets," Claire said. "You just said so yourself. The only question is whether we're targets running scared or targets who can fight back."

	

	Halabi looked between them, jaw working. For a long moment, the only sound was the crash of waves outside and the crackle of radios. Finally, she exhaled sharply. "If I were to even consider this, and I'm not saying I am, what exactly are you proposing?"

	

	Marcus outlined it quickly: they would release a portion of Daniel's files to the press, specifically, the financial records showing ADC's money-laundering operation and Pemberton's bribes, but not the evidence directly tying Chen to the murder or the Bastien network. Enough to create chaos, to make the conspirators panic, but not enough to tip the FBI's hand. Then they would make it publicly known that they had more evidence and were preparing to release it in forty-eight hours unless the people responsible turned themselves in.

	

	"It's a bluff," Marcus said. "We're not actually going to release everything you already have it all, and you're building the case. But they don't know that. They think we're rogue civilians with a vendetta and a flash drive full of secrets. They'll have to respond. And when they do, you'll be ready."

	

	Claire added, "We do it from a location you control. A safe house. Fully wired, fully monitored, with tactical teams in position. We're the bait, but we're bait with teeth."

	

	Halabi stared at them like they'd suggested setting themselves on fire and juggling chainsaws. "You're both out of your minds."

	

	"Maybe," Marcus said. "But it'll work. Chen is desperate. Pemberton is desperate. Desperate people make mistakes. Give them a target, and they'll come for it."

	

	Halabi rubbed her temples. "I need to run this up the chain. I need approval from the Assistant Director and probably the U.S. Attorney. I need a tactical plan, a media strategy, and legal cover for your involvement."

	

	"So start making calls," Claire said. "Because I'm doing this whether you approve of it or not. I'd rather do it with FBI backup than without."

	

	Halabi let out a long, frustrated breath. Then she pulled out her phone and stepped into the cottage's tiny bathroom, closing the door behind her. Through the thin walls, they could hear her voice, clipped and professional, arguing with someone on the other end of the line.

	

	Marcus turned to Claire. "Are you sure about this? We go public, we paint even bigger targets on our backs. There's no taking it back once we start."

	

	Claire met his eyes. "Daniel didn't give up when he was on that pier. He went all in because he believed the truth mattered more than his safety. I owe him the same courage."

	

	Marcus reached out and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, his fingers lingering against her cheek. "You're terrifying sometimes. You know that?"

	

	Claire managed a weak smile. "Good. Maybe I'll scare Chen into making a mistake."

	

	The bathroom door opened. Halabi emerged, her expression unreadable. "You're both officially insane, but the Assistant Director green-lit it. Provisionally. We do this my way, on my timeline, with my people. You follow orders. You don't improvise. You don't take unnecessary risks. And if at any point I decide this has gone sideways, we pull the plug, and you go into protective custody whether you like it or not. Clear?"

	

	"Clear," Claire and Marcus said in unison.

	

	Halabi pointed at the door. "Then let's move. We've got forty-eight hours to set a trap."

	

	---

	

	The safe house was a nondescript two-story colonial in a quiet Portland suburb, surrounded by tall hedges and equipped with enough surveillance equipment to make a spy novelist weep with envy. Cameras covered every entrance. Motion sensors lined the perimeter. A tactical response team was staged in an unmarked van two blocks away, ready to deploy in under sixty seconds.

	

	Inside, Marcus and Claire worked with Halabi's media liaison to craft the press release. It was a masterpiece of calculated provocation: "Daniel Hartley Family to Release Evidence of Government Corruption and Murder Conspiracy Within 48 Hours." The statement included just enough detail to be credible mentions of ADC, financial records, and offshore accounts, but not enough to give away the full scope of what they had. It has no names except ADC itself. It didn't mention Chen, the Bastiens, or Pemberton directly. Just enough to make them panic.

	

	The release went live at 6:17 p.m. By 6:45, every major news outlet in New England had picked it up. By 7:00, it was trending on social media. By 7:30, Halabi's phone was ringing nonstop with reporters demanding interviews, city officials demanding explanations, and the Ashford mayor's office issuing a terse "no comment."

	

	At 8:03 p.m., Marcus's phone buzzed with a text from an unknown number. Not the "A Friend" number. A new one.

	

	"You just signed your own death warrant. Enjoy your last two days. –VC"

	

	Victoria Chen. Direct. Unambiguous. Threatening.

	

	Halabi, reading over his shoulder, smiled grimly. "She took the bait. Now we wait."

	

	They didn't have to wait long.

	

	At 9:47 p.m., the safe house perimeter alarms went off. Motion sensors along the back fence. Then the side gate. Then the driveway. Halabi's tactical team went on high alert, weapons drawn, night-vision goggles engaged.

	

	Through the surveillance monitors, Claire watched three figures in dark clothing approach the house from different angles, moving with the practiced coordination of professionals. One carried a small device that looked like a signal jammer. Another had bolt cutters. The third had a compact submachine gun.

	

	Halabi keyed her radio. "Tangos approaching from three vectors. No lethal force unless fired upon. I want them alive and talking."

	

	The figures reached the back door. One knelt and began working on the lock with picks. The other two kept watch, scanning the yard.

	

	And then the safe house lights blazed on all at once, floodlights illuminating the entire property like a stadium. A voice boomed over a loudspeaker: "FBI! DROP YOUR WEAPONS AND GET ON THE GROUND! YOU ARE SURROUNDED!"

	

	The tactical van screeched into the driveway, agents pouring out in full gear. Helicopter rotors thumped overhead as an FBI chopper swung into position, spotlight pinning the three intruders like insects.

	

	Two of the figures dropped their weapons immediately and hit the ground. The third, the one with the submachine gun, tried to run. He made it exactly four steps before a tactical officer tackled him into the hedges.

	

	Within ninety seconds, all three were cuffed, disarmed, and facedown on the lawn.

	

	Halabi walked out of the safe house with Claire and Marcus behind her, stopping at a safe distance. She crouched beside the nearest intruder and yanked off his balaclava.

	

	The man was mid-thirties, hard-faced, with a tattoo of a stylized swan on his neck. Bastien family ink.

	

	Halabi smiled coldly. "Well, well. Victoria Chen really does have terrible taste in hired help. Where is she?"

	

	The man spat on the ground. "Lawyer."

	

	Halabi stood. "You'll get one. Right after we charge you with attempted breaking, conspiracy to commit assault on federal witnesses, and about six other felonies, I'm going to enjoy stacking up. Take them in."

	

	As the Bastien operatives were loaded into the tactical van, Halabi turned to Claire and Marcus. "That's three down. But Chen's still out there. Pemberton's still out there. And whoever's been playing 'A Friend' is still pulling strings we can't see. This isn't over."

	

	Claire watched the van pull away, its taillights disappearing into the night. "No," she said quietly. "But we're closer. Daniel's evidence is working. They're panicking. They're making mistakes."

	

	Marcus slipped his hand into hers. "And tomorrow, we make them panic even more."

	

	Halabi shook her head, but there was a grudging respect in her expression. "You two are going to give me gray hair. Come on. Back inside. We've got forty-six hours left on your bluff, and I want to be ready when the real players make their move."

	

	As they walked back into the safe house, Claire felt the weight of the last few days settling onto her shoulders like a physical thing. Her car was destroyed. A high-speed chase. Guns pointed at her face. Three more Bastien operatives were arrested. And through it all, Marcus, steady, stubborn, brilliant Marcus, refusing to let her face any of it alone.

	

	Inside, while Halabi debriefed her team and the tactical officers reset the perimeter, Claire pulled Marcus into the safe house's small guest bedroom and closed the door.

	

	"What you did today," she said quietly. "At the cottage. Putting yourself between me and that gun. Don't ever do that again."

	

	Marcus frowned. "Claire "

	

	"Let me finish." She took his face in her hands, forcing him to look at her. "Don't do it again. Because I can't lose you. Not after I just got you back. Not after seven years. I know we're not… I don't know what we are right now. But whatever this is, I need you alive. Do you understand me?"

	

	Marcus's expression softened. He covered her hands with his own. "I understand. But Claire, you need to understand something too. I would take a bullet for you without hesitation. Not because I don't value my own life. Because I value yours. And if you can't accept that, then you don't really know how much I love you."

	

	The words hung in the air between them. Love. Present tense. Not past. Not hypothetical. Real and immediate and terrifying.

	

	Claire's breath hitched. "Marcus "

	

	He kissed her.

	

	It was different from the kiss in the federal courthouse conference room, different from the desperate, grief-stricken kisses they'd shared seven years ago. This was deliberate. Intentional. A choice made with open eyes and full knowledge of the cost. Marcus's hands slid into her hair, hers gripped the front of his shirt, and for one perfect, stolen moment, the danger and the fear and the weight of Daniel's murder fell away, and there was only this: two people who'd loved each other, lost each other, and found their way back.

	

	When they finally broke apart, Claire rested her forehead against his, eyes closed. "We're doing this backwards. We're supposed to date, rebuild trust, take it slow."

	

	Marcus smiled against her lips. "When have we ever done anything the normal way?"

	

	Claire laughed, watery and breathless. "Fair point."

	

	A knock at the door made them both jump. Halabi's voice, dry and amused: "I hate to interrupt whatever's happening in there, but we just got word. Victoria Chen's been spotted entering a warehouse in South Portland. The tactical team is moving in now. If you two want to see the endgame, you've got five minutes to get in the van."

	

	Claire and Marcus looked at each other. Then, without a word, they opened the door and followed Halabi into the night.

	

	The endgame was coming. And this time, they were ready.

	

	 


CHAPTER 8

	

	The county jail visiting room was too bright. Claire sat rigid in a molded plastic chair, her hands folded so tightly in her lap her knuckles ached. Across the scratched table, Thomas Donovan looked like a man who'd been hollowed out from the inside. Orange scrubs. Shackles around his wrists and ankles. Gray stubble on his jaw. Eyes that had once commanded boardrooms now darted to the corners of the room as if expecting the ceiling to collapse.

	

	Two deputies stood against the far wall. Agent Halabi waited in the hallway outside, giving Claire this moment but refusing to let her do it alone. Marcus was back at the FBI field office, chasing a lead that had come in an hour ago: a trove of financial records tying Victoria Chen to a known Montreal money-laundering syndicate. Claire had insisted on doing this part by herself. She needed to look her father in the face without anyone buffering the blow.

	

	Thomas tried a small, broken smile. "Clairebear "

	

	"Don't." Her voice came out flat, sharp enough to cut. "You don't get to call me that. Not here. Not after everything."

	

	His smile died. He nodded once, accepting the boundary like a sentence. "Okay. Fair enough."

	

	Silence stretched between them. Somewhere down the hall, a metal door clanged shut. A woman laughed too loudly, then stopped abruptly.

	

	Claire reached into her bag and set a manila folder on the table. She didn't open it. She didn't need to. "I read Daniel's timeline again this morning. September 12th. The Yacht Club meeting with Pemberton and Chen. You told Agent Halabi you tried to warn Daniel. You told her you called him that night, begged him to back off. You told her you tried to call Pemberton at 11:52 to stop it."

	

	Thomas's throat bobbed as he swallowed. "All true."

	

	Claire leaned forward. "But that's not all you did, is it? Because the texts we've been getting, the 'A Friend' who knows things no one should know, who keeps steering us toward certain dates, who asked about Sarah's pregnancy, they're not coming from you. Someone else has been orchestrating this from the start. So I need you to stop managing the story and tell me the whole truth. No omissions. No self-serving edits. The whole truth. Starting with why you forced Marcus and me apart seven years ago."

	

	Thomas flinched as she slapped him. For a moment, he looked away, staring at his cuffed hands. When he finally met her eyes, the last pretense of the powerful real estate baron was gone. What remained was just a frightened father.

	

	"Because I was trying to keep you alive," he said quietly.

	

	Claire let out a single, humorless laugh. "Don't you dare wrap this in 'protecting me.' You don't get to break my life and call it protection."

	

	"I'm not asking you to forgive me. I'm asking you to listen." He took a shaky breath. "After Daniel started investigating ADC, Pemberton summoned me. Not as a colleague. As a subordinate. He knew Daniel was my son. He knew you were dating Marcus Reid, the investigative reporter who'd been sniffing around ADC for months. He made it very clear: if Daniel didn't stop, if Marcus didn't stop feeding him information, there would be consequences. Not vague threats. Specific ones. He described the route you took home from the gallery. He described Marcus's apartment building. He mentioned the little coffee shop where you two went every Sunday morning. He knew your routines, Claire. He knew Daniel's."

	

	Claire's mouth went dry. She remembered that Sunday coffee shop. She remembered how, for a week or two that summer, she'd had the unsettling feeling of being watched. She'd chalked it up to grief and stress after Daniel started acting secretive.

	

	"I went to Marcus," Thomas continued. "I didn't threaten him. I begged him. I told him Pemberton was dangerous, that Daniel was in over his head, that if Marcus kept encouraging Daniel's investigation, people were going to get hurt. Marcus told me he couldn't abandon Daniel. That the truth mattered. That if ADC was corrupt, it needed to be exposed no matter the risk." Thomas's voice thickened. "I believed him. I admired him, in a way. But I also knew Pemberton wasn't bluffing. So I did the one thing I could think of to separate you from the blast radius."

	

	Claire's chest tightened. "You made him leave."

	

	"I made him an offer he couldn't refuse. I told him I would bankroll a year of freelance investigative work anywhere in the country, anywhere but New England, if he left Ashford immediately and cut off contact with you and Daniel. I told him that if he didn't, I would use every connection I had to destroy his career before it started. I would call in favors at every newspaper in the Northeast. I would ensure no editor would touch his work. I would ruin him."

	

	Claire stared at her father, horror and understanding warring inside her. "And he took it."

	

	"He took it because he believed it would keep you safe. He told me, 'If staying puts Claire in danger, I'll go. But tell her I didn't choose this. Tell her I love her.' I didn't tell you. I told you he'd taken a job in Portland because he was chasing his career and didn't care enough to stay for Daniel's funeral. I fed your grief. I stoked your anger. Because if you hated Marcus, you wouldn't try to contact him. You wouldn't go looking for him and drag yourself into Pemberton's crosshairs." Thomas's eyes filled. "It was the worst thing I've ever done to you. And I've done plenty of terrible things."

	

	Claire felt like the floor had tilted beneath her. All these years, she'd carried the certainty that Marcus had abandoned her. That he'd chosen his career over her, over Daniel, over their future. The memory of that last fight in his apartment, the slap, the screaming, the way he'd just stood there and taken it flashed through her mind with new, sickening clarity. He hadn't defended himself because he couldn't. Because he'd made a deal to protect her.

	

	"And Daniel?" she asked, her voice barely audible. "Did you warn him away, too?"

	

	"Yes. Repeatedly. I begged him to drop the investigation. I offered to help him find another story, another outlet, another career if he just stopped digging into ADC. He accused me of being corrupt. I care more about my business than my own son. He wasn't wrong." Thomas's shoulders slumped. "The night he died, I tried one last time. I called him at 9:17 p.m. I left a voicemail telling him Pemberton had put a hit out on him. I told him to run, to get out of Ashford, to go to the FBI directly. He never called me back. Either he didn't get the message in time, or..." Thomas's voice broke. "Or he got it and chose to finish what he started anyway."

	

	Claire pressed the heels of her hands to her eyes, trying to hold herself together. Her father had been a monster and a protector in the same breath. He'd manipulated her, lied to her, destroyed her relationship with the man she loved, and he might have been the only reason she and Marcus were still alive.

	

	"Who is 'A Friend'?" she demanded, dropping her hands. "The person texting Marcus. The one who sent the photographs. The one who knew about Sarah's pregnancy, about September 12th, about the safe deposit box. If it isn't you, who is it?"

	

	Thomas shook his head slowly. "I don't know. I've been asking myself the same question since those first texts appeared. The only people who knew about Sarah's pregnancy were Daniel, Sarah, Victoria Chen, and me. I never told anyone else. But someone else knows. Someone who's been watching this whole thing unfold from the shadows for seven years."

	

	Across town, in a secure conference room at the FBI field office, Marcus stared at a banker's box full of documents Agent Patel had just delivered. They'd come from a confidential informant inside a Montreal financial institution with ties to Victoria Chen's network. The papers were in French and English, dense with account numbers, wire transfer records, and corporate registration documents.

	

	Patel, the forensic accountant, tapped a highlighted section with a manicured fingernail. "This is the smoking gun on Chen. See these wire transfers? Every month for the past eight years, $75,000 gets wired from a shell company called Lac des Cygnes Holdings to an account in Victoria Chen's name. That's not consulting fees. That's a salary. And Lac des Cygnes Holdings is owned by a holding company that is, in turn, owned by the Bastien crime family out of Montreal."

	

	Marcus leaned closer, scanning the documents. The Bastien family wasn't just organized crime. They were one of the most violent, sophisticated criminal enterprises in North America, with fingers in everything from drug trafficking to human smuggling to real estate money laundering. If Victoria Chen had been on their payroll for eight years, then everything she'd told them about the reformed-criminal act, the reluctant middle-manager story, and the sudden desire to expose Pemberton and Donovan was a lie.

	

	"She's not trying to redeem herself," Marcus said. "She's protecting her employers. The Bastiens don't like loose ends. Daniel found out about ADC's money laundering operation. Pemberton and Donovan were useful local partners, but when Daniel got too close, the Bastiens ordered the cleanup. Chen was just the on-the-ground executor following orders from Montreal."

	

	Patel nodded grimly. "That's our working theory. And there's more. Look at the dates on these transfers. They don't stop after Daniel's death. They continued right up until three weeks ago. Then, suddenly, the payments stop cold. The Bastien family cut her off."

	

	"Why?"

	

	"Maybe she failed them somehow. Maybe she kept evidence that could implicate them. Maybe she's been skimming from the operation, and they found out. Or maybe " Patel's eyes narrowed. "Maybe she's been working as a double agent all along, gathering evidence on the Bastiens to trade for her own immunity, and they figured it out."

	

	Marcus felt a chill. If Victoria Chen had been cut off by the Bastien family three weeks ago, that lined up perfectly with the arrival of the first photograph in the mail. The mysterious "A Friend" who'd brought him and Claire back to Ashford, who'd been feeding them information, who seemed to know everyone's secrets. What if "A Friend" wasn't a benevolent truth-teller trying to help them get justice for Daniel?

