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To the victims of human trafficking everywhere.  Hopefully you will be found and rescued.
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CHAPTER ONE

Maria DuValier took a drink of whiskey.  She had come to Key West to see her sister Mona, but had put it off to spend some time partying before seeing to family.  So far, after a week, she had been unable to find her little sister.  Something was wrong about that. Mona was not a girl who would ignore family, especially if she knew that they were on the way.

A quick search had found a local private investigator who could help.  His name was Rick Marlow, and he had a good reputation.  Her eyes scanned the bar.  She hoped that Marlow would show up soon.  If he didn’t, then her sister might well be gone for good.

That worried her.  If Marlow couldn’t help, then her sister was likely gone for good.  Maria could not accept that.  So, she had gone to Marlow Investigations to hire the local private investigator.  He had a reputation for getting the job done, no matter what it took.

The office was a storefront on a back alley.  Marlow Investigations was painted on the front window.  The storefront didn’t look like much, but Marlow had a good reputation.  Maria pushed open the door and stepped inside.  A high desk was the first thing to greet her and an older woman with reddish-white hair looked up as she entered.

“Welcome to Marlow Investigations, how may I help you?” the woman asked.  The name plate on the desk identified her as Lola Loomis.

“My sister has disappeared.  I need to find her,” Maria replied.

“I’ll let Mr. Marlow know you are here.  Have a seat,” Lola smiled at her before picking up a telephone.  She pressed a few buttons and spoke quietly.  Then she hung up and stood.  “Let me show you to the conference room,” Lola told her with a smile.

The conference room had a thick carpeted floor.  A heavy oak table filled the room, surrounded by heavily padded chairs.  A shelf of law books covered one wall.  Lola motioned for her to have a seat before backing out of the room and closing the door.  Maria took a seat and looked around the room.  It was nicely decorated and spoke of old money.  Maria sighed, wishing that she had a bottle of water.

A moment later, the door swung open and a man entered the room.  He had a lean runner’s body and wore cargo shorts and a tank-top covered by an open aloha shirt.  His hair was reddish brown with some streaks of white.  His skin was deeply tanned.  He smiled at her and extended his hand.

“I’m Rick Marlow,” he told her, Maria took his hand and shook it.  “Please tell me about your sister,” he encouraged her.

“I’m not really sure where to start,” Maria replied.

“How about at the beginning?” Marlow asked her.  Maria nodded and slowly began to speak.  Rick had pulled out a yellow legal pad and he started taking notes.  Mona, it seemed, had arrived on the Rock about a week previously.  She had wanted to enjoy the island life for a few days before connecting with her sister.

However, there had been a massive ICE raid at the end of the road.  Several citizens had been scooped up in the raid as well.  Maria suspected that Mona had been one of them.  Her sister had seemingly vanished after being picked up by Immigration and Customs Enforcement. 

That didn’t sit well with Marlow.  He had a number of friends on the island that had been harassed by ICE despite having been born and raised as American citizens. He had already decided to help her.  There had to be a reason why Mona had been targeted.  Rick just had to figure out what it was.

The fact that she was a beautiful Hispanic woman had certainly played a part.  Rick took a sip from his specially imported Killian’s Red.  He might have preferred something stronger but it was a bit early for that.  No, for now, the beer was fine.

Rick had been down on Key West for several years now.  He had built a reputation as a competent private investigator.  He had started out working for Walter Loomis, but after Walter had been killed, Rick had continued to work for Walter’s widow, Lola.  She had become his partner in the business, and then his cousin Greg had arrived and joined the firm after Rick had been shot down by members of a drug cartel.

Greg had tracked them down and brought them to justice.  Rick had asked him to remain and become a partner in the firm.  Now, they worked together.  Greg was a former CIA agent who had worked with a number of Black Ops agencies.  That gave them a lot of openings in the alphabet world of clandestine agencies.  It also made them available when certain cases came up that might have national security implications.