	

	What if "A Friend" was Victoria Chen herself, orchestrating an elaborate scheme to burn her former employers, frame Pemberton and Donovan for everything, and walk away clean with a new identity and a suitcase full of stolen Bastien money?

	

	Marcus grabbed his phone and called Halabi. "We need to pull Chen in for questioning. Right now. I think she's been playing us from the start. The 'A Friend' texts, the photographs, the selective evidence, it's all hers. She's using us to take down the Bastiens' local operation while positioning herself as the hero."

	

	Halabi's response was immediate and tense. "Too late. Chen's gone. Her federal protection detail went to her safe house twenty minutes ago to move her to a more secure location. The house was empty. No sign of struggle. No forced entry. Her go-bag is missing. Her burner phones are missing. Victoria Chen vanished."

	

	Marcus's grip tightened on the phone. "She never intended to testify. This was her exit strategy all along."

	

	Back in the jail visiting room, Claire was still processing her father's confession when her phone buzzed. A text from Marcus: CHEN IS MISSING. THINK SHE'S A FRIEND. GET OUT OF THERE NOW. COME TO THE FIELD OFFICE.

	

	Claire stood so abruptly that her chair fell over. The deputies at the wall straightened, hands moving toward their weapons.

	

	"Is everything all right, Ms. Donovan?" one of them asked.

	

	"My ride is here," Claire lied smoothly. "I need to go."

	

	Thomas looked up at her, desperate. "Claire, please. Whatever you think of me, whatever I've done, be careful. If Chen is involved, if she's the one sending those texts."

	

	Claire cut him off. "You don't get to give me advice about being careful. Not after you spent seven years manipulating me." But her anger had lost its sharpest edge. Now it was just tiring. Sad. "For what it's worth, I believe you tried to warn Daniel at the end. I believe you tried to call it off. That doesn't make you a good father. It just makes you guilty."

	

	She turned and walked out before he could respond.

	

	In the hallway, Halabi was waiting, her expression grim. "We got Marcus's call. Chen's gone. And we just intercepted another text sent to Marcus's phone. It went to the number we thought was secure, the one only the investigation team had access to. Which means Chen either still has a mole inside this operation, or she never lost access to our communications in the first place."

	

	Halabi held up her phone so Claire could read the message:

	

	"Nice try, FBI. But you were always two steps behind. I didn't bring Claire and Marcus back to Ashford to get justice for Daniel. I brought them back because Daniel left something behind. Something the Bastiens would kill to get back. Something I need. Meet me at the old Hartley boathouse at 9 p.m. tonight. Come alone, Claire. Bring what Daniel hid, or I'll make sure Marcus doesn't live to see tomorrow. -A Friend"

	

	Claire's blood turned to ice. "She has Marcus?"

	

	"No," Halabi said quickly. "Marcus is right here with me, safe in the conference room. This is a bluff. Or a trap. But either way, Chen is making her move. And she wants you specifically at that boathouse."

	

	Claire stared at the text, her mind racing. Daniel hid something. Something the Bastiens wanted. Something Chen needed. And Chen was using Marcus as leverage to force Claire to bring it to her.

	

	"What do we do?" Claire asked.

	

	Halabi's jaw tightened. "We set our own trap. You go to the boathouse at 9 p.m., as she asked. You wear a wire. You carry a tracker. My team will be in position, hidden, ready to move the second she shows her face. But Claire, this woman, is connected to the Bastien crime family. She's not just a corrupt developer. She's a professional. If she suspects for one second that we're onto her, she won't hesitate to kill you."

	

	Claire thought of Daniel on that pier seven years ago, alone and outnumbered. She thought of Marcus, who'd spent seven years carrying guilt for a tragedy he didn't cause. She thought of her father, broken and shackled in a jail cell, finally telling the truth too late.

	

	"No," Claire said. "She doesn't get to win. Not this time."

	

	At 8:47 p.m., Claire stood in the shadows outside the old Hartley boathouse, the weathered wooden building at the far end of the Donovan family property where she and Daniel had spent their childhood summers fixing up an old skiff with their grandfather. The place was full of ghosts. Daniel's laughter. Her grandfather's patient instructions. The smell of sawdust and brine.

	

	A tiny earpiece carried Halabi's whispered updates. "Team Alpha is in position on the east ridge. Team Bravo is covering the access road. No visual on Chen yet. Remember, Claire: you don't approach her. You let her come to you. The second she makes a threat, we move in."

	

	Claire's hand tightened around the small flashlight in her pocket. Not a weapon Halabi had forbidden that, but something to hold onto. Something solid.

	

	Footsteps crunched on the gravel path behind the boathouse.

	

	Claire turned slowly.

	

	Victoria Chen stepped out of the darkness, immaculate as ever in dark slacks and a black turtleneck, not a hair out of place. But there was something different about her now. The polished corporate mask was gone. In its place was something colder, harder, predatory.

	

	"Hello, Claire," Chen said softly. "I was beginning to think you wouldn't come."

	

	"Where's what Daniel hid?" Claire demanded, keeping her distance. "You said bring it. I don't have it. I don't even know what 'it' is."

	

	Chen smiled, a thin, joyless curve of her lips. "Of course you don't. Daniel was smarter than that. He didn't trust anyone with the actual evidence, not even his beloved sister. He hid it. And you're going to help me find it."

	

	"Why would I do that?"

	

	Chen reached into her jacket pocket and produced a phone. She held it up so Claire could see the screen. A live video feed. Marcus, bound to a chair in what looked like an empty warehouse, a man in a Bastien-family track jacket standing behind him with a gun to his head.

	

	"Because if you don't," Chen said pleasantly, "your ex-boyfriend dies in the next sixty seconds."

	

	Claire's entire body went cold. On Chen's phone screen, Marcus sat upright in a metal chair in a cavernous, empty warehouse. His wrists were zip-tied to the chair arms, his shirt torn at the collar, a thin trickle of blood at the corner of his mouth. Behind him stood a heavyset man in a navy track jacket with a stylized swan logo on the breast, the Bastien family mark. The man's gun was pressed firmly to the back of Marcus's head.

	

	"Sixty seconds, Claire," Chen said, her voice maddeningly calm. "Fifty-nine. Fifty-eight."

	

	Claire didn't look at Chen. She kept her eyes on Marcus's face on the screen. He was conscious. Alert. His gaze was fixed slightly off-camera, as if he was trying to communicate something without moving his head. Then, almost imperceptibly, he blinked twice. Paused. Blinked twice again.

	

	Morse code. Claire's mind, trained by years of restoring coded historical ledgers for museum archives, snapped into gear. Two blinks, pause, two blinks: I-N. Then: R-O-O-F.

	

	On the roof.

	

	Marcus was telling her the warehouse had an accessible roof. Or that someone was on the roof. Or that she should look up. It didn't matter. It meant he was still thinking, still fighting, still trusting her to think instead of panic.

	

	"Stop the countdown," Claire said to Chen, forcing her voice to stay level. "You don't want to kill him. If Marcus dies, I have zero incentive to help you find whatever Daniel hid. And you clearly need my help."

	

	Chen's thumb hovered over the screen. The timer on the video froze at 52 seconds. "Clever girl. Yes. I need you. Daniel didn't leave the evidence with a lawyer, or a bank, or the newspaper. He left it somewhere only his sister would think to look. Somewhere tied to your shared childhood. The boathouse was my first guess. Obviously wrong. So now you're going to take me to the real place. And if you try to signal your FBI friends hiding in the trees, or if you take one wrong turn, or if I even suspect you're stalling..." She tilted the phone so Claire could see Marcus again. The Bastien enforcer pressed the gun harder against Marcus's skull. Marcus didn't flinch, but Claire saw his jaw tighten.

	

	"Where?" Claire asked.

	

	Chen smiled. "The old Donovan family chapel. Out on the north point. The one your grandfather restored when you were twelve. Daniel used to go there to think when he was upset. You know it. He knew you'd know it."

	

	Claire's stomach dropped. The chapel. Of course. She and Daniel had hidden "treasures" there as kids: comic books, notes, a cheap ring he'd bought her with allowance money after their mother died. It was private, sentimental, and completely off the books. No security cameras. No casual visitors. A perfect hiding place.

	

	"Fine," Claire said. "We'll go. But I drive. And you keep that video call going the entire time. I want to see Marcus breathing every second."

	

	Chen considered that, then nodded. "Agreed. But if your FBI tail us, he dies. If you make one phone call, he dies. If you so much as look like you're about to do something heroic, he dies. Are we clear?"

	

	"Crystal."

	

	Chen gestured with the phone toward the gravel path. "After you."

	

	As Claire started walking, she very deliberately did not touch her earpiece, did not glance toward the ridge where Halabi's Team Alpha was hidden, did not do anything that would make Chen suspicious. But inside her head, she was screaming a silent message: Halabi. Chapel on North Point. Marcus is in a warehouse. Man with Bastien swan jacket. Roof access. I'm going with Chen. Do NOT move in yet, or they will kill him.

	

	Whether Halabi received it or not, Claire had no way to know. She just had to trust that the FBI was good enough, fast enough, and smart enough to triangulate Marcus's location from the video feed Chen was so obligingly broadcasting.

	

	They reached Chen's black SUV parked behind the boathouse. Chen kept the phone raised, the video of Marcus front and center. "Keys are in the ignition. You drive. I'll ride shotgun. And Claire?" Chen's voice turned silky. "If you try to crash this car, if you drive into a ditch, if you do anything other than take me directly to that chapel, I will watch that man blow your ex-boyfriend's brains out, and then I will walk away clean while you explain to the FBI why you got him killed. Don't test me."

	

	Claire got behind the wheel. Her hands were steady only because she forced them to be. She started the engine. "North Point Road. It's a ten-minute drive."

	

	"Then drive."

	

	As they pulled away from the boathouse, Claire risked one tiny, almost invisible glance in the rearview mirror. In the deepening dusk, she saw the faintest glint of a scope lens from the east ridge. Halabi had seen. Halabi was listening. Help was coming. She just had to buy them time.

	

	The drive to the north point was excruciating. Chen kept the phone angled so Claire could see Marcus constantly. The Bastien enforcer hadn't moved the gun from Marcus's head, but Marcus himself looked frustratingly calm. He was doing something with his hands behind the chair, subtle, repetitive movements. Trying to work the zip ties loose, Claire realized. Of course he was.

	

	Chen, meanwhile, narrated like a tour guide from hell. "You know, Daniel really did love you. That was his one weakness. He hid the evidence in a place he knew you'd find it, not the police, not the FBI, not even me. Sentimental. Fatal, as it turned out. If he'd just given me the files when I asked nicely, he'd still be alive."

	

	Claire gripped the steering wheel harder. "You watched him die."

	

	"I witnessed an unfortunate consequence of his poor choices," Chen corrected smoothly. "Vincent Calabrese acted on Pemberton's orders. I tried to intervene. I was too late. Tragic. But it's not my fault."

	

	"You threatened Sarah's pregnant girlfriend. You told her the Donovan family had already lost one child; it would be a shame to lose another."

	

	Chen's smile tightened almost imperceptibly. "Desperate times. Desperate measures. I needed Sarah to disappear. She had copies of Daniel's research. The Bastiens wanted every trace of that investigation erased. I was simply delivering the message."

	

	"You were working for the Bastiens."

	

	"I am working for the Bastiens," Chen said, then laughed softly at Claire's expression. "Oh, you poor thing. You actually believed my little redemption arc? The reformed-criminal-turned-whistleblower routine? That was for the FBI's benefit. I fed them just enough truth to take down Pemberton and Donovan, two local problems the Bastiens no longer needed, and I positioned myself as the cooperative witness so I could walk away clean. Except the Bastiens figured out I was playing both sides three weeks ago. They cut me off. I froze my accounts. Send people to 'talk' to me. So now I need Daniel's insurance policy."

	

	"Insurance policy?"

	

	Chen's eyes gleamed in the dim dashboard light. "Daniel didn't just document ADC's money laundering. He documented the Bastien family's entire North American real estate laundering network. Account numbers. Wire transfer codes. Names of corrupt officials in three states. The location of offshore accounts holding over two hundred million dollars. He compiled it all onto a single encrypted drive and hid it somewhere only you could retrieve. He called it his 'nuclear option.' If anything happened to him, you were supposed to take it to the FBI and burn the Bastiens to the ground."

	

	Claire's mind reeled. Daniel had left a doomsday file. And Chen wanted it to buy her way back into the Bastien family's good graces... or to blackmail them into letting her live.

	

	They turned onto the narrow gravel road leading to the north point. Through the trees, Claire could see the small white chapel silhouetted against the dark water of the Atlantic. Her grandfather had restored it by hand when she was twelve. Daniel had proposed to Sarah on those front steps, the summer before he died. And somewhere inside, Daniel had hidden enough evidence to destroy an international crime syndicate.

	

	Chen lifted the phone again. "Hector," she said to the Bastien enforcer on the screen, "if I don't call you in exactly fifteen minutes with confirmation that we have the drive, put a bullet in Reid's head. Understood?"

	

	Hector grunted an affirmative. Marcus's eyes found the camera again. He blinked twice. Paused. Blinked four times.

	

	H-E-L-P.

	

	Claire's heart hammered. Halabi had to be close. She had to.

	

	Claire parked in front of the chapel. The night was windless, eerily quiet except for the faint crash of waves on the rocks below. Chen got out first, keeping the phone trained on Claire, the video of Marcus still live.

	

	"Inside," Chen ordered. "You know where he hid it. Don't make me guess. I don't have a patient temperament."

	

	Claire climbed the stone steps to the chapel door. Her hand shook as she pushed it open. The interior smelled of damp wood and old hymnals. Moonlight streamed through the stained-glass window above the altar, painting the worn pews in blues and reds.

	

	"Well?" Chen demanded from the doorway, phone still up. "Where?"

	

	Claire walked slowly down the center aisle, buying time, scanning the familiar space. The altar. The baptismal font. The loose floorboard beneath the third pew was where she and Daniel used to hide candy. The hollowed-out Bible in the rack beside the pulpit, where he'd once stashed a love note for Sarah.

	

	Then she saw it: the small brass plaque on the wall behind the altar, commemorating her grandfather's restoration work. Dedicated to Margaret Donovan, beloved wife and mother. Her light guides us still. Daniel had always teased their mother about being a saint. And tucked behind that plaque, Claire suddenly remembered, was a narrow cavity in the stone wall.

	

	"There," Claire said, pointing. "Behind the plaque."

	

	Chen moved closer, keeping the phone angled so she could watch Claire while also monitoring Marcus on the screen. "Open it. Slowly."

	

	Claire reached up and carefully lifted the brass plaque. Behind it, exactly as she remembered, was a shallow recess in the stone. Inside lay a waterproof hard drive in a sealed plastic bag and a folded sheet of paper.

	

	Chen snatched the bag and the paper from Claire's hand. She unfolded the paper and read aloud: "'Claire. If you're reading this, I'm dead. The drive contains everything: ADC's money laundering, the Bastien family's network, the names of every corrupt official who took their bribes, and proof of who ordered my murder. Don't trust Victoria Chen. Don't trust Pemberton. Don't trust anyone connected to ADC. Take this to the FBI directly. And sis? I'm sorry. I love you.  Daniel."

	

	Chen's smile was cold. "How touching. Sentimental to the end."

	

	She slipped the hard drive into her pocket and pulled a small pistol from the back of her waistband, pointing it at Claire. "Unfortunately, Claire, you know too much now. You saw my face. You heard my plans. And I can't have witnesses."

	

	Claire's mind raced. Halabi's team was outside somewhere, but Chen had a gun, Marcus had a gun to his head, and Chen could call for his execution with a single button press on her phone.

	

	Then Claire heard it: a faint thud from the chapel roof. Marcus's Morse code. On the roof.

	

	And suddenly the stained-glass window above the altar exploded inward in a shower of colored glass.

	

	An FBI tactical officer in full gear dropped through the opening, landing in a crouch with his weapon raised. "FBI! Drop the weapon! Drop it now!"

	

	At the same instant, the chapel doors burst open, and Halabi stormed in from the rear, flanked by two more agents. "Victoria Chen, you're under arrest! Put the gun down and get on your knees!"

	

	Chen froze, the pistol still pointed at Claire. Her eyes darted to the broken window, to Halabi, to the phone in her other hand, where Marcus's terrified face was still visible on the video call.

	

	For one heartbeat, Claire thought Chen was going to shoot her anyway.

	

	Then Chen did something unexpected. She hurled the phone at the nearest agent and lunged sideways, not toward the door but toward the side window of the chapel. She smashed through it shoulder-first, glass shredding her jacket, and disappeared into the night outside.

	

	"She's running!" Halabi shouted. "Go, go, go!"

	

	Two agents sprinted after Chen through the broken window. Halabi rushed to Claire, grabbing her shoulders. "Are you hit? Are you hurt?"

	

	"No," Claire gasped. "Marcus. The warehouse. The Bastien guy with the swan jacket. Hector. He said he'd kill Marcus if Chen didn't call in fifteen minutes. That was eight minutes ago."

	

	Halabi was already on her radio. "All units, abort pursuit of Chen temporarily. Priority one: locate and secure Marcus Reid at the Bastien warehouse location. Triangulate from the video feed. Move, move, move!"

	

	Claire grabbed Halabi's arm. "I'm coming with you."

	

	"Absolutely not."

	

	"That man has Marcus at gunpoint because of me," Claire said, her voice shaking with fury and fear. "I am coming with you."

	

	Halabi stared at her for one long second, then nodded sharply. "You stay in the vehicle. You do not get out. You do not engage. If I see you outside that SUV, I will arrest you myself. Understood?"

	

	"Understood."

	

	They ran for Halabi's unmarked SUV. As Halabi peeled out of the chapel parking area with lights and sirens blazing, Claire clutched Daniel's hard drive in her lap like a talisman and prayed they weren't already too late.

	

	 


CHAPTER 9

	

	The warehouse district in Portland smelled like diesel, wet cardboard, and old fish. It was 2:17 a.m., and Claire hadn't slept in thirty-six hours. Her eyes burned, her mouth tasted like pennies, and the waterproof hard drive containing Daniel's "nuclear option" evidence was zipped into the inside pocket of her jacket like it was a live grenade. Beside her in the borrowed FBI sedan, Marcus kept one hand on the steering wheel and the other clenched around a printout of Daniel's notes until the paper was soft at the creases.

	

	"'Sanders, E.   meeting 9/13, 11:45 p.m., pier,'" Marcus read aloud for the third time, his voice rough with exhaustion. "'Source confirms: ADC internal docs + proof of Pemberton/Chen orders. Use contact protocol: green notebook, page 17, cipher key 'MARITIME'. He looked over at Claire. "Daniel left us a breadcrumb trail. He wanted someone to find Elliot if anything happened to him."

	

	Claire stared at the address they'd finally extracted from Daniel's cipher: 412B Harrow Street, Unit B, a third-floor walk-up above a defunct print shop. According to the FBI's witness protection database, no one named Elliot Sanders existed in the system. According to the Portland utility records, Agent Halabi had bullied a reluctant clerk out at 1:30 a.m., the electricity at 412B Harrow Street had been registered for the past three years to a "E. Salter."

	

	"Elliot Salter," Claire murmured. "Close enough to the real name that he'd answer to it if he heard it, but different enough to pass a casual glance."

	

	"Or a not-so-casual one," Marcus said, nodding toward the black sedan parked half a block down Harrow Street. It had been there when they arrived. Engine off. Windows tinted. No one is visible inside. "That's not the FBI."

	

	Claire's hand went to the panic button clipped inside her sleeve. Halabi had insisted they take it. After Chen's escape from the chapel and the near-murder of Marcus in the Bastien warehouse, Marcus had gotten free of the zip ties thirty seconds before the FBI SWAT team breached the roof and took Hector down; Claire still woke up tasting panic every time she remembered that video feed with the gun to his head. Halabi had wanted to lock them both in a safe house until Chen was caught. Claire and Marcus had refused. Elliot Sanders was the last living eyewitness to Daniel's death. If they didn't find him now, they might never.

	

	"Could be Bastien's muscle," Claire whispered.

	

	"Or Chen's," Marcus said. "Or just some poor night-shift worker taking a nap in their car. Either way, we're not leading them straight to Elliot."

	

	They got out of their sedan and walked past the black car without breaking stride, as they belonged in the neighborhood. Claire kept her breathing steady, counting her steps. One-two-three-four. Don't look. Don't hesitate. Don't give them a reason to follow.

	

	At the mouth of the alley beside 412 Harrow, Marcus caught Claire's wrist and pulled her into the shadow. "The front door is too exposed. A fire escape is on the back of the print shop. If Elliot's as paranoid as Daniel's notes suggest, he's not answering a knock anyway."

	

	The fire escape ladder was rusted and stuck. Marcus jumped, grabbed the bottom rung, and hung his full weight from it until the ancient mechanism screeched and grudgingly released. They climbed in silence. The third-floor landing outside Unit B was lit by a single bare bulb behind a cage. A security camera stared down at them from above the doorframe, its little red LED dark. Disabled, Claire hoped. Or worse, watching and recording.

	

	Marcus raised his hand to knock, then stopped. Instead, he leaned close to the door and spoke quietly, clearly. "Elliot. It's Marcus Reid. Daniel Hartley's friend. Claire Donovan is with me. We got your name from Daniel's cipher. We're not with ADC. We're not with the Bastiens. We're not with Victoria Chen. We just need five minutes. Daniel deserves that much."

	

	Silence.

	

	Then, from inside: the soft scrape of a deadbolt. Another. A chain. The door opened exactly three inches, held by a security chain, and a bloodshot eye peered out at them.

	

	"Prove it," a man's voice whispered. It was thin, strained, like it hadn't been used much lately.

	

	Claire stepped closer so he could see her face clearly. "Elliot, Daniel called me 'Clairebear' when he wanted to annoy me. He hated cilantro. He kept a copy of All the President's Men on his nightstand because he wanted to be Woodward when he grew up. On September 13th, the night he died, he told me he was meeting his 'source' and that it was going to 'blow the whole thing open.' I didn't believe him. I told him he was being dramatic. Those were the last words I ever said to him." Her voice cracked. "Please. We need your help."

	

	The eye behind the door blinked hard. For a long moment, Claire thought he was going to shut it in their faces. Then the chain slid back. The deadbolts clicked. The door opened.

	

	Elliot Sanders looked like a ghost wearing a human suit. He was maybe forty, but he could've passed for sixty. His hair was prematurely gray and cropped close to his skull. His skin had the pallor of someone who lived under artificial light. He wore threadbare sweatpants, a flannel shirt despite the warm night, and thick wool socks like he was always braced to run barefoot if he had to. In his right hand, he held a can of pepper spray. On his left, a small tactical flashlight.

	

	"Come in. Quickly. And if either of you makes a move toward your phone, I spray first and ask questions never."

	

	The apartment was a single room: bed, hot plate, mini-fridge, a folding table buried under newspapers and printouts. The windows were covered with foil and blackout curtains. A duffel bag sat by the door, packed and ready. Elliot had been one bad knock away from disappearing again.

	

	Marcus held his hands up, slow and nonthreatening. "No phones out. See?" He turned his empty pockets inside out. Claire did the same.

	

	Elliot shut the door, threw all three deadbolts, and kept the pepper spray trained on them while he backed toward the folding table. "How did you find me?"

	

	"Daniel's cipher," Marcus said. "Green notebook, page 17. 'MARITIME' key. He left instructions in case something happened to him. He wanted the truth to come out even if he couldn't be the one to publish it."

	

	Elliot's grip on the pepper spray wavered for the first time. His eyes went glossy. "That stupid, brave kid. I told him to drop it. I begged him. I said, 'Daniel, these people don't play games. They will kill you.' And he just smiled at me and said, 'Then I guess I have to be faster than they are.'"

	

	Claire's throat tightened. That sounded exactly like Daniel.

	

	Elliot lowered the pepper spray a fraction. "What do you want from me?"

	

	"The truth," Claire said. "About what happened on the pier on September 14th. The official story says Daniel was drunk, fell, and drowned accidentally. That's a lie. We know it's a lie. We need you to tell us what you actually saw."

	

	Elliot sat down heavily in the folding chair at the table, as his legs had suddenly remembered they were exhausted. For a long moment, he stared at his hands. When he spoke, his voice was flat, mechanical, as if he didn't detach from it, he'd shatter.

	

	"I met Daniel at 11:45 p.m. on the old commercial pier. I brought the ADC internal files as I promised: acquisition ledgers showing below-market purchases, emails from Pemberton directing the 'persuasion' teams, and wire transfer records tying Victoria Chen to the Bastien money-laundering network. Daniel had a camera. He was going to document everything, make copies, and send it to his editor at the Ashford Gazette first thing in the morning. He was so happy. He kept saying, 'Elliot, we're actually going to do it. We're going to take them down.'"

	

	Elliot swallowed hard.

	

	"At 11:58, I heard footsteps behind us on the pier. Heavy footsteps. Not someone trying to sneak up. Someone who wanted us to know they were there. Vincent Calabrese stepped out of the shadows at the far end of the pier. Big guy. Scar on his cheek. I'd seen him at ADC headquarters twice, standing outside Pemberton's office like a guard dog. Daniel froze. He whispered, 'Elliot, run.' But I couldn't. My feet wouldn't move."

	

	Claire reached for Marcus's hand under the table. His fingers were ice-cold.

	

	"Calabrese walked toward us slowly," Elliot continued. "Like he had all the time in the world. He said, 'Hand over the files, kid. And the camera. This doesn't have to get messy.' Daniel didn't hand anything over. He said, 'You're not getting away with this. People know I'm here. People know what you're doing.' Calabrese laughed. He said, 'Nobody knows you're here. Your daddy tried to buy you off. Your girlfriend ran away. Your reporter boyfriend left town. You're all alone.'"

	

	Marcus's grip on Claire's hand tightened painfully. That last part about Marcus leaving town, Calabrese had thrown it in Daniel's face deliberately, to break him. To isolate him.

	

	"Daniel tried to bluff," Elliot said. "He reached into his jacket like he had a weapon. He didn't. It was just his phone. Calabrese didn't even flinch. He grabbed Daniel by the front of his shirt and slammed him against one of the pier pilings. Daniel's head hit the wood. I heard it. A sick, dull crack. Daniel's knees buckled. Calabrese started going through his jacket, taking the files, taking the camera, taking the USB drive Daniel had in his inside pocket."

	

	Elliot's breathing had gone shallow. He was back there on that pier, reliving it.

	

	"I should've run then. I know I should've run. But Daniel was on his hands and knees, bleeding from the back of his head, trying to crawl away. He looked over his shoulder at me and said, 'Elliot, please.' So I did the stupidest thing I've ever done in my life. I charged Calabrese. I hit him in the back with my shoulder. It was like hitting a brick wall. Calabrese barely stumbled. He turned around and backhanded me so hard I tasted blood. I went down on the planks. When I looked up, Calabrese had Daniel by the collar again, dragging him toward the edge of the pier."

	

	Claire's vision narrowed. She could see it too now, horribly vivid: Daniel dazed and bleeding, Calabrese hauling him toward black water, Elliot sprawled helpless on the boards.

	

	"Calabrese didn't push him," Elliot whispered. "That's the part the police report got wrong. He didn't 'accidentally' knock him in. He held Daniel over the edge by the front of his shirt. Daniel was conscious. Barely. But conscious. He looked Calabrese right in the eye and said, 'My sister is going to find you.' Calabrese smiled. And then he let go."

	

	Elliot covered his face with his hands. His shoulders shook once, silently.

	

	Claire didn't realize she was crying until Marcus let go of her hand and put his arm around her shoulders instead, holding her upright. She wanted to scream. She wanted to break something. She wanted to go back in time and grab Daniel by the arm and drag him away from that pier by force.

	

	Elliot wiped his eyes with the back of his wrist and forced himself to continue. "Daniel hit the water. It was high tide, cold as hell. The current is strong. He surfaced once. Just once. He tried to call out, but he choked on seawater. Then he went under and didn't come back up. Calabrese stood there for maybe ten seconds, watching the water like he was making sure. Then he turned to me."

	

	Elliot's voice dropped to a whisper. "He said, 'If you tell anyone, you're next. And if you run, we'll find you. Your mother lives in Bangor. Your sister teaches third grade in Portsmouth. We know where everyone is.' Then he kicked me in the ribs hard enough to crack two of them, and he left me there on the pier next to the bloodstain where Daniel's head hit the piling. I lay there until I heard a car drive away. Then I crawled to the edge and looked for Daniel. Nothing. Just water. I knew he was dead."

	

	Marcus's voice, when he finally spoke, was deadly calm. "Who gave the order, Elliot? Calabrese didn't decide to kill Daniel on his own. He was muscular. Who told him to do it?"

	

	Elliot looked up at them. His expression was hollow with seven years of terror. "Victoria Chen gave the order directly to Calabrese. I heard her. I was hiding behind a stack of lobster traps at the far end of the pier, trying to get my phone out to call 911. I didn't have service. But I could hear them. Chen showed up right after Calabrese did. She didn't get close to Daniel. She stayed back in the shadows near the parking lot. I heard her say, 'Make it look like an accident. Drunk kid, bad judgment, tragic drowning. No loose ends.' Calabrese said, 'What about the source?' Chen said, 'The source runs, or he dies too. Your choice.'"

	

	Claire's blood turned to ice. Victoria Chen. Not Pemberton. Not Thomas Donovan. Victoria Chen had ordered Daniel's murder personally. She'd watched it happen. She'd orchestrated the cover-up.

	

	"And Pemberton?" Marcus asked. "Was he involved?"

	

	Elliot nodded. "Yeah. After Chen left, I heard Calabrese on his phone. He said, 'It's done. The kids are in the water. The files are secured.' And the person on the other end said, 'Good. Make sure Sanders disappears. And remind Chen that her payment clears tomorrow.' It was Pemberton. I'd recognize his voice anywhere. He was the one paying for it. Chen was the one giving the operational order."

	

	Marcus exhaled slowly, like he'd been holding his breath for seven years. "We have her. We have Chen on tape admitting she tried to manipulate the investigation. We have your eyewitness testimony. We have Daniel's files proving the money laundering. We can finally nail all of them."

	

	Elliot shook his head sharply. "No. You don't understand. Chen isn't the top of this. She's middle management. The Bastien family is at the top. Chen answers them. And the Bastiens don't forgive witnesses. If I testify, they will find me. They'll find my mother in Bangor. They'll find my sister in Portsmouth. They'll find you." His eyes darted to Claire. "They already tried to kill you twice."

	

	Claire reached into her jacket and pulled out the waterproof hard drive containing Daniel's "nuclear option" files, the complete Bastien money-laundering network, the account numbers, the corrupt officials, everything Daniel had compiled. "Elliot, Daniel hid this. Enough evidence to destroy the Bastien family completely. Not just ADC. Not just Pemberton and Chen. The whole international operation. If you testify, if you put Chen and Pemberton and Calabrese at the pier that night, and we pair that with this evidence, the FBI can put the entire Bastien network in federal custody. Witness protection for you. Real witness protection. Not the half-assed disappearing act you've been doing for seven years. A new name, a new life, full federal protection for you and your family."

	

	Elliot stared at the hard drive like it was a live snake. "You're sure this is enough?"

	

	Marcus nodded. "It's enough to put the Bastien leadership away for life. And with your testimony tying Chen directly to Daniel's murder, she'll flip on the Bastiens to save herself. They'll eat each other alive."

	

	Elliot was quiet for a long time. Outside, a car door slammed somewhere on the street below. Elliot flinched so hard he nearly knocked over his chair.

	

	Finally, he looked at Claire. "Your brother died because he believed the truth mattered more than his own life. The least I can do is prove him right. I'll testify. But I want it on the record: I didn't run because I was a coward. I ran because I had a mother and a sister, and if I died, Chen would've made them pay for my 'betrayal.'"

	

	Claire's eyes filled. "I know. And Daniel knew that too. He wouldn't blame you. He'd be grateful you survived to tell the truth."

	

	Elliot nodded once, sharply, like he'd made a decision that cost him everything. He stood, grabbed his packed duffel bag from beside the door, and slung it over his shoulder. "Okay. Let's go to the FBI. But we do it right now. I won't spend one more night in this apartment waiting for someone to kick in my door."

	

	Marcus pulled out his phone, the secure FBI burner Halabi had given him. "I'll call Halabi. She'll have a tactical team here in five minutes to extract you."

	

	Elliot held up a hand. "Wait. Before you call, there's one more thing. The night Daniel died, after Calabrese left, after Chen left, after I finally dragged myself off that pier... I saw someone else there. At the far end of the parking lot, in a parked car with the engine running. Just sitting there, watching. I couldn't see their faces. But I saw the silhouette. And I saw something in their hand."

	

	Claire's skin went cold. "What was it?"

	

	Elliot met her gaze, and the fear in his eyes was fresh, raw, as if this was the one part of that night he'd never been able to say out loud. "A camera. Someone was taking pictures of the whole thing. From a distance. Like they were documenting it. Like they wanted proof."

	

	Marcus went perfectly still. "Did you see who it was?"

	

	Elliot shook his head. "No. But as they drove away, their headlights swept across the pier for half a second. And I saw the bumper sticker on their car."

	

	Claire didn't breathe. "What bumper sticker?"

	

	Elliot's voice was barely a whisper. "It said 'Donovan Properties: Building Ashford's Future.' Your father's company, Claire. Someone connected to your father was there that night. Watching Daniel die."

	

	For one full second, the tiny apartment above the defunct print shop went so quiet Claire could hear the refrigerator compressor kick on.

	

	Elliot's words hung in the air like smoke: A Donovan Properties bumper sticker. Someone connected to your father was there that night. Watching Daniel die.

	

	Marcus didn't move. Didn't blink. Claire could feel the tension radiating off him like heat. Her own mind was a screaming carousel of denial, fury, and a sick, cold calculation: if someone from Donovan Properties had been on that pier photographing Daniel's murder, then either Thomas Donovan had lied about everything… or someone in his company had been working against him… or the Bastiens/Chen had deliberately planted that vehicle to frame him.

	

	Claire forced her voice to stay steady. "Are you sure it was a Donovan Properties bumper sticker?"

	

	Elliot nodded once, sharply. "I saw it in the headlights. Blue and white. The little sailboat logo. 'Donovan Properties: Building Ashford's Future.' I've seen those stickers on half the work trucks in Ashford my whole life. I'm sure."

	

	Marcus finally moved, reaching slowly for the secure FBI burner in his pocket like any sudden motion might spook Elliot into bolting. "Okay. We don't jump to conclusions. We don't go confront your father in the middle of the night. We call Agent Halabi, we get you into federal protective custody, we secure Daniel's hard drive, and we let the FBI run down the bumper sticker lead properly. With subpoenas. With traffic camera footage. With employee logs. Not with a revenge road trip."

	

	Elliot's eyes darted to the door. "If someone from Donovan Properties was there that night, that means this goes even higher than we thought. That means I'm not safe. That means you're not safe. We need to leave. Right now."

	

	Claire zipped Daniel's hard drive deeper into her inner jacket pocket and pulled her own panic button out of her sleeve, holding it in her palm where Elliot could see it. "We're not going to disappear on you. I'm going to press this. In thirty seconds, this alley and this building are going to be full of FBI agents. They'll get you to a secure location, get your statement on the record, and put protection on your mother and sister. But you have to stay calm. You have to trust the process for the next five minutes. Can you do that?"

	

	Elliot stared at the panic button like it was a live scorpion. Then he nodded once. "Yeah. Yeah, I can do that. Just… don't let them put me in a room with Victoria Chen. If I see her face, I will lose it."

	

	"You won't have to," Marcus promised. "Chen's a fugitive. The only place she's going is a cell."

	

	Claire pressed the panic button.

	

	The response was immediate. Outside, tires screeched in the alley. Car doors slammed. A bullhorn crackled: "FBI! THIS IS A FEDERAL OPERATION! EVERYONE INSIDE 412B HARROW STREET, PUT YOUR HANDS WHERE WE CAN SEE THEM AND OPEN THE DOOR SLOWLY!"