While being a prime vacation site, Key West was also a crossroads for spies and drug smugglers as well as other assorted felons.  So, any disappearance had to be taken seriously.  Marlow booted up his computer and opened a word file.  He then began entering all of the pertinent information that Maria had given him about her sister and her plans.  She was going to drop a recent picture off for him to copy later in the day.  He saved it and then headed for the Key West Police Department to talk to Chief Jamie Gutierrez.  The Chief was a friend and sometimes adversary, but he had a feel for what was going on around the island.

Rick had a feeling that his friend might have some insight as to what might had happened to Mona if she had been scooped up in the ICE raids.  Marlow bicycled from his office to the Key West Police Department.  Rick checked in at the front desk and was immediately ushered to the elevator that would take him to Jamie’s office. 

The interior of the Key West Police Department was like an old friend.  Marlow had been a frequent visitor during his time on the island.  Jamie was a good friend, and the two respected each other.  Of course, the Chief didn’t always agree with Marlow’s methods.

Still, it was better for the Chief to know than not know.  Marlow took the elevator to the second floor.  Gutierrez was waiting for him when the elevator door slid open.  Rick stepped into the hallway and followed the Chief to his office.

“What the hell is going on, Ricky?” Gutierrez asked.  The Chief was nothing if not direct.

“A woman has gone missing.  It appears that it happened during the last ICE raid on the island,” Marlow explained.

“You think I might know something about it?”

“I think that you can make inquiries that I can’t.  I know that I’m asking a lot, my friend.  But if ICE scooped up an actual citizen, don’t you think she deserves our help?”

“She does.  As you know, I am no fan of these recent immigration policies.  My officers ignore them when they can.”

“I know that.  What scares me is that the people scooped up in these raids may be sold to human traffickers,” Marlow replied.  He wished that he had a cigarette, but he had kicked the habit years before and had no desire to start it up again.

“True.  Not all of the immigration agents are squeaky clean.  Human trafficking is big business all over the world,” Gutierrez sighed.

“Florida is a hotbed of it, mainly because of the transient nature of the population.  Many people disappear never to be heard from again.”

“A sad but true fact.  Is there anything that makes this woman special?”

“I was hired to find her and bring her home,” Marlow replied.

“Meaning you are going to be a royal pain in my ass until you find her or the people who took her.”

“Something like that,” Marlow grinned.

Missing person cases are never easy.  Sometimes they are runaways.  Other times, they are abducted.  Often times, it is a combination of both.  Add in a government agency that had little respect for immigrants and the numbers of missing people multiplies concentrically. 

The odds that Mona had simply taken off were dropping with every day that passed.  Marlow left the police station and headed for Harpoon Harry’s.  He was hungry and Harry’s served the best lunches on the island.

Lon was not at the door, something unusual as he often preferred to greet customers personally.  Marlow mentioned it to Kelly, his server.  She replied that he had taken the day off.  Kelly was a vibrant young woman with curly red hair and green eyes.  Marlow suspected that she did well in tips based on her friendly and easy-going manner.

Marlow ordered the Turkey Club and a beer and while he waited, went over the last known movements of Mona DuValier leading up to her disappearance.  “You look like you have a lot on your mind,” Kelly said as she brough his beer.

“New case,” Marlow shrugged.

“A bad one?”

“I don’t know yet.  Girl went missing during the immigration raids last week.  But there doesn’t seem to be any official record of what happened to her.”

“I can’t say I’m surprised.  A lot of people disappeared during that raid,” Kelly sighed.

“Are you sure about that?” Marlow’s interest was piqued.

“I can think of about a dozen who were around before the raid and haven’t been seen or heard from since,” Kelly shook her head.  More customers entered and she moved off to take care of getting them seated.

Rick frowned.  It suddenly seemed that the case had gotten a lot bigger than he had initially thought.  He had hoped to question Kelly for more details, but the lunch rush had started and he knew that she wouldn’t have time to talk.  He made a mental note to get back to her later.  Another server brought his food and Marlow attacked it with relish!