	

	Elliot flinched so hard he knocked his folding chair over. Marcus put a steadying hand on his shoulder. "It's okay. That's our people. Stay behind me. Claire, stay by the wall."

	

	Claire moved to the side of the door as instructed, her hands visible. Marcus called out, "FBI team, this is Marcus Reid! We have Elliot Sanders inside; he's cooperating, he's unarmed! We're coming out slowly!"

	

	"Copy, Reid!" Halabi's voice is sharp and authoritative. "Open the door, hands up, Sanders between you and Donovan. No sudden movements."

	

	Marcus unlocked the three deadbolts. He opened the door with his hands raised. Claire followed, hands up. Elliot came last, clutching his duffel bag to his chest like a life preserver, his face a mask of terror as a half-dozen FBI agents in tactical gear flooded the hallway, weapons trained low but ready.

	

	Halabi pushed through her own team, her eyes sweeping the room behind them, then locking on Elliot. "Mr. Sanders. I'm Special Agent Dana Halabi. You're safe. No one is going to hurt you. We're going to get you out of here, get you medical attention if you need it, and take your statement in a secure facility. Is that acceptable?"

	

	Elliot swallowed. "My mother. In Bangor. My sister. Portsmouth. You said protection."

	

	"Already in motion," Halabi said without missing a beat. She signaled to a female agent beside her. "Agent Pritchard will coordinate with Maine State Police and New Hampshire State Police right now. Your family will have protection within the hour. You have my word."

	

	Elliot's shoulders sagged so hard Claire thought he might collapse. Marcus steadied him again.

	

	Halabi's gaze shifted to Claire, then Marcus. Her expression was equal parts relief and fury. "You two are going to give me an ulcer. I told you not to go off-book."

	

	Marcus didn't flinch. "You also told us time was critical. Daniel left a cipher. We followed it. We found Elliot. He witnessed Daniel's murder. He can identify Chen as the one who gave the order and Pemberton as the one who paid for it. And he saw someone with a Donovan Properties bumper sticker photographing the murder from the parking lot."

	

	Halabi went very still. "Say that again."

	

	Elliot repeated it, his voice steadier now that he was surrounded by armed federal agents. Halabi listened without interrupting, her jaw tightening with each sentence.

	

	When Elliot finished, Halabi keyed her radio. "Command, this is Halabi. I need an immediate freeze on all Donovan Properties vehicle GPS logs, employee shift rosters, and security camera archives for the Ashford waterfront and the old commercial pier for September 13th and 14th, seven years ago. Also pull current fleet registration and any vehicles still in service matching the make/model Elliot describes: dark sedan, late-model, possibly a Ford Taurus or Crown Vic type, blue-and-white Donovan Properties bumper sticker. And get me a supervisor from the State Attorney General's Public Integrity Unit on the line. We may have a new co-conspirator."

	

	She turned back to Elliot. "Mr. Sanders, I need you to come with me right now. We'll do your formal interview at our secure field office. You'll have a victim/witness advocate, you'll have counsel if you want it, and you will not be left alone for one second until Chen and everyone involved in Daniel Hartley's murder are in custody. Is that acceptable?"

	

	Elliot nodded. "Yeah. Let's do it."

	

	As the agents began to move Elliot out, Claire caught Halabi's sleeve. "Agent Halabi. The hard drive. Daniel's 'nuclear option' files. I have it. Everything on the Bastien money-laundering network, the ADC corruption, the names, the accounts. Chen wanted it. She tried to use Marcus to force me to bring it to her at the chapel."

	

	Halabi held out an evidence bag. "Put it in here. Chain of custody starts now. We'll have our forensic team image it immediately, then lock the original in our evidence vault."

	

	Claire carefully placed the sealed plastic bag containing the hard drive into the evidence bag. Halabi sealed it, initiated it, and handed it off to a waiting evidence technician.

	

	"One more thing," Claire said quietly, so only Halabi could hear. "About the Donovan Properties bumper sticker. My father is in jail. He's already confessed to his part in the ADC corruption and to trying to warn Daniel at the end. If someone in his company was on that pier that night, I need to know. But I also need you to be careful. My father may be guilty of a lot of things, but I don't think he's a cold-blooded accessory to murder. Someone could be trying to frame him. Or someone could've been freelancing under the Donovan Properties banner without his knowledge."

	

	Halabi's expression softened a fraction. "I hear you, Ms. Donovan. And I promise you: we will be careful. We will verify. We will not railroad your father based on one eyewitness account of a bumper sticker seen in headlights seven years ago. But we will investigate it. Fully. Transparently. That's how we do this right."

	

	Claire nodded, swallowing the lump in her throat. "Thank you."

	

	The extraction of Elliot Sanders was a well-choreographed ballet of federal procedure. Two SUVs idled in the alley, engines running. Elliot was placed in the middle vehicle, flanked by two agents. Marcus and Claire were directed to the lead SUV with Halabi. As they pulled away from Harrow Street, Claire looked back through the rear window and saw the black sedan that had been parked down the block earlier pulling out too, keeping a careful distance.

	

	"Halabi," Claire said, keeping her voice calm. "Black sedan. Three cars back. Tinted windows. Same one that was here when we arrived."

	

	Halabi didn't turn around. She keyed her radio instead, her tone clipped. "Surveillance team, possible tail on our convoy. Black sedan, tinted, three back, matching earlier description. Do not spook it. I want a vehicle ID and plates. If it follows us onto the interstate, execute box-and-stop. If it breaks off, I want a unit to discreetly track it to its origin."

	

	Marcus twisted slightly in his seat, just enough to glance in the side mirror. "It's maintaining distance. Not closing. Not falling away. Like it's trying to see where we take Elliot."

	

	"Or where we take the hard drive," Claire said.

	

	Halabi's radio crackled. "Halabi, this is Surveillance One. Plates on the tail are stolen. The vehicle is a 2016 Ford Taurus, reported stolen out of South Portland yesterday. No visual on occupants yet; windows are heavily tinted. It's following at exactly four car lengths. No lane changes unless we do."

	

	Halabi cursed under her breath. "Bastien, cleanup crew. Or Chen's people. They know we found Elliot. They know we have the hard drive. They want one or both back."

	

	Claire's hand went to the evidence bag containing Daniel's hard drive, now locked in a steel transport case at her feet. "They're not getting it."

	

	"No," Halabi agreed. "They're not. New plan. We're not taking Elliot to the field office. We're taking him to the federal courthouse holding facility downtown. More security, more cameras, direct access to U.S. Marshals. And we're going to lose this tail before we get there."

	

	Halabi issued rapid instructions on her radio. The convoy split at the next intersection without signaling: the SUV carrying Elliot peeled left onto a one-way street while Halabi's SUV and the third vehicle hung a hard right, deliberately drawing the stolen Taurus after them instead of after Elliot. It worked. The black sedan hesitated for half a beat, then committed to following Halabi's decoy pair.

	

	"Gotcha," Halabi murmured. "Surveillance, execute box-and-stop on my mark. Non-lethal. I want these people alive and talking."

	

	Claire's heart hammered as Halabi's driver accelerated smoothly, leading the stolen Taurus into a carefully chosen grid of one-way streets near the old port. Two unmarked FBI SUVs appeared seemingly from nowhere, one pulling ahead to block the intersection, one swinging in behind the Taurus to cut off retreat. Halabi's driver braked hard and angled their SUV sideways across the lane, boxing the stolen car in on three sides.

	

	The Taurus's brake lights flared. Its reverse lights came on for one desperate second… then all four doors burst open at once.

	

	Three men bailed out, all in dark clothing, faces covered with balaclavas. One carried a compact submachine gun. Another had a crowbar. The third had a zip tie restraint already in his hand, like he intended to take a hostage.

	

	"DOWN!" Halabi shouted, yanking Claire and Marcus toward the floorboards as the FBI SUVs' doors flew open and a dozen agents in tactical vests poured out, yelling, "FBI! DROP YOUR WEAPONS! GET ON THE GROUND! NOW!"

	

	The man with the submachine gun raised it halfway. He didn't get to finish. Two FBI tasers fired in near-perfect unison. Twin barbed wires hit him in the chest and thigh; he convulsed and dropped like a sack of wet cement. The man with the crowbar tried to sprint back toward the driver's door; an agent clotheslined him with a shield and drove him face-first into the pavement. The third man froze, zip tie dangling from his fingers, then slowly dropped to his knees and laced his hands behind his head when three rifles centered on his chest.

	

	"Clear!" Halabi called after a ten-second sweep. She popped her door and was out in a flash, badge held high. "FBI! Nobody moves!"

	

	Claire sat up slowly, her ears ringing, Marcus beside her doing the same. Her hands were shaking, but the steel evidence case containing Daniel's hard drive was still safely at her feet.

	

	Halabi returned to the SUV a moment later, breathing hard but composed. "Three in custody. One illegal submachine gun, two sets of stolen plates in the trunk, a burner phone pre-dialed to a number we now know is associated with a Bastien lieutenant in Montreal. And this." She held up a clear plastic evidence bag containing a crumpled piece of paper.

	

	Claire took it carefully. It was a printed screenshot of a surveillance photo: a grainy image of Claire and Marcus leaving the federal courthouse two days ago, circled in red. Beneath it, a handwritten note: THEY HAVE THE DRIVE. TAKE IT BACK. NO WITNESSES.

	

	Claire looked up at Halabi. "They were never just following Elliot. They were hunting for the hard drive. And they were ready to kill anyone who stood between them and it."

	

	Halabi nodded grimly. "Which means we just proved something important: Daniel's 'nuclear option' files are exactly as dangerous as he thought they were. And the Bastiens will keep coming until every copy is destroyed and every person who knows what's in them is silenced."

	

	Marcus put his arm around Claire's shoulders. For once, Claire didn't pull away. She leaned into him, just for a second, drawing strength from the solid warmth of him beside her.

	

	"Then it's a good thing," Claire said, "that we've got the only copy that matters… and a living witness who can put Victoria Chen and Richard Pemberton at the pier the night they murdered my brother."

	

	Halabi's mouth tightened into a determined line. "Damn right we do. Let's go get Daniel his justice."

	

	 


CHAPTER 10

	

	The secure conference room in the federal courthouse smelled like burnt coffee and industrial carpet cleaner. It was 6:43 a.m., and Claire had been awake for forty-one hours. Her eyes felt sandblasted. Her mouth tasted like metal. Across the table from her, Marcus sat with his elbows on his knees, hands clasped so tightly his knuckles were white. Beside him, Elliot Sanders huddled in a borrowed sweatshirt two sizes too big, a U.S. Marshal posted at his shoulder and another outside the door. Agent Halabi stood at the head of the table with a laptop open, a legal pad covered in her sharp, slanted notes, and the expression of a person holding back a hurricane by sheer force of will.

	

	On the wall-mounted monitor behind her, a digital evidence binder scrolled through item after item: Daniel's encrypted hard drive (now forensically imaged and duplicated), Elliot's sworn statement, the audio recording of Pemberton and Chen plotting Daniel's murder, bank wire records tying Victoria Chen to the Bastien crime family, GPS logs showing the stolen Taurus tailing their convoy the night before, and the still-grainy still frame from a waterfront security camera Halabi's team had finally recovered at 5:12 a.m.

	

	The still frame showed the old commercial pier parking lot at 12:04 a.m. on September 14th, seven years ago. It was blurry, black-and-white, shot from a camera mounted on the bait-and-tackle shop across the street. But it was clear enough. A dark sedan was parked at the far edge of the lot. A figure standing beside the open driver's door, camera raised to their face. And on the bumper of the sedan: the unmistakable blue-and-white Donovan Properties logo and the slogan "Building Ashford's Future."

	

	Claire couldn't stop staring at it. Her stomach kept trying to climb up her throat.

	

	Halabi clicked the remote. The image stayed frozen on the screen. "Mr. Sanders, I need you to look at this again carefully. Is this the vehicle you saw the night Daniel Hartley was murdered?"

	

	Elliot leaned forward, squinting. He didn't touch the screen. He didn't need to. "Yes. That's it. Same shape. Same bumper sticker. Same position in the lot. I told you: I saw the headlights sweep across the pier, and I saw that sticker. That's the car."

	

	Halabi nodded once, like she'd been hoping for that answer and hating that she'd gotten it. "Okay. Thank you." She turned to Claire and Marcus. Her voice softened a fraction, but only a fraction. "Before we bring Thomas Donovan in, you need to understand exactly what we know and what we don't know. What we know: Richard Pemberton ordered Daniel Hartley's murder. Victoria Chen relayed that order to Vincent Calabrese and was physically present at the pier that night. Elliot Sanders witnessed it. Daniel's hard drive proves ADC was a Bastien-family money-laundering operation and proves Pemberton and Chen's direct involvement. What we don't yet know definitively: who was in that Donovan Properties vehicle on the pier that night, why they were taking photographs, and whether Thomas Donovan authorized it, knew about it, or was being framed by someone inside his company or by Chen."

	

	Claire's voice came out thin. "But he knew. About the plot. About the meeting on September 12th. He told us himself. He knew Pemberton and Chen were planning to 'handle' Daniel. He tried to warn Daniel at the last minute, but he didn't go to the police. He didn't stop. He stayed quiet and tried to negotiate with the people who were going to murder his son."

	

	Marcus reached for her hand under the table. Claire let him take it, but she didn't squeeze back. Her hand felt numb.

	

	Halabi continued, carefully neutral. "Thomas Donovan has admitted to conspiracy to commit fraud, obstruction of justice, and being present at the September 12th planning meeting where Pemberton and Chen discussed 'eliminating' Daniel. He has not admitted to ordering Daniel's murder, to directing anyone to photograph the pier that night, or to having prior knowledge that Calabrese would actually go through with it. He claims he tried to call it off at 11:52 p.m. on the 13th. The phone record confirms he made a call to Pemberton at that exact time. What he did after that call… we don't have a record of. And the driver/photographer in that Donovan Properties vehicle is still unidentified."

	

	Claire finally looked up. "So he could be telling the truth. Or he could be lying. Or he could be telling a carefully edited version of the truth that keeps him just barely on the right side of accessory to murder."

	

	Halabi didn't deny it. "Yes."

	

	The door opened. Two U.S. Marshals escorted Thomas Donovan into the conference room. He was in the same orange county scrubs he'd worn yesterday, but he looked worse: unshaven, hollow-eyed, like he hadn't slept since they'd last seen him. His gaze went immediately to Claire. When he saw the frozen security still frame on the monitor behind Halabi, the color drained from his face so fast Claire thought he might faint.

	

	"Claire," he whispered. "Please. Let me explain."

	

	Claire didn't invite him to sit. She didn't offer him the chair across from her. She just stared at him and waited until the Marshals had secured him standing at the end of the table.

	

	"Explain the car," Claire said. Her voice was eerily calm. "The Donovan Properties sedan was in the pier parking lot at 12:04 a.m. on September 14th. The person taking photographs. Explain that."

	

	Thomas's eyes locked on the image. For one horrifying second, Claire saw genuine shock in his expression. Not the performative shock of a man caught in a lie. Real, gut-punched disbelief.

	

	"I don't know," he said immediately. "I swear to you, Claire, I don't know. That car… that's a company pool vehicle. Any number of employees had access to it. Maintenance, sales, and security contractors were hired for the waterfront properties. I didn't send anyone to the pier that night. I didn't authorize anyone to take photographs. After I called Pemberton at 11:52, I drove home. I sat in my garage for two hours because I couldn't bring myself to go inside and face your mother. I didn't go near the pier."

	

	Halabi stepped forward, her tone brisk and prosecutorial. "Mr. Donovan, we're going to show you a roster. Donovan Properties employee list for September 13th and 14th, seven years ago. I need you to identify everyone who had keys to the pool sedans that week."

	

	Thomas nodded frantically. "Yes. Of course. Anything."

	

	Halabi slid a printed roster across the table. Thomas bent over it, squinting at the names. His finger moved down the page. Stopped. I froze.

	

	His face went from pale to ashen.

	

	"No," he whispered.

	

	Claire's heart began to pound. "Who?"

	

	Thomas looked up at her, and for the first time since this nightmare began, he looked truly terrified, not of prison, not of exposure, not of losing his reputation. Terrified of what he was about to say.

	

	"Brent Halden," he said. "Brent Halden had the keys that night. He was my head of security for Donovan Properties. Ex-cop. Former private investigator. I hired him to handle 'tenant disputes' during the ADC acquisition push. To keep things quiet. To make sure our side didn't get… messy."

	

	Marcus's voice was sharp. "And Halden would take orders from you?"

	

	Thomas swallowed. "Yes. But he also… he also had a side arrangement. I found out about it two months after Daniel died. Halden had been taking payments from Victoria Chen. Not huge payments. Just enough to keep him 'helpful' if Chen needed information about Donovan Properties' movements, our schedules, our vehicles. I confronted him. I fired him. I threatened to go to the police. He laughed at me. He said if I went to the police, he'd make sure everyone knew I'd been complicit in the ADC intimidation campaign from the beginning. He said he had photos. Recordings. Documents I'd signed. He owned me."

	

	Claire felt like the room was shrinking around her. "So Chen had a mole inside Donovan Properties. Someone who could access company vehicles. Someone who could be on that pier taking photographs at her direction. Someone who could frame you if it became convenient."

	

	Thomas nodded miserably. "Yes. And I was too much of a coward to expose him at the time. I was terrified of what would happen to you and your mother if the whole thing blew open. So I buried it. I paid him off to go away. And then he did disappear. Until now."

	

	Halabi was already on her radio, issuing rapid orders. "I want Brent Halden brought in for questioning. Now. Pull his last known address, his bank records, his phone records, and his vehicle registration. Check if any Donovan Properties pool sedans are still registered to him or to a shell company. And get me the State Police aviation unit; I want aerial thermal imaging over the old Halden property in Wells if he's gone to ground."

	

	The Marshals tightened their grip on Thomas's arms as if he might bolt, though he looked like he could barely stand.

	

	Claire stared at her father across the table. Seven years of grief and rage and confusion crystallized into a single, brutal clarity: Thomas Donovan was not a cartoon villain twirling his mustache while ordering his son's murder. He was something far more ordinary and far more devastating. He was a weak man who loved his children but loved his comfort, his reputation, and his illusion of control even more. He had made monstrous compromises to "protect" his family, and those compromises had created the very conditions that got Daniel killed. He had lied to Claire, manipulated her, driven Marcus away, and then spent seven years drowning in guilt without ever finding the courage to actually sacrifice anything meaningful to make it right.

	

	And yet… he hadn't ordered Daniel's murder. He hadn't sent Brent Halden to photograph it. He had tried, at the last possible moment, to call it off. Too late. Always too late.

	

	Claire stood up so abruptly that her chair scraped backward. Everyone in the room tensed. Marcus rose with her, ready to catch her if she fell apart.

	

	Claire walked around the table until she was standing directly in front of her father. Up close, she could see the broken capillaries in his nose, the tremor in his jaw, the tears he was trying and failing to hold back.

	

	"I don't forgive you," Claire said quietly, so only he could hear. "Not today. Maybe not ever. You broke my life. You stole seven years from Marcus and me because you were too scared to tell me the truth. You let me hate an innocent man. You let me carry the belief that my brother died because of Marcus's 'reckless journalism' when the truth was your cowardice and your greed helped build the machine that killed him."

	

	Thomas's face crumpled. A single tear escaped and rolled down his weathered cheek. "I know. I know, sweetheart. I don't deserve forgiveness."

	

	"No," Claire agreed. "You don't. But I'm going to do what Daniel would have done. I'm going to pursue the truth anyway. I'm going to make sure Brent Halden is arrested. I'm going to make sure Victoria Chen is caught. I'm going to make sure Pemberton rots in prison. And I'm going to make sure Daniel's 'nuclear option' files destroy the Bastien crime family so they can never do this to another family again. Not because it heals what you broke. Because it's the right thing to do."

	

	Thomas nodded, accepting the verdict with the quiet dignity of a man finally facing the consequences of his own choices. "Thank you," he whispered. "For not letting Daniel's death be meaningless."

	

	Claire turned away from him before his tears could turn her resolve to mush. She walked back to Marcus, who was watching her with an expression so tender it made her chest ache. He didn't try to hug her. He didn't try to tell her it was going to be okay. He just opened his arms slightly, an invitation, not a demand.

	

	Claire stepped into them.

	

	Marcus folded her against his chest and held her tightly, one hand cradling the back of her head, the other wrapped around her shoulders as he could physically shield her from the grief trying to tear her apart. Claire buried her face in his shirt and finally, finally let herself cry not the controlled, angry tears she'd been choking back for days, but the deep, wrecking sobs of a sister who'd lost her brother, a daughter who'd lost her father even though he was standing three feet away, a woman who'd spent seven years building a life out of scar tissue only to have the blade of truth cut it all open again.

	

	Marcus didn't shush her. He didn't tell her to be strong. He just held her and let her break, his own cheek pressed to the top of her head, his breath uneven like he was crying too.

	

	"I'm here," he murmured into her hair. "I'm not going anywhere. Not this time. I swear to you, Claire. I'm here."

	

	Claire fisted her hands in the back of his shirt and held on like he was the only solid thing in a world made of quicksand. When she finally lifted her face to look at him, her cheeks were streaked with tears, her eyes red and swollen, but her gaze was clear.

	

	"I never stopped loving you," she said, the words coming out raw and unadorned. No poetry. No pretense. Just the truth, finally spoken out loud after seven years of silence. "I hated you for leaving. I hated myself for still loving you. But I never stopped. Not for one day."

	

	Marcus's eyes filled. He cupped her face in both hands, his thumbs gently wiping away her tears. "I never stopped either," he said. "Not for one day. I took your father's deal because I thought it would keep you safe. It was the biggest mistake of my life. I should have fought for you. I should have told you the truth. I should have come back the second Daniel died instead of letting you believe I abandoned you. I'm sorry, Claire. I'm so sorry."

	

	Claire kissed him.

	

	It wasn't a movie kiss. It wasn't neat or graceful or timed to swelling music. It was desperate and salty with tears and a little bit clumsy because they were both exhausted and shaking. But it was real. Seven years of grief and misunderstanding and unspoken love poured into that single, imperfect kiss, and when they finally broke apart, Claire rested her forehead against Marcus's and just breathed him in.

	

	Across the table, Agent Halabi politely cleared her throat. "As touching as this is, we have a fugitive ex-security chief to find, a Bastien crime family to dismantle, and a missing Victoria Chen to locate before she disappears permanently. So if the two of you lovebirds could save the reunion for after we put the bad guys in handcuffs, that would be great."

	

	Claire let out a watery, half-hysterical laugh. Marcus smiled against her hair.

	

	"Yeah," Marcus said. "Let's go finish this."

	

	Claire took his hand, laced their fingers together, and together they turned to face the evidence board, the warrants, the manhunt, and the hard, necessary work of finally making Daniel's death mean something.

	

	Agent Halabi didn't waste a second. The moment Claire and Marcus let go of each other's hands, she was already snapping orders into her radio and motioning two analysts over to the conference room laptop.

	

	"Okay, listen up," Halabi said, all business again. "Brent Halden is our immediate priority. He had access to the Donovan Properties pool vehicles on September 13th and 14th, seven years ago. He was on the pier photographing Daniel Hartley's murder at Victoria Chen's direction. He blackmailed Thomas Donovan into silence after the fact. And based on the note we recovered from those Bastien goons last night, 'TAKE IT BACK. NO WITNESSES, he is almost certainly still working for, or at least being pressured by, the Bastien crime family. We need to find him before he finds Elliot Sanders, before he finds Claire and Marcus, and before he destroys whatever other evidence he might be sitting on."

	

	An analyst named Prieto looked up from her screen. "I pulled Halden's last known address from DMV and tax records. It's a rental cottage in Wells, Maine. The lease lapsed two years ago, but the power bill was still being auto-paid from a shell company called Seaglass Holdings LLC until last month. Same shell pattern we saw in the ADC money-laundering network. Bastien-adjacent."

	

	Halabi nodded. "Send the address to the State Police tactical team. I want eyes on that cottage in the next ten minutes. Quiet surveillance only. No knock-and-talk. If Halden is there, he's not going to come quietly."

	

	Marcus leaned over Prieto's shoulder. "Check traffic cameras along Route 1 between Portland and Wells for the last 48 hours. If Halden's our photographer and Chen's cleanup guy, he's been mobile. He might be using a different vehicle than the stolen Taurus from last night."

	

	Prieto's fingers flew across the keyboard. "Already on it. Also, cross-referencing any E-ZPass hits, toll booth cameras, and gas station exterior cams. Give me twenty minutes."

	

	Claire's phone buzzed in her pocket. A blocked number. Her stomach dropped. She showed it to Halabi, who held up a hand to the room for silence and nodded at Claire to answer the speaker.

	

	Claire tapped the screen. "Hello?"

	

	A man's voice, low and distorted, like it was being run through a voice changer. "Ms. Donovan. You should have left well enough alone. Daniel should have left well enough alone. Now people are going to get hurt. Tell your FBI babysitters to back off, Brent Halden, or the next photograph I send them will be of Elliot Sanders' dead body."

	

	Claire's mouth went dry. "If you touch Elliot, you sign your own death warrant. The FBI has your face from the pier security footage. They have your vehicle. They have the Bastien note with your handwriting. There's nowhere to run."

	

	The distorted voice chuckled once, humorless. "You think this is about running? This is about finishing a job. Chen botched it seven years ago. Pemberton was an idiot. Your father was a coward. I'm the only professional in the room. Here's what's going to happen: you bring Daniel's hard drive to the abandoned boatyard on the south end of Ashford Harbor at noon today. Alone. No FBI. No Marcus. No tricks. If I see a single badge, Sanders dies. If you're late, Sanders dies. If you call Halabi, Sanders dies. The clock starts now."

	

	The line went dead.

	

	For one beat, the conference room was perfectly silent. Then everyone started talking at once.

	

	Halabi snapped, "Quiet!" The room fell silent. Her eyes were hard as flint. "Claire, did he make any ambient noise? Background sounds? Traffic? Water? Machinery?"

	

	Claire replayed the call in her head, forcing herself past the panic. "Water. I heard gulls. And a rhythmic clank, like a buoy chain or a dock line against a piling. And… an engine idling. A big one. Diesel."

	

	Marcus was already moving to the map pinned to the wall. "Abandoned boatyard on the south end of Ashford Harbor. There's only one place that fits: Whitaker's Yard. It's been condemned for three years. Half the slips are rotted through. Big diesel generators still sit on the cradles where they used to service the fishing trawlers."

	

	Halabi grabbed her radio. "All units, stand down on the Wells cottage for now. New target: Whitaker's Boat Yard, south Ashford Harbor. Possible hostage situation: Elliot Sanders. Suspect: Brent Halden, armed and dangerous, likely working with Bastien operatives. I want SWAT, crisis negotiators, and aerial surveillance in the air in ten minutes. And I wanted a drone feed in that boatyard yesterday."

	

	Claire stepped toward Halabi. "He's expecting me alone. If I don't show up alone, he kills Elliot."

	

	Halabi rounded on her. "Absolutely not. We are not sending you in as bait."

	

	"I'm not volunteering to be bait," Claire said, her voice steady despite the adrenaline flooding her system. "I'm volunteering to be the delivery system. He wants the hard drive. He thinks Daniel hid something on it that the Bastiens need, or that Chen needs, or that he can sell. Fine. Let him think he's getting it. But the hard drive he gets will be a decoy. A forensically identical copy with a GPS tracker embedded in the casing, a remote-wipe trigger, and enough encrypted garbage data to keep him busy for hours while your SWAT team extracts Elliot and takes him down."

	

	Marcus's head snapped toward her. "No. No way. It's too dangerous. Halden already tried to have us killed twice. He knows your face. He'll smell a trap a mile away."

	

	Claire met his eyes. "Maybe. But he doesn't know what we know about the pier photograph. He doesn't know we recovered Daniel's cipher and found Elliot. He thinks he's still three steps ahead because he's been hiding for seven years. We use that arrogance against him."

	

	Halabi was quiet for a beat, thinking it through like a chess player. Finally, she nodded once. "It's risky. But it could work. We'll make a perfect clone of the hard drive. We'll embed a micro-GPS tracker and a tamper alarm. We'll put a remote data-corruption payload on it, nothing that destroys evidence we already have backed up, but enough to make the drive useless to Halden the second he tries to plug it in. And Claire doesn't go in alone. She goes in with eyes on from three sniper nests, a SWAT breach team staged on the adjacent warehouse roof, and Marcus in an unmarked van two hundred yards out with a direct comms line to me."

	

	Marcus opened his mouth to argue, then closed it. He knew Claire well enough to recognize that look on her face. She wasn't asking permission. She was informing them of her decision.

	

	"Fine," Marcus said tightly. "But I'm on that comms line the entire time. And if anything sounds wrong, you pull the plug, and you get out. Promise me, Claire."

	

	Claire squeezed his hand. "I promise."

	

	At 11:47 a.m., Claire stood at the edge of Whitaker's Boat Yard with a nondescript backpack over one shoulder. The place looked like a post-apocalyptic postcard: rotting wooden docks half-submerged in oily water, rusted trawler hulls tilted at drunken angles in the mud, broken windows in the corrugated metal maintenance shed. The air smelled of brine, diesel, and decay. Gulls screamed overhead like they were laughing at her.

	

	In her ear, Halabi's calm voice: "Snipers in position. SWAT breach team ready. A drone has thermal imaging. We count three heat signatures inside the maintenance shed: one stationary in the northeast corner, likely Elliot, restrained. One pacing near the center is likely Halden. One sat near the south door, a possible lookout. Marcus is on comms. Say the word, and we move."

	

	Claire took a slow breath and walked into the yard, her hands visible at her sides. "Halden!" she called. "I'm here! I brought the drive! Let Elliot go!"

	

	For a long moment, nothing. Then the side door of the maintenance shed creaked open, and Brent Halden stepped out.

	

	He looked ordinary. That was the terrifying part. Mid-forties, paunchy, thinning brown hair, a windbreaker with a faded Donovan Properties logo on the breast pocket. Like a bored mid-level manager on his lunch break, not a man who'd photographed a murder and spent seven years blackmailing and hiding. The only thing that didn't fit was the compact pistol in his right hand, held casually at his side like it was an extension of his arm.

	

	"Ms. Donovan," Halden called back, his voice carrying easily across the open yard. "Toss the backpack toward me. Slowly. Then step back ten paces and keep your hands up."

	

	Claire did as he asked. The backpack landed with a soft thud in the gravel ten feet from him. Halden didn't pick it up. He kept the gun trained on her and shouted over his shoulder into the shed, "Check it!"

	

	A second man, young, tattooed, Bastien swan jacket emerged from the shed, grabbed the backpack, unzipped it, and pulled out the hard drive casing. He held it up for Halden to see.

	

	Halden's eyes narrowed. "Open it. Plug it into the laptop."

	

	The Bastien guy produced a battered laptop from inside his jacket, booted it up, and connected the decoy drive with a USB cable. The laptop screen flickered. A progress bar appeared. For three agonizing seconds, nothing happened.

	

	Then the laptop emitted a shrill, ear-splitting alarm. Red warning text flashed across the screen: TAMPER DETECTED. DATA CORRUPTION INITIATED. REMOTE WIPE ENGAGED.

	

	Halden's face contorted with fury. "It's a fucking trap!"

	

	The Bastien guy yanked the USB cable out, but it was too late. The decoy drive's remote payload had already done its job; the laptop screen dissolved into digital static and then went black, bricked.

	

	Halden swung the pistol up and pointed it directly at Claire. "You lying bitch!"

	

	In Claire's ear, Halabi's voice, razor-sharp: "SWAT, GO! GO! GO!"

	

	The roof of the adjacent warehouse erupted with movement as SWAT operators in full tactical gear rappelled down ropes and hit the ground running. At the same instant, two armored BearCats roared around the corner of the boatyard access road, sirens screaming, and FBI agents in ballistic shields poured out. A drone buzzed overhead, its rotors a deafening whine.

	

	Halden didn't freeze. He was a professional. He grabbed Claire by the front of her jacket with his free hand and yanked her in front of him like a human shield, pressing the pistol to her temple. "BACK OFF!" he screamed at the advancing SWAT team. "BACK OFF OR I'LL BLOW HER HEAD OFF!"

	

	Claire went absolutely still. Her heart hammered so hard she could feel it in her teeth. But she didn't panic. Daniel's face flashed through her mind: My sister is going to find you. She'd found Halden. Now she just had to survive him.

	

	In her ear, Halabi's voice, calm as if she were ordering lunch: "Snipers, hold fire. SWAT, slow advance. Claire, listen to me very carefully. He's using you as a shield because he thinks it's his only way out. It's not. On my count, I want you to drop your weight straight down like a sack of rocks. Don't lunge forward. Don't try to twist away. Just drop. The second you hit the gravel, SWAT takes the shot. You copy?"

	

	Claire swallowed. "Copy."

	

	Halden was backing toward the maintenance shed door, dragging Claire with him. "I SAID BACK OFF! I'LL DO IT! I SWEAR TO GOD I'LL DO IT!"

	

	Halabi's voice in her ear: "Three… two… one… DROP!"

	

	Claire let her knees buckle. She dropped straight down like a stone, collapsing her legs and going limp. Halden's arm jerked downward with her sudden dead weight; the pistol muzzle dipped for a fraction of a second. That fraction was all the SWAT sniper needed.

	

	A single suppressed shot cracked through the air. The pistol flew out of Halden's hand as if yanked by an invisible string. Halden screamed and clutched his wrist, blood pouring between his fingers. Two SWAT operators tackled him from behind, driving him face-first into the gravel and cuffing him so fast it looked like choreography.

	

	Claire lay on the ground for one stunned heartbeat, staring up at the gray sky and the circling drone. Then Marcus was there, dropping to his knees beside her, his hands frantically checking her for injuries.

	

	"Claire! Claire, are you hit? Talk to me!"

	

	Claire sat up slowly. Her ears were ringing. Her palms were scraped raw from the gravel. But she was alive. "I'm okay," she rasped. "I'm okay."

	

	Marcus hauled her to her feet and crushed her against his chest so hard she could barely breathe. Over his shoulder, Claire saw SWAT operators pouring into the maintenance shed. Thirty seconds later, they emerged with Elliot Sanders, alive, shaken, but walking under his own power. One of the Bastien goons was dragged out in cuffs right behind him, cursing in French.

	

	Halden, facedown in the gravel with a zip tie cinched around his wrists and a SWAT boot planted between his shoulder blades, started shouting as the reality of his situation caught up with him. "You don't understand! I was forced! Chen made me do it! The Bastiens "

	

	Halabi crouched down beside him, her face inches from his. "Save it for the U.S. Attorney, Halden. You photographed a murder. You blackmailed a grieving father. You held a federal witness hostage. And you put a gun to that woman's head. You're going away for the rest of your life. But if you want even a sliver of leniency, you start talking right now. Where is Victoria Chen? Where are the Bastien lieutenants? And who else in Donovan Properties was on their payroll?"

	

	Halden's mouth worked soundlessly for a moment. Then, in a small, defeated voice, he said, "Chen's at the old lighthouse. The one on Ashford Head. She's meeting a Bastien courier there at one o'clock to get a new passport and a ride out of the country. Please. Don't let them kill me. I'll tell you everything. Everything."

	

	Halabi stood up and looked at Claire and Marcus over the top of the SWAT team's helmets. Her expression was grim, but there was a fierce satisfaction in her eyes, too.

	

	"Looks like we're not done yet," Halabi said. "Round two: the lighthouse. And this time, we will end it."

	

	 


CHAPTER 11

	

	The call came at 11:47 a.m., thirteen minutes before Brent Halden was supposed to lead the FBI to Victoria Chen at the old lighthouse on Ashford Head.

	

	Marcus was in the back of an unmarked FBI command van parked two blocks from the courthouse, double-checking the audio recorder sewn into the lining of his jacket and the miniature pin-cam clipped to his shirt collar. Agent Halabi was hunched over a laptop showing a live drone feed of the lighthouse promontory: wind-whipped grass, crashing surf, the whitewashed tower rising like a bone against the steel-gray sky. Elliot Sanders was already en route to a secure federal safe house under heavy U.S. Marshal protection. Daniel's "nuclear option" hard drive was locked in an evidence vault with two armed guards outside the door. Everything was finally, finally lining up.