When his check arrived, he paid and left a generous tip for Kelly and the girl that had taken over his table when the place got crowded.  He figured he could call and find out when Kelly got off.  He wouldn’t have any trouble getting the time because he was well known at the restaurant and had done some work for Lon a few times.

There was a cool breeze blowing in from the ocean and clouds in the distance that were promising rain when he left the diner.  Marlow walked back to his new office and had just made it inside the afternoon storm broke.  It would rain for half an hour and then the skies would clear and the humidity would climb again.

It was a never-ending cycle in the Islands.  Hurricane season was approaching and that had several people on edge.  Especially after Irma had nearly devastated the Keys.  Rick had a lot to think about, given what he had learned at Harry’s.  Mona’s disappearance was looking more dangerous with every passing moment.

Marlow entered the office and approached a dry erase board that covered one wall.  Taking a marker, he began to make notes about the case in different colored markers.  He had often called it a murder board, but its real function was to allow him to keep track of all pertinent facts in the case.

He had already made a call to the Sheriff’s Administration office over on College Road.  He hoped that Sheriff Marston could give him more information that Chief Gutierrez had about the ICE sweep on the night that Mona DuValier had disappeared.

Sheriff Eric Marston was a newly elected sheriff.  Marlow had never really had any dealings with him so far.  He had no preconceptions about the man.  The Deputies that Marlow knew seemed to like and respect him.  Still, Marlow reserved his thoughts on the man until they had met face to face.

At the best of times, Rick Marlow was not a trusting person.  The fact that these raids had occurred within months of Marston taking office had not escaped him.  He made a note to have Greg run a check on him through his government connections.

Rick walked to his desk and sat down as he looked over the “murder board” that he had just started.  Marlow wished once more that he had a cigarette.  He frowned, knowing it was a habit that he would not go back to.  He had basically one lung left.  He meant to keep it rather than allow cancer to take it.

Marlow fired up his computer and entered Marston into the search bar.  For the moment, he was using public databases.  He would access the private databases later if he found anything interesting in the new Sheriff’s background.  He taped a card with the picture of Mona DuValier that her sister had given him.  He made a note on the board of the date and time when Mona had disappeared.  He added another note about the ICE raids that had taken place on that same date.  It was a starting point.

Every case was unique.  He felt this one would be no different.  Marlow sighed.  He needed to ask around and see if he could find anyone that Mona had been with that night.  Maybe some body would know something.  Maybe seen something that be useful in helping him locate her.

Life on the rock was a fluid thing, people coming and going every day.  Some stayed, some didn’t.  Some never came back.  Others did.  Marlow knew that his chances were small, but he had to try.  It was what he did.

It was nearing sunset when Rick entered Mallory Square.  The sunset festival was just getting under way as he joined the throng of tourists who were hoping to catch sight of the legendary Green Flash that sometimes accompanied the sunset.  He had a copy of Mona DuValier’s photo in his pocket.

Marlow’s plan was to show it around and see if anybody remembered her.  It was a longshot at best.  He had no real hope of locating anyone, but it was what he had been hired to do.  He felt sorry for Maria.  Losing family was hard, especially when one didn’t know what had happened to them.

Marlow was carrying his Ruger LC9 in a pocket holster in the cargo pocket in his shorts.  Only a keen eye would even realize that he was carrying a gun.  It held a couple more rounds than the .38 revolver that he normally carried.  To some, it might seem like overkill.  Marlow, however, had been shot at more than once and understood that being armed had saved his life more than once.

While most regarded Key West as paradise, Marlow had a close-up look at its darker side.  A cool breeze was blowing in off the water off Mallory Square.  It was refreshing as the heat of the day began to evaporate with the setting sun.


CHAPTER TWO

Marlow wandered towards Duvall Street, figuring that Mona had probably spent time in at least one, if not most of the bars there.  It was a place to start.  The street was alive with people and sound, the streetlights starting to come one to attract the revelers to the various businesses along the main drag of Old Town.  Key West had finally come back from the devastation of Irma, and it was good to see it.