	

	Marcus's secure burner phone rang. Unknown number.

	

	He answered anyway because, at this point, "unknown number" usually meant someone trying to ruin his day. "Reid."

	

	A woman's voice, calm and unmistakable: Victoria Chen. "Mr. Reid. I'm going to make this very simple, so your heroic little journalist brain can keep up. You have exactly seven minutes to bring Daniel Hartley's hard drive and every copy of his files to the maintenance shed behind the abandoned cannery on Wharf Street. If you call Agent Halabi, if you bring a single badge, if you try to be clever, Claire Donovan dies. Look at your text messages."

	

	Marcus's blood turned to ice. He pulled the phone away from his ear and opened his texts. A new message had arrived from Claire's number. A live video feed.

	

	Claire, bound to a metal chair in a dim concrete room. Tape across her mouth. A bruise darkening one cheekbone. Her eyes were wide but furious, not panicked. Behind her stood a Bastien enforcer in the swan-jacket uniform, holding a knife to the side of her throat. Another figure moved into frame: Victoria Chen, immaculate in black, smiling like this was a pleasant business lunch.

	

	Chen's voice continued in his ear. "You see her. Good. The drive, the laptop backups, the cipher notebook, every USB, every printout, every cloud link. Seven minutes, Marcus. Or I give Hector here permission to start cutting pieces off your girlfriend. And don't insult me by pretending you don't still love her. It's painfully obvious."

	

	The line went dead.

	

	For one full second, Marcus couldn't breathe. I couldn't think. The command van's interior, Halabi barking into a radio, two analysts typing frantically, the low hum of electronics suddenly sounded very far away.

	

	Halabi noticed his face. "Reid. What is it?"

	

	Marcus held up the phone so she could see the live video. Halabi took one look, and her expression went from focused to lethal in a heartbeat. "Shit. Where?"

	

	"Maintenance shed behind the abandoned cannery on Wharf Street. Seven minutes. She wants Daniel's evidence in exchange for Claire." Marcus's voice sounded like it belonged to someone else. "If we call in SWAT, if we try to trace the video, Claire dies. Chen made that very clear."

	

	Halabi was already moving, snapping orders. "Surveillance team, get eyes on the cannery NOW. Drone up. I want thermal imaging inside that maintenance shed. Tech, can you trace that video stream?"

	

	An analyst shook her head, fingers flying. "It's bouncing through three VPN proxies and a Tor exit node. I can geolocate the last hop, but it'll take at least five minutes. We don't have five minutes."

	

	Marcus's mind raced. Seven minutes to get to Wharf Street. Even if he broke every traffic law in Maine, it was a twelve-minute drive from here in midday traffic. He didn't have seven minutes. He didn't have any minutes. Chen had planned this perfectly. She'd pulled Claire out from under their protection somehow, probably with inside help, or by exploiting the chaos of the Halden manhunt, and now she was holding the one leverage guaranteed to make Marcus throw the entire case away.

	

	Halabi grabbed his arm, hard. "Listen to me, Reid. We are not handing over Daniel's evidence. Not a single byte of it. Chen doesn't want the evidence to 'trade' for Claire. She wants it because it destroys the Bastien family, and she needs it to buy her way out, or to blackmail them, or to disappear with enough money to live forever. If you give her that drive, Claire might be dead anyway, and Daniel's murderers walk free. We do this smart. We stall. We sent a decoy drive. We get a SWAT team into position."

	

	"And if Chen smells a trap for one second," Marcus said quietly, "Claire dies. You saw the knife. You saw Hector behind her. These aren't people who bluff."

	

	Halabi's jaw tightened. She knew he was right. That was the worst part. "So what are you suggesting?"

	

	Marcus took one deep breath, then another, forcing his panic down into a cold, hard point of focus. "I go. I take a decoy drive and a tracker. I wear a wire and a pin-cam. I let Chen think she's won. But I don't go alone. You put a SWAT sniper team on the rooftops around the cannery. You have a breach team in the adjacent warehouse, out of sight. You give me a panic button that actually works this time. And you give me exactly three minutes to get eyes on Claire's exact location inside that shed before you do anything. If I press the panic button, or if my audio feed cuts out, or if Chen tries to move Claire, you breach. No hesitation."

	

	Halabi stared at him for a long, agonizing heartbeat. Every instinct in her law-enforcement brain was screaming not to send a civilian into a hostage situation with a knife to the victim's throat. But every instinct in her human brain knew Marcus was the only person Chen would accept, and the only person Claire would trust in that room.

	

	"Fine," Halabi said. "But you do exactly what I say. Exactly. You hand over the decoy drive. You do not negotiate. You do not try to be a hero. You get visual confirmation that Claire is alive and uninjured, you press the panic button, and you get the hell out of the line of fire. SWAT will handle the rest."

	

	Marcus nodded once. "Deal."

	

	Halabi was already moving, barking orders to her team. A technician shoved a fresh wire into Marcus's jacket lining, tested the audio feed, and clipped a new pin-cam to his collar. Another agent handed him a dummy hard drive that looked identical to Daniel's real one: same waterproof case, same serial number label (a perfect forgery), same weight. Inside it was a GPS tracker, a tamper alarm, and a thumb drive full of encrypted random data that would take Chen hours to realize was worthless.

	

	"Three minutes to get into position," Halabi told him. "Then you go in. And Marcus, " Her voice softened for the first time. "Bring her back."

	

	Marcus didn't trust himself to answer. He just grabbed the decoy drive and ran for the unmarked sedan parked at the curb. The drive to Wharf Street took six minutes and forty-three seconds of reckless driving, running two red lights, and cutting through an alley so narrow he scraped both side mirrors. He parked a block away from the cannery as instructed, killed the engine, and did a final check of his gear with trembling hands.

	

	Audio feed: live. Pin-cam: live. Panic button: in his right jacket pocket, thumb resting on it. GPS tracker in the decoy drive: active. SWAT sniper team: he could just barely make out the glint of a scope lens on the roof of the machine shop across the street. Breach team: invisible in the adjacent warehouse, but he knew they were there.

	

	Halabi's voice in his ear, barely a whisper. "You're clear to approach. Remember: visual confirmation of Claire first. Panic button second. No heroics."

	

	Marcus got out of the sedan and walked toward the cannery maintenance shed. Every step felt like wading through wet concrete. His mouth was desert-dry. His heart hammered so hard he could feel it in his fingertips.

	

	The maintenance shed door was ajar. From inside came the faint, muffled sound of a woman humming tunelessly. Chen.

	

	Marcus pushed the door open slowly, hands visible, the decoy drive held up in his right hand. "Chen! I'm here! I brought the drive! Let Claire go!"

	

	The shed interior was dim, lit by a single hanging bulb. Claire was exactly where she'd been in the video: bound to a metal chair in the center of the concrete floor, tape still across her mouth, the bruise on her cheekbone looking even worse in person. Her wrists were zip-tied to the chair arms, her ankles to the chair legs. Behind her stood Hector in the Bastien swan jacket, knife still at her throat. Victoria Chen lounged against a workbench to the left, looking bored, like this was all terribly tedious.

	

	Chen smiled when she saw him. "Right on time. Good boy. Bring the drive over here. Slowly. Set it on the workbench. Then kick it toward me."

	

	Marcus did exactly as she said, moving with exaggerated slowness. He set the decoy drive on the workbench, then nudged it across the scarred wood with the toe of his shoe until it stopped at Chen's elbow.

	

	Chen picked it up, turned it over in her hands, and examined the serial number label. For one terrifying second, Marcus thought she was going to notice the forgery. Then she smiled. "Perfect. Hector, check the girl."

	

	Hector yanked the tape off Claire's mouth in one brutal motion. Claire gasped, then immediately locked eyes with Marcus. Her gaze flicked, almost imperceptibly, to the left corner of the shed ceiling. Marcus followed her look and saw it: a small security camera, its red LED dark. Disabled. But Claire was trying to tell him something else. Her eyes darted to the workbench behind Chen, to a coil of rope and a half-open toolbox, then back to Marcus. A plan. She had a plan.

	

	Claire's voice, when she spoke, was hoarse but steady. "Marcus. Don't give her anything else. She's going to kill us both the second she confirms that the drive is real."

	

	Chen laughed. "Oh, Claire. Always so dramatic. I'm a businesswoman. I honor my deals." She plugged the decoy drive into a laptop on the workbench. The screen lit up. A progress bar appeared: VERIFYING DATA INTEGRITY…

	

	Chen's smile widened. "See? No tricks. Now, Marcus, step away from the workbench. Over there, by the far wall. Hector, if he moves toward me, cut her."

	

	Marcus backed up slowly until his shoulders hit the corrugated metal wall. His thumb rested on the panic button in his pocket. He had visual confirmation that Claire was alive. He could press the button right now, and SWAT would breach in thirty seconds. But Claire's eyes were still locked on his, still signaling: Wait. Not yet.

	

	The laptop progress bar filled. VERIFICATION COMPLETE. DATA AUTHENTIC.

	

	Chen's smile turned triumphant. "There. Was that so hard?" She reached into her jacket and pulled out a small pistol. Not aimed at Claire. Aimed at Marcus. "Now, unfortunately, I can't leave witnesses. Business, you understand."

	

	Claire moved so fast that Marcus almost didn't see it. She threw her entire body weight sideways in the chair, toppling it with a deafening crash. The chair hit the concrete hard; the impact snapped one of the zip-tie restraints on her left wrist. At the same instant, Claire drove her free hand into the open toolbox on the workbench beside her, grabbed a heavy ball-peen hammer, and swung it upward in a vicious arc.

	

	The hammer connected with Hector's wrist just as he started to slash the knife toward Claire's throat. Hector howled and dropped the knife. The blade skittered across the concrete toward Marcus's feet.

	

	Chen's pistol swung toward Claire. "NO!"

	

	Marcus didn't press the panic button. He didn't wait for SWAT. He lunged for the knife on the floor, scooped it up, and in one fluid motion slashed the blade across the zip-tie binding his own right wrist (he'd palmed a small razor blade in his sleeve earlier, anticipating he might need to cut himself free of restraints; Halabi had reluctantly approved it). The zip-tie snapped. Marcus surged forward, grabbed the nearest heavy object, a rusted pipe wrench off the workbench, and hurled it at Chen's gun hand.

	

	The wrench hit Chen's wrist with a sickening crack. The pistol clattered to the floor. Chen screamed in pain and rage.

	

	Hector, clutching his injured wrist, tried to scramble for the fallen pistol. Claire, still half-tied to the toppled chair, swung the hammer again and caught him squarely in the knee. Hector went down screaming.

	

	Marcus was on Chen in two strides. He kicked the pistol away, then grabbed her by the collar and slammed her back against the workbench hard enough to rattle her teeth. "Move, and I break your other wrist," he snarled.

	

	Chen's face was a mask of pure hatred. "You have no idea what you've done. The Bastiens will "

	

	"The Bastiens are going to prison for the rest of their lives," Marcus cut her off. "Along with you. Along with Pemberton. Along with every corrupt cop and bought-off official who helped you murder my friend."

	

	He finally pressed the panic button in his pocket.

	

	The maintenance shed door exploded inward as SWAT team members in full tactical gear poured in, weapons raised, shouting commands. "FBI! ON THE GROUND! HANDS WHERE WE CAN SEE THEM!

	

	Hector tried to crawl for the knife again. A SWAT officer put a boot on his back and zip-tied his wrists in one efficient motion. Another agent cuffed Chen, who was still spitting curses at Marcus through gritted teeth.

	

	Claire, finally free of the last zip-tie (Marcus cut it for her with the knife), staggered to her feet and threw her arms around Marcus so hard he nearly lost his balance. She was shaking all over, but her grip was iron.

	

	"You waited," she whispered into his chest. "You saw my signal, and you waited. You didn't just charge in and get yourself killed."

	

	Marcus held her tight, burying his face in her hair. "I trust you," he said simply. "You had a plan. So I'll let you run it."

	

	Halabi pushed through the SWAT team, took one look at the scene, Chen in cuffs, Hector down, Claire alive and uninjured, Marcus bleeding slightly from a shallow cut on his forearm where the knife had nicked him, and let out a long, slow breath.

	

	"Well," Halabi said. "That was… marginally less disastrous than I expected. Good work, Reid. Donovan." Her eyes narrowed at Chen. "Victoria Chen, you're under arrest for conspiracy to commit murder, kidnapping, attempted witness tampering, and about a dozen other federal charges I'm too tired to list right now. You have the right to remain silent. I strongly suggest you use it."

	

	Chen glared at her. "You have no idea who you're messing with. The Bastiens "

	

	"The Bastiens are already being arrested in Montreal as we speak," Halabi said pleasantly. "Your little international crime syndicate is finished, Chen. Daniel Hartley won. From beyond the grave, he won."

	

	Chen's face went slack with shock for one split second before the mask of arrogant control slammed back into place. But it was too late. Marcus had seen it. Claire had seen it. The truth had finally, irrevocably sunk in: there was no escape. No more deals. No more manipulation. No more hiding behind money and threats and other people's violence.

	

	Justice was coming.

	

	Claire took Marcus's hand as the SWAT team hauled Chen and Hector out of the shed. Outside, the gray Maine sky had started to clear. A thin strip of blue showed through the clouds over Ashford Harbor, the same harbor where Daniel had died seven years ago.

	

	"Do you think he'd be proud of us?" Claire asked quietly.

	

	Marcus looked at her, at the bruise on her cheekbone, at the fierce, unbreakable light in her eyes, at the woman she'd become in the crucible of grief and truth. "Yeah," he said. "I think he'd be really proud."

	

	The abandoned cannery maintenance shed became a crime scene in under ninety seconds.

	

	Agent Halabi moved through it like a controlled storm, snapping orders into her radio while a SWAT medic checked Claire's scraped wrists and the shallow knife nick on Marcus's forearm. Two evidence technicians in blue gloves descended on the workbench, photographing the decoy hard drive, the bricked laptop, the coil of rope, the ball-peen hammer Claire had used to drop Hector, and the pistol Chen had pointed at Marcus before he knocked it from her hand. Another tech carefully removed the micro-SD card from Marcus's pin-cam and sealed it in an evidence bag, as if it contained the crown jewels, which, in a way, it did. The entire kidnapping, Chen's threats, Hector's knife at Claire's throat, Chen's admission that she intended to kill witnesses… it was all on video and audio, time-stamped and unambiguous.

	

	Victoria Chen sat handcuffed on the concrete floor beside the workbench, her immaculate black outfit now streaked with grime and a smear of blood from where she'd cut her hand on the broken window at the chapel hours earlier. Her face was a mask of cold fury, but her eyes kept darting to the evidence techs bagging the decoy drive, then to the door, then to the radio chatter she could hear but not control. For the first time since this nightmare began, Chen looked like what she was: a cornered criminal watching her empire collapse in real time.

	

	Hector, the Bastien enforcer, was cuffed facedown a few feet away, still whimpering about his knee and his wrist. Every few seconds, he tried to blurt something in French; every time, a U.S. Marshal standing over him told him to shut up and save it for his lawyer.

	

	Halabi crouched in front of Chen, holding up an evidence bag containing the decoy hard drive. "Victoria Chen, you are under arrest for kidnapping, conspiracy to commit murder, witness tampering, obstruction of justice, and racketeering. That little performance you just put on, threatening to kill Claire Donovan, ordering Hector to cut her, admitting you intended to eliminate witnesses, is all on video. So is the part where you tried to steal Daniel Hartley's evidence to buy your way back into the Bastien family's good graces. You're done."

	

	Chen's mouth curled into a contemptuous smile. "You have nothing. That drive is garbage. You know it, I know it. Your little trap failed."

	

	Halabi smiled back, slow and predatory. "The decoy drive failed you. The real drive containing Daniel Hartley's complete evidence on the Bastien money-laundering network, ADC's corruption, Pemberton's bribes, your wire transfers, and your direct order to Vincent Calabrese to murder Daniel Hartley is locked in an FBI evidence vault with round-the-clock guards. It's been forensically imaged, duplicated, and already transmitted to the U.S. Attorney, the Organized Crime Strike Force, and Interpol. Your bosses in Montreal are being arrested right now. Your 'courier' at the lighthouse? We picked him up at 12:47. He was carrying a fake passport with your photo in it, Chen. Under the name 'Vivian Chase.' Cute."

	

	Chen's smile vanished. For one naked second, pure panic flashed across her face. Then she schooled her features back into icy disdain, but it was too late. Marcus had seen it. Claire had seen it. The woman who'd orchestrated Daniel's murder, terrorized Sarah Wickham, manipulated the FBI, and tried to kidnap Claire to steal the evidence had finally run out of moves.

	

	Halabi stood up and nodded to the Marshals. "Take her. And Mirandize her again, slowly. I want her to understand every word."

	

	As Chen was hauled to her feet and marched toward the waiting transport van, she twisted her head and fixed Claire with a venomous stare. "You think this ends with me? The Bastiens don't forget. You and your boyfriend just painted targets on your backs."

	

	Claire didn't flinch. She took one step forward, close enough that Chen could hear her clearly but not close enough for Chen to lunge. "No, Victoria. You painted the target on your back the night you ordered my brother murdered. The Bastiens are going down. You're going down. Richard Pemberton is going down. Brent Halden is going down. Everyone who touched Daniel's death is going down. And you don't get to scare me anymore."

	

	Chen opened her mouth to retort, but a Marshal shoved her forward, and she stumbled toward the van, sputtering in fury. The van door slammed shut. A moment later, it pulled away, siren off but moving fast.

	

	Marcus exhaled like he'd been holding his breath for a week. Claire's knees buckled slightly; Marcus caught her around the waist before she could hit the concrete.

	

	"Hey," he murmured, low in her ear. "You okay?"

	

	Claire leaned into him, just for a second, drawing strength from the solid warmth of him. "No. But I will be. We actually did it. We got her."

	

	Halabi approached them, her expression still all business, but her eyes softer than Marcus had ever seen them. "You two did well. Reckless as hell, but good. Claire, that hammer swing was inspired. Marcus, the way you waited for her signal instead of charging in… that saved both your lives. I'm putting you both in for commendations, assuming you don't give me any more heart attacks in the next twenty-four hours."