There were a few regulars that Marlow knew he could talk to and they would get the word around.  Sloppy Joe’s would be the place to start.  He figured by this time Toby Mercer would be holding court at a table in the back.  Toby was a life-long Conch, born on Key West and raised there.  He had proven to be a useful source of information in the past.  He would show Toby the girl’s picture and see what the man could find out.  Toby would likely take a picture of the picture and within half an hour, people would be looking.  The Coconut Telegraph was what the locals called it.

To Marlow, it was a valuable resource.  Especially on a missing person’s case.  Rick already knew that time was not on his side.  Mona had been missing at least a week.  That meant there had been plenty of time for whoever had taken her to get her off the island.  Especially if there was a Law Enforcement Agency behind it.

Marlow had already decided to go see Sheriff Marston first thing in the morning.  Marlow entered Sloppy Joe’s Bar.  The bar was crowded as always.  A live band was playing at a deafening roar.  Men and women undulated on the dance floor.  Rick weaved his way through the crowd, heading for the table that Toby normally used as his own.

Toby was short and heavy set.  His blond hair hung in loose curls; his eyes were a watery-blue behind thick lensed glasses.  He wore a red aloha shirt that was straining the buttons across his wide belly.  His skin was tanned like most folks on the island.  He looked up and noticed Marlow approaching.

Marlow caught the hint of a smile before it quickly vanished.  Toby knew that when Marlow came around, it usually ended with cash in his pocket.  “Ricky, how the hell are you?” Toby called, barely audible over the noise from the band.  Marlow slid into the booth across from him.

“I’m good,” Marlow replied.

“What can I do for you, my friend?” Toby asked expectantly.

“I’m looking for a girl.  She disappeared in the ICE raid last week,” Marlow told him.

“From what I hear, a lot of people disappeared in that raid.”

“I heard that too.  I need to know if anyone saw this girl,” Marlow told him, sliding the picture across the table.  Toby studied it for a long moment, then he pulled out his phone and snapped a picture of the photo.  Marlow smiled.

“I will ask around.  Maybe somebody will remember her,” Toby replied before pushing the photo back across the table.

Marlow took it and put it back in his shirt pocket.  “Thanks, Toby.”

“Any time, Brother,” Toby replied with a grin.  Marlow stood and headed back out into the night.

Toby Mercer smiled as he watched Marlow exit the bar.  He sent the pic to several people who owed him favors.  It had taken him a while, but he had built a network of people who gave him information.  Like a private Coconut Telegraph, but one that he ran.  Sure, with Marlow asking questions about the girl would spread like wildfire around the island.  Toby was sure that his people would find her first.

A quick stop at the Hog’s Breath Saloon allowed him to flash the photo at Jimmy Devine’s favorite booth.  Devine like Mercer, was a low-level crook.  He ran a gang of pickpockets that worked the town as well as a few call girls.  Unless he got too obvious about it, Marlow didn’t turn him over to the cops.

Andy King headed straight to a payphone after Marlow left.  He had seen the interaction between Devine and the private investigator.  That damn woman was stirring up a shitstorm about her missing sister.  Andy’s boss wouldn’t be happy about that.  “Hello,” a familiar voice sounded in the earpiece. 

“There’s a guy asking around about that woman’s sister.  He’s getting people to ask around about her,” Andy explained.

“Did you get his name?”

“I can.”

“When you have it, call me back.  I want to know who this guy is talking to.”

“Sure thing, Boss.”  The connection was broken on the other end.  Andy felt a chill run down his spine.  What had his mama called that feeling?  Like a rabbit had run over his grave.  Andy headed for the door to see where else the man went.

A cool breeze was blowing in off the sea and it was strong enough to push through the buildings.  Thunder rumbled in the distance, signaling that a late-night storm was on the way.  Small groups roamed Duval Street.  The women draped in bikini tops and wraps that concealed their bottom, some in short dresses that had almost no top.  Marlow didn’t pay them much attention.  He was more interested in faces that matched the young woman he was looking for.

It didn’t take long for him to begin to feel like he was being followed.  It could be a good thing or a bad thing.  If he had flushed out someone who had seen the missing girl, it would be a good thing.  If it was an old enemy, then it would be a bad thing.  Marlow decided that he would hope for the former and prepare for the latter.

He cut down a side street, looking for a spot where he could hide and see who was following him.  He was glad that he was carrying his compact Ruger in his pocket holster.  Marlow had a feeling that it might well come in handy.

Marlow found a niche that he could hide in. Stepping back into the shadows, he was concealed from anybody that came down the cross street.  Marlow waited silently, listening hard.  There, somebody had stopped at the corner and was looking all around.  “C’mon,” Marlow whispered to himself, inviting the man tailing him to reveal himself.  Then he grinned as he heard the man start his way.

The guy tended to scuff his feet when he walked.  A poor habit when trying to tail someone.  Marlow was already curious as to what kind of excuse the man would have for following him.  He had a feeling it would be an interesting one.  But he would wait to hear it.  He was more interested in seeing where the tail went.  He let the man pass and then slipped silently out of the shadows to follow.

Andy King cursed under his breath as he realized that he had lost his mark.  The guy was a private investigator.  He had learned that much listening to Devine before leaving the Hog’s Breath Saloon.  King still didn’t have his name.  Of course, he could consult the phone book.  There couldn’t be that many private investigators on the island.  Most would operate in the upper Keys or Miami.

Andy shook his head.  He turned and headed for Elizabeth Street.  He rented a half-double from an older lady named Carla Cohen.  She was an original Conch.  That was why Andy had rented from her.  He knew that she had an ear to the island’s famed Coconut Telegraph and could likely provide him with a lot of information that he could use.

Marlow followed the guy to a house on Elizabeth Street and took note of the number.  Then, he slipped back in the shadows.  A glance at his watch said it was one A.M.  Time to head back to his home.  It was one of the few nearly build homes on the island.  Lola had insisted on buying it since his home and original office had been destroyed by a bomb.  The home and ground floor offices had belonged to her late husband, Walter Loomis: Attorney at Law.

Over the years, Walter had grown close to the sarcastic former cop from New York city and had given him a chance, hiring him as his investigator.  And while Marlow had been hell on motor vehicles at first, but he had proven to be a damned good investigator.  Walter had helped him get licensed and willed his house to Lola before his death.  Lola had let Marlow move into Walter’s upstairs apartment.  Marlow’s cousin Greg had rented their current office space and had helped get it up and running while Rick fought for his life after being gunned down near Turtle Kraals.  Greg had found the shooters and the people behind them and brought them to justice.

On his recovery, Rick had offered Greg a permanent position with Marlow Investigations.  Greg had accepted, and had quickly established good connections with various Government Agencies.  Greg was off on a mission for one of those agencies at the moment.

Rick entered his house, automatically locking the door behind him.  It was a habit that had saved his life more than once.  He heard a slight noise and grinned as Misty his long-haired gray tabby cat came to rub against his legs.  Marlow bent down and picked her up.  The cat immediately started purring as he scratched behind her ears.  She turned her head and looked up at him with bright green eyes.  “I suppose you are hungry?” he asked her.  Misty purred louder.  Chuckling, he carried her into the kitchen and put her on a counter.  Sure enough, her bowl was empty.

Marlow grabbed a bag of food from the pantry and filled her bowl.  Afterwards, he took a bottle of water from the fridge and filled her water dish.  Misty meowed her thanks and set about gobbling her food.  Rick grabbed a bottle of vodka from the freezer compartment of the fridge and added black cherry cranberry juice in equal measure. 