	

	Marcus huffed a tired laugh. "No promises."

	

	Halabi's radio crackled. She held it to her ear, listened, and her mouth curved into a grim, satisfied smile. "Update from Montreal: Bastien family leadership arrested in a coordinated raid twenty minutes ago. Offshore accounts frozen. Safe houses hit. No casualties. Interpol is picking up three of their money mules at Charles de Gaulle right now. And the State Police just took Brent Halden's full confession. He confirmed he was on the pier photographing Daniel's murder on Chen's orders, he confirmed Pemberton paid for it, and he confirmed he blackmailed Thomas Donovan afterward. He also gave up the name of the Bastien lieutenant who coordinated the cleanup crew that tried to tail us and grab the hard drive last night. They're in custody, too."

	

	Claire closed her eyes for a moment, letting the wave of relief wash through her. Daniel's killers were being rounded up. The conspiracy was collapsing. The truth was finally, irrevocably out.

	

	Halabi clapped Marcus on the shoulder. "Go home. Both of you. Shower. Eat something that isn't vending-machine garbage. Sleep for at least six hours. I don't want to see either of you back at the field office until tomorrow morning. That's an order."

	

	Marcus started to protest that there were still a million loose ends, statements to give, evidence to review, but Claire tugged on his hand. "She's right. We're no good to anyone like this. Let's go."

	

	They left the cannery in Halabi's unmarked SUV; one of the junior agents drove them back to the Harborview Inn because neither of them trusted themselves behind the wheel. The town of Ashford slid past the windows in the late-afternoon light, looking almost ordinary: kids on bikes, a couple walking a golden retriever, someone mowing a lawn. It was surreal, how life just kept going even after your entire reality had been blown apart and painstakingly rebuilt out of truth.

	

	At the inn, the manager took one look at Claire's bruised cheekbone, Marcus's blood-stained sleeve, and their thousand-yard stares and didn't ask a single question. She just handed them their room keys and told them there were clean towels in the bathroom and soup on the hot plate in the lobby if they wanted it.

	

	Upstairs, in Claire's room, the adrenaline finally ran out all at once. Claire sat down heavily on the edge of the bed and started shaking so hard her teeth chattered. Marcus knelt in front of her, took her hands in his, and just held them until the tremors subsided.

	

	"I'm okay," Claire whispered, as if saying it out loud might make it true. "I'm okay."

	

	Marcus reached up and gently brushed a strand of hair away from her bruised cheek. "You don't have to be okay right this second. You held it together long enough to get us through that shed. You saved my life with that hammer. You stared down Victoria Chen and didn't back down. You can fall apart for five minutes if you need to."

	

	Claire let out a broken little laugh that turned into a sob halfway through. Then she pulled Marcus up onto the bed with her and wrapped her arms around him so tightly it probably hurt, but Marcus didn't complain. He just held her back, one hand stroking slow circles between her shoulder blades, the other cradling the back of her head.

	

	They stayed like that for a long time. No talking. No performing strength. Just two exhausted, terrified, relieved people clinging to each other in the quiet aftermath of the worst day of their lives.

	

	Eventually, Claire pulled back enough to look at him. Her eyes were red-rimmed, her mascara smudged, her bruise darkening into a spectacular purple, and Marcus had never seen anything more beautiful in his life.

	

	"I meant what I said this morning," Claire said softly. "I never stopped loving you. Seven years didn't change that. Grief didn't change that. Anger didn't change that. I tried to kill it, Marcus. I tried so hard. But it just… wouldn't die."

	

	Marcus cupped her face in both hands. "I never stopped loving you either. Leaving Ashford was the hardest thing I've ever done. Not because of the career, not because of your father, not because of Daniel's investigation. Because I was leaving you. And every day for seven years, I woke up, and the first thing I thought was that I should've fought harder. I should've told you the truth instead of letting your father manipulate us. I should've come back the second I heard Daniel died instead of hiding in Montana like a coward."

	

	Claire covered his hands with hers. "You didn't hide. You spent seven years trying to find the truth about Daniel's murder. You did the work. You carried the guilt, yeah, but you also carried the investigation. You didn't abandon Daniel. And you didn't abandon me. My father separated us. That's on him, not you."

	

	Marcus leaned his forehead against hers. "So what happens now?"

	

	Claire considered that. For seven years, "now" had been a terrifying concept because it meant facing the past. Now the past was finally, painfully known. The monsters had names and handcuffs and federal indictments. Daniel's story was going to be told, fully and truthfully. The people who'd hurt him were going to pay.

	

	"Now," Claire said slowly, "we sleep for six hours as Halabi ordered. Then tomorrow we go back to the field office and give our final statements. We make sure Elliot Sanders and Sarah Wickham get everything they need to stay safe. We sit in the courtroom when Pemberton, Chen, Halden, and the Bastien lieutenants are arraigned, and we look them in the eye. And then…" She took a shaky breath. "Then we figure out what a life looks like when you're not defined by grief and a seven-year-old lie."

	

	Marcus smiled, small but real. "I'd like to figure that out with you."

	

	Claire kissed him. This time it wasn't desperate or tear-salted or born of adrenaline and terror. It was gentle. Intentional. A choice, made with clear eyes and an open heart.

	

	When they finally broke apart, Claire glanced at the alarm clock on the nightstand. 5:17 p.m. "Six hours of sleep," she reminded him. "Halabi will actually arrest us if we show up at the field office before dawn."

	

	Marcus kicked off his shoes and stretched out on top of the bedspread, patting the space beside him. "Six hours. Scout's honor."

	

	Claire curled up next to him, her head on his chest, his arm around her shoulders. Outside the window, the last of the daylight faded over Ashford Harbor. Somewhere out there, Daniel's memorial bench sat overlooking the water where he'd died. Tomorrow, Claire decided she would go there. She would tell him the truth had finally come out. She would tell him the people who killed him were going to prison. She would tell him she was going to be okay.

	

	And for the first time in seven years, she actually believed it.

	

	 


CHAPTER 12

	

	The press conference was held in the federal courthouse rotunda at 10:00 a.m. on a bright Tuesday that felt offensively cheerful for a day meant to announce multiple arrests for conspiracy to commit murder.

	

	Claire stood off to the side of the podium, flanked by Marcus and Agent Halabi, a pair of U.S. Marshals, a respectful distance behind them. Her bruised cheekbone had faded to a sickly yellow-green, but she hadn't bothered with makeup to hide it. Let them look, she'd decided. Let the people of Ashford see the cost of what their mayor, their "respected developer," and her own father had built in the name of "progress."

	

	Agent Halabi stepped up to the bank of microphones. She looked crisp in a navy suit, her expression carved from granite. Behind her, a large screen displayed headshots of the indicted: Richard Pemberton (former mayor, conspiracy to commit murder, racketeering, fraud), Victoria Chen (racketeering, conspiracy to commit murder, kidnapping, witness tampering), Brent Halden (accessory to murder, witness tampering, kidnapping, blackmail), Hector Alvarez (Bastien enforcer, attempted murder, kidnapping), and nine other mid-level ADC/Bastien operatives whose names most of Ashford had never heard but whose signatures were all over the town's ruined waterfront and broken families.

	

	Halabi didn't waste time with pleasantries. "This morning, at approximately 6:30 a.m., federal, state, and international law enforcement agencies executed coordinated arrest warrants in Maine, Massachusetts, and Montreal. The defendants are charged in a 47-count indictment alleging a multi-year criminal enterprise involving extortion, money laundering, bribery of public officials, and the murder of Daniel Hartley on September 14th, seven years ago. The evidence includes financial records recovered from an encrypted drive compiled by Mr. Hartley before his death, eyewitness testimony from a former ADC employee who witnessed the murder, security camera footage placing a co-conspirator at the scene, recorded communications between the principal defendants planning the murder, and voluntary statements from multiple cooperating witnesses."

	

	A roar went up from the packed crowd of reporters. Flashbulbs popped. Someone shouted, "Ms. Donovan! Claire Donovan! Did your father know?"

	

	Claire felt Marcus's hand find hers at her side and squeeze once. A steadying anchor. They'd agreed she would not answer questions today. Today was for the facts, for Daniel, for the victims whose names weren't in headlines but whose lives had been shattered by ADC's "persuasion tactics" for years.

	

	Halabi raised a hand in silence. "I want to be very clear about one thing: Daniel Hartley was a courageous young journalist who uncovered a criminal conspiracy and paid for it with his life. He did not 'fall' from that pier. He was murdered because powerful people wanted to protect their profits. Today, because of his work, because of the bravery of witnesses who came forward despite credible threats to their lives, and because of the relentless work of federal investigators, those powerful people will answer for what they did. No one is above the law."

	

	The crowd erupted again. Halabi stepped back from the microphones. A U.S. Attorney took her place to read the charges in excruciating legal detail. Claire tuned most of it out. She'd read the indictment already, three times, until the words stopped meaning anything. What mattered was that it was real. Tangible. Irrevocable. Daniel wasn't a "tragic accident" anymore. He was a victim of premeditated murder. His death had meaning because the truth had finally been dragged into the light.

	

	After the press conference, Claire and Marcus were ushered into a small witness prep room off the main corridor. Agent Halabi joined them a minute later, closing the door behind her.

	

	"That went about as well as it could," Halabi said, shrugging out of her suit jacket. "Pemberton is already demanding a bail hearing. Chen is screaming about 'entrapment' and 'prosecutorial misconduct' to anyone who'll listen. Halden is trying to cut a deal that would give him immunity for everything short of the moon landing. Spoiler: he's not getting it."

	

	Marcus managed a tired half-smile. "And Thomas Donovan?"

	

	Halabi's expression sobered. "He's holding downstairs. His attorney finalized the cooperation agreement twenty minutes ago. Full debrief, complete access to his private evidence file, testimony against Pemberton, Chen, Halden, and the Bastien network, in exchange for a recommendation of reduced charges and sentencing consideration. He wants to see you, Claire. Alone, if you're willing. No cameras. No recording. Just you and him."

	

	Claire's stomach tightened. She'd known this was coming. Since Halden's confession had confirmed Thomas hadn't ordered Daniel's murder and since Thomas had voluntarily handed over the safe deposit box evidence he'd been hoarding for seven years out of cowardice and guilt, Claire had been cycling through anger, grief, pity, and a strange, exhausted numbness every time she thought about her father. She didn't know what she felt anymore. Only that she couldn't avoid this conversation forever.

	

	"Okay," Claire said. "Alone."

	

	Marcus started to stand. Claire put a hand on his arm. "Wait here. Please. I need to do this myself."

	

	Marcus searched her face, then nodded. He didn't try to talk her out of it. He just squeezed her hand once and said, quietly, "I'll be right here when you're done."

	

	The holding interview room downstairs was smaller than the one where Claire had confronted Thomas days ago. No one-way mirror this time. No federal agents taking notes in the corner. Just a table, two chairs, and Thomas Donovan in an orange jumpsuit, his wrists uncuffed for this meeting at Halabi's explicit instruction. He looked older than Claire had ever seen him: thinner, grayer, the proud set of his shoulders finally collapsed under the weight of everything he'd done and failed to do.

	

	He stood when she entered. Didn't try to hug her. Didn't use the old nickname. He just waited, hands open at his sides, like he was bracing for a blow.

	

	Claire sat down across from him. For a long moment, neither of them spoke.

	

	Finally, Thomas said, his voice rough, "I signed the cooperation agreement. I'm going to testify. Against all of them. Pemberton, Chen, Halden, the Bastiens. Everything I know. I told Halabi to recommend the maximum sentence the deal allows. I don't want leniency I haven't earned."

	

	Claire studied him. Seven years ago, her father had been a man who bent reality to his will with money, connections, and intimidation. Now he looked like a man who'd finally accepted that reality didn't bend back. "Why are you doing this?" Claire asked. "Really. Not the noble speech. The truth."

	

	Thomas's mouth twisted. "Because I'm tired of being a coward. Because Daniel died while I was busy trying to 'manage' the situation instead of doing the one decent thing and going straight to the police, the second Pemberton threatened him. Because I spent seven years pretending I was protecting you when I was really protecting my own reputation and my own freedom. And because…" His voice cracked. "Because if there's any chance you can someday look at me without seeing the man who helped get your brother killed, I have to earn it. Even if I never get it."

	

	Claire felt tears prick her eyes and blinked them back angrily. She'd cried enough over Thomas Donovan. "I don't forgive you," she said, and watched him flinch as she'd struck him. "Not yet. Maybe not ever. Forgiveness isn't a reward you get for finally doing the right thing after you spent years doing the wrong thing. That's not how this works."

	

	Thomas nodded slowly, accepting it. "Okay."

	

	"But," Claire continued, "I'm going to stop letting what you did define the rest of my life. I'm going to stop using my anger at you as a substitute for grieving Daniel. I'm going to stop pretending that hating you means I loved Daniel more. It doesn't. It just means I've been stuck. And I'm done being stuck."

	

	Thomas's eyes filled. He didn't reach for her. He didn't ask for absolution. He just whispered, "Thank you for telling me that. For being honest with me. I don't deserve it, but thank you."

	

	Claire stood. "I'll be in the courtroom when you testify. Not because I support you. Because Daniel deserves every single person who helped kill him to see the faces of the people they destroyed when they finally get held accountable."

	

	Thomas swallowed hard. "I'll see you there."

	

	Claire walked out of the holding room without looking back. In the hallway, Marcus was waiting exactly where she'd left him, leaning against the wall with his hands in his pockets. He straightened when he saw her face.

	

	"How'd it go?" he asked carefully.

	

	Claire considered the question. "It went like it was always going to go. Painfully. Honestly. Not magically fixed." She took his hand. "But I'm okay. Or I will be."

	

	Marcus nodded. "Good. Because Halabi just texted. The Ashford Gazette wants to run your op-ed about Daniel tomorrow. And my editor at the national outlet greenlit the full investigative series. Five parts. Names, documents, bank records, the whole thing. No more hiding behind 'alleged' and 'sources say.' Everything we can prove, on the record."

	

	Claire's chest tightened. For seven years, Daniel's story had been buried under police reports calling his death an accident, under Pemberton's press releases about "Ashford's bright future," under the polite silence of a town that didn't want to look too closely at how its prosperity was built. Tomorrow, it will be public. Unignorable. Permanent.

	

	"Let's do it," Claire said. "Let's tell the whole truth."

	

	The next week passed in a blur of depositions, court filings, and late-night fact-checking. Marcus worked around the clock with his editor and a team of lawyers to ensure every claim in the five-part series was bulletproof: every bank transfer sourced to the original records from Daniel's hard drive, every quote from Elliot Sanders's sworn testimony, every allegation against Pemberton, Chen, Halden, and the Bastiens backed by documentary evidence or on-the-record witness statements. Sarah Wickham gave an interview on the record about the intimidation tactics ADC used against elderly homeowners, her voice steady even when she described losing Daniel's baby. Elliot Sanders, now in federal witness protection with his mother and sister safely relocated, provided a detailed first-person account of Daniel's final moments on the pier. Thomas Donovan testified before the grand jury for four hours and then, at the U.S. Attorney's request, released a public statement acknowledging his role in the ADC corruption, his failure to stop Daniel's murder, and his commitment to cooperating fully with the prosecution.

	

	The first installment of Marcus's series ran on Sunday morning above the fold: "THE DEATH OF DANIEL HARTLEY: HOW A SMALL TOWN WAS SOLD TO ORGANIZED CRIME." By noon, the website had crashed twice due to traffic. By dinner, three state legislators had called for investigations into ADC-linked development projects in their districts. By Monday, the Ashford City Council had voted unanimously to rescind every zoning variance and development permit granted to ADC-affiliated companies in the past decade.

	

	Claire spent that Sunday afternoon doing something she hadn't done in seven years: she went to Daniel's memorial bench overlooking Ashford Harbor.

	

	It was a simple wooden bench with a brass plaque: Daniel Hartley, 1995–2016. He loved this town enough to fight for it. Someone, probably Rachel Kim, who'd quietly organized the memorial fundraiser after the funeral, had planted daffodils along the base of the bench. They were just starting to fade now, late in the season, but someone had been tending them. Caring for them. Keeping Daniel's memory alive even when the official story had tried to erase it.

	

	Claire sat down and set a small paper bag beside her. Inside was a cinnamon roll from the Lighthouse Café, Daniel's favorite. She'd bought two. One for her. One for him, the way she used to when they met here on Saturday mornings before the gallery opened, back when the world had still made sense.

	

	"Hey, Danny," she said quietly, to the harbor wind and the gulls and the ghost of her brother. "We did it. Pemberton is in federal custody without bail. Chen's facing life without parole. Halden flipped on the Bastiens, and the Montreal raids netted twenty-three arrests. Your hard drive… It worked. It actually worked. You saved this town, even if you didn't get to see it."

	

	A tear slipped down her cheek. Claire didn't wipe it away.

	

	"I found Elliot. He told the truth. Sarah's okay. She's pregnant again, did you know that? Three months. She's terrified, but she's happy. She says this one's going to grow up in a world where people know what really happened to their uncle Daniel." Claire swallowed. "Dad testified. He finally did the right thing. I don't know if I'll ever be able to call him 'Dad' again without flinching, but… I told him I'm going to stop letting what he did define my life. That's progress, right?"

	

	Footsteps crunched on the gravel path behind her. Claire didn't turn around. She knew that gait.

	

	Marcus sat down on the bench beside her and held out a cup of coffee. "I figured you'd be here."

	

	Claire took the coffee. "How'd you find me?"

	

	"Rachel texted. Said she saw you walking this way with a paper bag and that look on your face." Marcus glanced at the second cinnamon roll. "For Daniel?"

	

	"Obviously."

	

	They sat in comfortable silence for a minute, watching the tide creep in around the old pier pilings. The new marina gleamed in the distance, but today Claire didn't look at it with hatred. It was just a marina. The corruption that had built it was being dismantled, piece by piece. The town could decide now, honestly, what kind of future it wanted to build on the ruins of ADC's lies.

	

	Marcus cleared his throat. "So. I've been thinking."

	

	Claire took a bite of a cinnamon roll. "Dangerous habit."

	

	"Ha. Very funny." He turned slightly on the bench to face her. "My lease on the cabin in Montana is up next month. I haven't renewed it. My editor wants me to stay on the corruption beat for at least another year, follow the trials, track the asset seizures, and keep reporting on the Bastien fallout. That means staying in New England. Probably Portland, since the federal courthouse is there and the Gazette wants me on retainer as a consulting investigative editor."

	

	Claire's heart did a complicated little flip. She kept her voice casual. "Portland's nice. Good restaurants. Decent coffee. Only an hour from Ashford if you want to come yell at city council meetings in person."

	

	Marcus smiled. "Yeah. About that. I was wondering… if maybe you might want to get a place in Portland too. Don't move in tomorrow. Not some grand romantic gesture. Just… try. See if we can build something real this time, without secrets and lies and seven years of grief standing between us. No pressure. No timeline. Just… if you want to."

	

	Claire looked at him for a long moment. The last time Marcus had asked her to build a future with him, her father had sabotaged it, Daniel had died, and the world had exploded. This time, the truth was out. The monsters were in cages. Daniel's story had been told. And Marcus was sitting here on this bench in the September sunlight, asking her to choose him not because they were running from tragedy, but because they were walking toward something better.

	

	"Yeah," Claire said softly. "I want to try."

	

	Marcus's shoulders sagged with relief, like he'd been carrying that question around in his chest for days. He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out something small wrapped in a napkin. "I, uh, also brought this. For Daniel. Figured he shouldn't have to eat alone."

	

	Claire laughed, a real laugh this time, not the brittle, broken one she'd been carrying around for weeks. "Cinnamon roll solidarity. He'd approve."

	

	Marcus set the second cinnamon roll on the bench beside the plaque. For a moment, they both sat in respectful silence, the way you do when you're honoring someone you loved and lost.

	

	Then Claire took Marcus's hand. "You know what Daniel would say if he could see us right now?"

	

	Marcus smiled. "Something obnoxious and deeply unhelpful, probably."

	

	Claire nodded. "'It's about damn time, you idiots. Life's too short for pride. Now go get some actual food that isn't a cinnamon roll and stop moping on my bench.'"

	

	Marcus laughed. "Yeah. That sounds like him."

	

	They sat there until the sun started to dip toward the horizon, hand in hand, two people who'd been broken by the same tragedy and had chosen, deliberately, to put themselves back together not into the people they'd been seven years ago, but into something new. Something honest. Something built on truth instead of lies, forgiveness instead of resentment, love instead of fear.

	

	Second chances don't knock twice, Claire thought. But sometimes, if you're brave enough, if you're willing to do the hard work of facing the truth and making amends and trying again, you can open the door yourself.

	

	And when you do, you might just find that what's waiting on the other side is worth all the pain it took to get there.

	

	The first day of Richard Pemberton's federal trial arrived with a hard, bright October cold that made the granite steps of the courthouse sparkle like they'd been dusted with broken glass. Claire stood at the bottom of those steps with Marcus, Rachel Kim, Sarah Wickham, and Elliot Sanders (in a plain gray suit, his witness protection detail a discreet but unmistakable presence at the edge of the crowd). A knot of reporters shouted questions. A smaller cluster of Ashford residents held hand-lettered signs: TRUTH FOR DANIEL and ASHFORD DESERVES BETTER and, to Claire's surprise, FORGIVE BUT DON'T FORGET. Someone had taped a photocopy of Daniel's senior-yearbook photo to the courthouse door with the words HE FOUGHT FOR US written in black marker.

	

	Claire's throat tightened. Seven years ago, this town called Daniel's death a tragic accident and moved on. Today, they were showing up for him.

	

	Marcus squeezed her hand. "You ready?"

	

	"No," Claire said honestly. "But I'm going anyway."

	

	Inside, the courtroom was packed. The bailiffs had to turn people away. In the front row behind the prosecution table sat Thomas Donovan, flanked by his attorney. He'd been granted permission to attend the trial despite being a cooperating witness and facing his own sentencing after Pemberton's case concluded; the judge had ruled his presence was not unduly prejudicial given his limited role and his agreement to testify. Thomas caught Claire's eye as she took her seat in the row behind the prosecution. He didn't smile. He didn't try to wave. He just held her gaze for one beat, his expression raw with remorse, and then looked down at his hands folded in his lap.

	

	Claire didn't nod. She didn't glare. She simply acknowledged him, then turned her attention to the front of the courtroom as the clerk called the case: United States v. Richard Pemberton.

	

	Pemberton entered from a side door in an expensive charcoal suit that no longer looked powerful, only desperate. He'd lost weight in federal custody. His hair was grayer. The easy, charismatic mayoral smile was gone, replaced by a tight, pinched mask. When his eyes swept the gallery and landed on Claire, they skittered away immediately, as if looking at her burned.

	

	The prosecutor, Assistant U.S. Attorney Lena Ortiz, gave her opening statement with the clean, surgical precision of someone who'd built her career on putting monsters in cages. She laid out the case plainly: Pemberton had used the Ashford Development Corporation as a vehicle for bribery, extortion, and money laundering on behalf of the Bastien crime family; when Daniel Hartley got too close to the truth, Pemberton ordered his murder; Victoria Chen relayed the order to Vincent Calabrese; Brent Halden documented the murder and later blackmailed Thomas Donovan to ensure his silence; and only because Daniel Hartley had the foresight to compile an encrypted evidence drive, because Elliot Sanders dared to testify despite years of terror, and because Claire Donovan and Marcus Reid refused to let the lie stand, the conspiracy had finally been exposed.

	

	Ortiz didn't stand. She didn't ask the jury to hate Pemberton. She asked them to follow the evidence. It was, Claire thought, the most respectful thing anyone had done for Daniel in seven years: treat his death not as a soap opera, not as a small-town scandal, not as a tragedy to be politely mourned and forgotten, but as a crime to be proven beyond a reasonable doubt.

	

	The prosecution's first witness was Elliot Sanders.

	

	Elliot walked to the stand with his shoulders squared, but Claire could see the tremor in his hands as he raised them to be sworn in. The witness protection detail had positioned themselves unobtrusively at the back of the courtroom; still, Elliot's eyes kept flicking toward the gallery, scanning faces, checking exits. Seven years of looking over his shoulder didn't disappear just because you were under federal protection and sitting in a federal courtroom.

	

	Ortiz led Elliot gently through his testimony. He described his job at ADC, the documents he'd given Daniel, the meeting on the pier on September 13th, the sound of Vincent Calabrese's footsteps approaching, Chen's voice in the darkness ordering "Make it look like an accident," Calabrese holding Daniel over the water and letting go, Pemberton's voice on Calabrese's phone afterward confirming payment and ordering Elliot's disappearance. Elliot's voice broke only once, when he described Daniel surfacing in the cold black water, choking, then going under for the last time.

	

	On cross-examination, Pemberton's defense attorney tried the obvious play: attack Elliot's credibility. He hammered Elliot about the seven years he'd spent living under an assumed name, about the fact that he'd never gone to the police, about the plea deal he'd received in exchange for his testimony, about the possibility that he'd misheard voices in the dark on a stressful night. Elliot answered every question calmly, directly, without embellishment. When the defense attorney suggested Elliot was making it all up to get a reduced sentence, Elliot looked him dead in the eye and said, "I didn't want to be a witness. I wanted to forget it ever happened. I've spent seven years trying to forget. But Daniel Hartley was 23 years old, and he didn't deserve to be murdered. So no, I'm not making it up. I'm finally telling the truth."

	

	The jury didn't look away from him once.

	

	After Elliot came a parade of forensic and documentary witnesses: the FBI forensic accountant who walked the jury through the ADC/Bastien money-laundering flowcharts; the audio-forensics expert who authenticated the recording of Pemberton and Chen plotting Daniel's murder; the cybersecurity analyst who explained how Daniel had encrypted his evidence drive and why it was unambiguously his work; the waterfront security-camera technician who authenticated the timestamped still frame of Brent Halden photographing the murder from the Donovan Properties sedan; the phone-company records custodian who confirmed Pemberton's call to Calabrese at 12:07 a.m. on September 14th. Each witness built another brick in an unbreakable wall of proof.

	

	On the third day of testimony, the prosecution called Thomas Donovan.

	

	The courtroom went so quiet you could hear the HVAC clicking on overhead. Thomas walked to the stand slowly, as every step cost him something. He looked smaller without the armor of his wealth and authority. Just a tired, guilty man in a plain suit, his attorney had probably bought off the rack. He raised his right hand and swore to tell the truth.

	

	Assistant U.S. Attorney Ortiz led him through his testimony methodically. Thomas admitted to founding ADC with Pemberton, to taking a profit share in the money-laundering operation, to knowing about the intimidation tactics used to acquire waterfront properties, and to attending the September 12th meeting where Pemberton and Chen discussed "handling" Daniel. He described begging Pemberton to call it off, calling Daniel repeatedly to warn him, and making the 11:52 p.m. call to Pemberton the night Daniel died, and trying to stop the murder. He admitted to his subsequent cover-up: firing and then paying off Brent Halden to keep quiet, staying silent for seven years out of fear for his family's safety and out of shame, and manipulating Claire into cutting off Marcus because Pemberton had threatened her life.

	

	On cross-examination, Pemberton's attorney tried to paint Thomas as the real mastermind, the one throwing his former partner under the bus to save his own skin. Thomas didn't dodge it. He agreed. "Yes," he said, looking directly at the jury. "I was complicit. I made choices that helped create the environment where my son was murdered. I am testifying because I owe it to Daniel. I owe it to my daughter. And I owe it to this community. I am not asking you to like me. I am asking you to believe the truth."

	

	Claire kept her eyes on Thomas the entire time he testified. It was the hardest thing she'd done since identifying Daniel's body seven years ago. Every word out of his mouth was a fresh cut. But it was also, finally, the truth. No spin. No self-justification. No hiding behind "protecting the family." Just a broken man taking responsibility for the damage he'd done.

	

	When Thomas stepped down from the stand, he paused at the railing separating the gallery from the well of the courtroom. His eyes found Claire. For one suspended second, they just looked at each other across the gulf of everything that had been broken between them. Then Thomas gave the tiniest nod, an acknowledgment, not a request for forgiveness, and continued on his way out of the courtroom.

	

	Claire didn't nod back. But she didn't look away either.

	

	The prosecution rested. Pemberton's defense put on a perfunctory case: character witnesses who described him as a devoted public servant, a financial expert who tried to poke holes in the money-laundering timeline, and Pemberton himself, who took the stand and delivered a smooth, practiced denial of everything. He claimed Daniel's death was a tragic accident. He claimed the audio recording of him plotting the murder was "doctored" (the audio-forensics expert had already testified it wasn't). He claimed Thomas Donovan was lying to save himself. He claimed Victoria Chen had acted entirely on her own without his knowledge. He claimed Elliot Sanders was a disgruntled former employee seeking revenge and a book deal (Marcus's series hadn't even been published yet, which made that particular lie especially brazen).

	

	On cross-examination, Ortiz played the audio recording again, slowly, line by line, and made Pemberton listen to his own voice saying, "Then we ensure he doesn't publish. It's simple risk management, Richard. One problem, one solution." She made him listen to himself asking, "When?" She made him listen to Chen answering, "Soon. Make it look like an accident, a drunk journalist falls off a pier. Tragic, but not suspicious." By the time Ortiz was done, Pemberton's polished mayoral mask had cracked so badly you could see the terrified, cornered criminal underneath.

	

	The jury deliberated for six hours.

	

	Claire and Marcus waited in a small conference room down the hall with Rachel, Sarah, Elliot, and Agent Halabi. No one said much. Rachel kept reorganizing the same stack of legal pads. Sarah knitted furiously at a scarf that was going to be comically long if she didn't stop soon. Elliot stared at the wall and bounced one knee. Marcus held Claire's hand under the table and didn't let go.

	

	At 5:17 p.m., the bailiff opened the door. "Jury's reached a verdict."

	

	The courtroom was even more packed than it had been for testimony. Reporters stood three deep along the back wall. Thomas Donovan sat in his usual front-row seat, rigid with tension. Pemberton was brought in in shackles; the judge had ordered them removed before the jury entered, but the sight of him in custody was its own kind of verdict.

	

	The jury foreman, a middle-aged woman with kind eyes and a no-nonsense haircut, stood when the judge asked for the verdict.

	

	"On Count One, conspiracy to commit murder: guilty.

	

	"On Count Two, murder of Daniel Hartley: guilty.

	

	"On Count Three, racketeering: guilty.

	

	"On Count Four, conspiracy to commit money laundering: guilty.

	

	"On Count Five, conspiracy to commit extortion: guilty…"

	

	Claire stopped hearing the individual counts after the first "guilty." A roaring filled her ears. Beside her, Marcus let out a long, shuddering breath like he'd been holding it for seven years. Across the aisle, Sarah pressed both hands to her mouth and began to cry silently. Elliot bowed his head and whispered something that might have been a prayer. Thomas Donovan put his face in his hands.

	

	Pemberton didn't react at first. He just stood there, perfectly still, as if the words hadn't penetrated. Then, slowly, his knees buckled. The bailiff caught him by the elbow and steadied him. Pemberton looked up at the jury, at the judge, at the gallery, and finally at Claire. For one awful second, their eyes met. Pemberton opened his mouth like he wanted to say something to deny it, to beg, to blame someone else, but no sound came out. The bailiff turned him away and led him back through the side door toward the holding cells.

	

	The judge thanked the jury, dismissed them, and set sentencing for six weeks hence. The courtroom erupted into noise. Reporters shouted questions. Rachel hugged Sarah. Elliot's witness protection detail moved in to escort him out through a secure exit. Agent Halabi caught Claire's eye across the crowd and gave her a single, solemn nod: It's done.

	

	Marcus pulled Claire into his arms right there in the middle of the chaos. Claire buried her face in his chest and finally, finally let herself cry the tears she'd been saving for this exact moment. Not tears of shock. Not tears of denial. Tears of release. Daniel's murder had been named for what it was. The people who'd done it were going to prison. The lie was dead.

	

	When Claire lifted her head, she saw Thomas Donovan standing near the courtroom exit, watching her. He didn't approach. He didn't try to insert himself into her moment with Marcus. He just waited, respectfully, until Claire met his gaze.

	

	Claire disentangled herself from Marcus's arms and walked over to her father.

	

	For a long moment, they stood in the noisy corridor with reporters streaming around them, neither speaking. Then Thomas said, very quietly, "I'm sorry, Claire. For all of it. I know, sorry isn't enough. I know it never will be. But I'm sorry."

	

	Claire looked at him. At the broken old man, her father had become. At the man who'd helped create the monster that killed her brother, and then, too late, had tried to stop it. At the man who was finally, at long last, telling the truth and accepting the consequences.

	

	"I heard you," Claire said. "In there. On the stand. You told the truth. All of it. The ugly parts, too."

	

	Thomas swallowed. "Yes."

	

	Claire nodded once. "That's a start." She didn't say she forgave him. She didn't say they were going to be okay. She didn't offer him a hug or a promise or a future. She just gave him the only thing she could honestly give him in that moment: acknowledgment that he'd finally chosen the right thing, even if it was years too late.

	

	Then she turned and walked back to Marcus.

	

	Marcus slipped his arm around her waist as they headed for the courthouse doors. Outside, the October sun was still bright, the crowd of supporters still holding their signs for Daniel, the world still turning. It wasn't over; there would be sentences, appeals, the long work of dismantling the Bastien network, the even longer work of healing, but the central lie was dead. Daniel Hartley had been murdered. The people who murdered him had been held accountable. His story had been told.

	

	As they descended the courthouse steps, a little girl in a purple jacket broke away from her mother and ran up to Claire, clutching a crumpled piece of construction paper. "Are you Claire Donovan?" the girl asked, breathless.

	

	Claire crouched down to her level. "Yes, I am."

	

	The girl thrust the paper at her. It was a drawing in bright crayon: a lighthouse, a smiling boy with brown hair standing beside it, and two stick figures holding hands in front of him. Above it, in wobbly letters: THANK YOU FOR TELLING THE TRUTH ABOUT DANIEL.

	

	Claire's eyes filled. She looked up at the girl's mother, who gave her a small, teary smile and mouthed, Thank you.

	

	Claire took the drawing carefully, as if it were made of glass. "Thank you," she told the little girl. "This means more than you know."

	

	The girl grinned and ran back to her mother. Claire straightened up and showed the drawing to Marcus.

	

	Marcus put his arm around her shoulders and kissed the top of her head. "Daniel would have loved that."

	

	"Yeah," Claire said. "He really would have."

	

	They walked down the rest of the courthouse steps together, into the bright cold day, toward whatever came next. Not because the past was erased. Not because the grief was gone. But because the truth was finally free, they were finally free to build a future on it.

	

	 


EPILOGUE

	

	One year later, Claire stood at Daniel's memorial bench on a September morning that tasted of salt and new beginnings. The Hartley Foundation for Investigative Journalism had awarded its first grants last week to five young reporters pursuing corruption stories in their hometowns, each carrying Daniel's belief that truth mattered more than comfort.

	

	Marcus arrived carrying coffee and cinnamon rolls, their Saturday ritual now. His latest series on corporate whistleblower retaliation had just been nominated for a Pulitzer. He'd dedicated it to Daniel in the acknowledgments.

	

	"Ready?" he asked, nodding toward the beach path.

	

	Claire took his hand without hesitation. They'd moved this past year slowly, separate apartments in Portland, weekly therapy sessions, honest conversations about grief and guilt, and whether love could survive being rebuilt from shattered pieces. No grand declarations. No rushing toward happily-ever-after. Just two people learning to trust again, one careful step at a time.

	

	"I saw my father yesterday," Claire said as they walked. "At his halfway house. We had coffee."

	

	Marcus squeezed her hand. "How was it?"

	

	"Hard. Honest. Better than last time." She paused. "I'm not sure I'll ever call him 'Dad' the way I used to. But maybe that's okay. Maybe we build something new instead of trying to repair what's broken."

	

	Marcus pulled her closer. "I think Daniel would say that's exactly right."

	

	They walked in comfortable silence, the tide coming in around their ankles, the future uncertain but finally, genuinely theirs to shape. Second chances don't knock twice, but sometimes, if you're brave enough to open the door, you find something even better waiting: a first chance at something real.
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