Marlow carried his drink to the living room and put some Chet Baker on his CD player.  Baker was a great man on the horn and a true jazz legend.  Marlow leaned back and sipped his drink, letting the music was over him, enfolding him in a comforting cocoon of sound.  The storm he had noticed finally broke over the island.  A crash of thunder awakened him.  Marlow put his glass in the freezer and headed for his bed.  Mornings tended to come early, and he needed to get a workout in.  He was still rebuilding his strength from where he had last been shot.  It was a little harder with only one lung.

The bullets he had taken in his shooting had destroyed the partial lung that he had left after being shot and left for dead back in NYC.  Rebuilding his strength was a necessity of the job.  It was also important to him.  His identity as an investigator was all he had left.  He was what he did.  That meant continued physical therapy and extensive workouts in the gym.

Marlow knew that he pushed beyond his limits at times, but he also knew that he was stronger for it.  Rick closed his eyes, drifting into a restless sleep.  In the morning, he would talk to Sheriff Marston.

“You apparently made a mistake when you took that one particular girl,” the Boss announced.

“Why do you say that?  She was just another Jamaican floozy,” the man looked at his boss.

“Apparently not.  It seems that she was actually a second-generation American citizen.  Her sister has hired someone to locate her.”

“How is that my fault?”

“Because you fucked up.  You serve at my pleasure.  You should remember that.”

“You never let me forget,” the man shook his head.

“I want this man that is looking for her stopped.  I don’t care whether you intimidate him or kill him.  I just want him stopped.”

“I’ll do what I can.”

“If you don’t you won’t be around to worry about it.”

“What do you mean?”

“You know exactly what I mean,” the Boss told him.

“Right,” the man shivered before standing up.  He turned and left, leaving his Boss glaring at his back.  The man’s heart was racing.  He knew a couple of guys he could make go after the private cop.  Guys that would keep him in the clear.  As he walked to his car, he pulled out his cell phone and dialed a number from memory.  A man answered.  “Hey, I have a job for you,” he told the man.

“Tell me all about it,” came the reply.


CHAPTER THREE

Marlow was up before the sun had cleared the eastern horizon.  He chugged a protein shake before tucking his SCCY 9mm into the pouch-pocket of his sleeveless hoodie.  Then, Marlow slipped out and took a run around the island before returning to his home.  Stripping off the shirt, he added food and water to Misty’s dish.  A quick shower and then he dressed and headed for Harpoon Harry’s for breakfast.

Ron greeted Marlow at the door and they took a few minutes to chit-chat before Marlow headed for a table in the back.  It allowed him to see most of the customers that entered.  After the night before, Rick wanted to keep anything.in view that might be coming his way in view.

The fact that he had picked up a tail the night before while asking around about Mona DuValier meant something.  He had flashed her picture and mentioned her name and then he was followed.  Of course, he had turned the table back around, but he planned on talking to the guy a little later on.

There had to be a reason for why the woman had been taken.  The question was why?  Sure, there could be a lot of different reasons.  Human trafficking, white slavery, ransom, robbery, murder.  Lots of reasons.  Rick just had to nail down which one was the right reason for her disappearance.

Her sister had certainly seemed sincere enough when she had hired him.  Finishing his meal, Marlow headed back to shower and change before heading in to the office.

Marlow rode his bicycle to the office, chaining it up on the rack outside.  The temperature was climbing, though that was really nothing unusual for August in the Keys.  Rick had arrived well ahead of Lola which was also not unusual.  Marlow unlocked the door and stepped inside, locking the door behind himself.

He didn’t bother with the lights, instead heading back to the kitchen to put on a pot of Folgers French Vanilla coffee.  It didn’t take long for the scent of the French Vanilla roast to fill the air inside the office. The air-conditioner cooled the air inside.  Marlow turned on the lights and booted up his computer.

Marlow began running a search of several databases that he had subscriptions too. He was searching for Mona DuValier and anyone that might have taken her.  Lola arrived and unlocked the door.  She carried in a box of Krispy Cream donuts as well.  “Good morning,” Lola greeted him.
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