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  CHAPTER 1

  
  










The bar in Cartagena smelled like rum and regret.

Brill sat at a table in the back corner with his eyes on the door and a glass of aguardiente in front of him. The liquor was cheap. The kind that burned going down and left you feeling worse than when you started. But it was cold and it was there and Brill had been drinking it for three days.

He’d come to Colombia to disappear. To put distance between himself and Washington. Between himself and Catherine Byrne and the investigation that had almost gotten him killed. The CIA had promised him six months. New identity. New papers. A chance to reset before the next job.

So far he’d made it three weeks.

The bar was called El Marinero. The Sailor. It sat two blocks from the waterfront in the old city. Stone walls. Ceiling fans that moved hot air around without cooling anything. Local men playing dominoes. Prostitutes working the tables. The kind of place where tourists didn’t go and locals didn’t ask questions.

Brill liked it here. Anonymous. Forgettable. The bartender knew him as Miguel. Didn’t know anything else. Didn’t want to.

The door opened. A man stumbled in. American. Early thirties. Wrinkled shirt. Three days of beard. Eyes wild with something between panic and exhaustion. He looked around the bar like he was searching for someone specific.

His eyes landed on Brill. Held there. Something clicked in his expression. Recognition maybe. Or hope.

He crossed the bar. Moved past the other tables. The locals watched him. Measured him. Decided he wasn’t a threat and went back to their dominoes.

The man stopped at Brill’s table. “Are you Brill Wingfield?”

Brill didn’t move. Didn’t look up. “You’ve got the wrong person.”

“Please. I was told I could find you here. I was told you’re the only one who can help me.”

“Told by who?”

“A man in Bogotá. He said you do jobs. Private jobs. When the government can’t or won’t help.” The man’s voice cracked. “I need your help. My wife—they took my wife.”

Brill finally looked up. Studied the man. Saw the desperation. The fear. The kind of look that came from not sleeping. From knowing someone you loved was in danger and being powerless to stop it.

“Sit down,” Brill said.

The man collapsed into the chair across from him. Up close he looked worse. Sunburned. Dehydrated. Hands shaking.

“When did you eat last?” Brill asked.

“I don’t know. Yesterday. Maybe.”

Brill caught the bartender’s eye. Ordered food. Ordered water. The bartender nodded and disappeared into the back.

“What’s your name?” Brill asked.

“Marcus Chen. I’m from Seattle. I’m a software engineer. I—” He stopped. Swallowed. “My wife is Emma. Emma Chen. We got married six weeks ago. We were on our honeymoon.”

“Where?”

“A cruise. Caribbean Luxury Voyages. Small ship. Forty passengers. We were supposed to visit the islands. San Andrés. Providencia. It was supposed to be perfect.”

The bartender brought food. Rice and beans and fried plantains. A bottle of water. Marcus stared at it like he’d forgotten what food was. Then he drank half the water in one pull.

“Eat,” Brill said.

Marcus picked up a fork. His hands were shaking so badly he could barely hold it. He forced down a few bites. Set the fork down.

“Three days ago. Early morning. We were forty miles off the coast. I woke up to shouting. Gunfire. I thought it was a drill or a joke. Then men were in our cabin. Armed. Masked. They grabbed Emma. Dragged her out. I tried to stop them.” He touched his face. Brill saw the bruise now. Purple and yellow. Days old. “They hit me. Knocked me down. When I got up they were gone. Emma was gone.”

“Pirates,” Brill said.

“That’s what the captain said. That’s what everyone said. Pirates boarded the ship. Took three passengers. Emma and two others. Then they left. Just disappeared into the ocean.”

“What did the authorities do?”

“Nothing. The ship returned to Cartagena. The Colombian police took statements. Said they’d investigate. The State Department said they’re aware of the situation. That they’re monitoring. That I should wait for updates.” Marcus’s voice rose. “It’s been three days. Nobody’s doing anything. The cruise line is covering their ass. The police have no leads. Emma’s out there somewhere and nobody cares.”

“Someone cares,” Brill said. “You do.”

“I can’t do this alone. I’m not—I’m not like you. I’m not trained. I don’t know how to fight. How to track people. How to…” He stopped. Looked down at his shaking hands. “I’m useless.”

“You found me. That takes resourcefulness.”

“I asked everyone. Went to the embassy. The police. Private investigators. Everyone said the same thing. Pirates are impossible to track. The coast is too big. Too many islands. I’d never find her. Then I met someone in Bogotá. At a bar. He said there was an American. Former military. Did jobs off-book. He gave me this address. Said if anyone could help, you could.”

Brill drank his aguardiente. Felt the burn. Let the silence stretch.

Marcus leaned forward. “I have money. Fifty thousand dollars. Everything we saved for the wedding. For a house. It’s yours. All of it. Just please. Please help me find Emma.”

“Fifty thousand doesn’t go far for this kind of work.”

“Then I’ll get more. I’ll borrow. I’ll sell everything. Just tell me what you need.”

Brill studied him. Saw the truth in his eyes. This wasn’t a con. Wasn’t a setup. Just a man whose world had collapsed. Who’d do anything to fix it.

“Tell me about Emma,” Brill said.

Marcus pulled out his phone. Opened photos. Showed Brill a woman. Late twenties. Dark hair. Bright smile. Pretty in an approachable way. She wore a Seahawks hoodie in one photo. Hiking gear in another. A wedding dress in a third.

“She’s a podcaster. True crime. Her show is called Dark Waters. She investigates unsolved murders. Corruption. Conspiracies. She’s got two million subscribers. People love her because she’s fearless. She digs into things others won’t touch.”

“She make enemies?”

“Some. She’s exposed cover-ups. Bad cops. Organized crime. But nothing that would…” Marcus stopped. “You think someone targeted her? This wasn’t random?”

“Random pirates don’t board cruise ships. Random pirates take cash and jewelry. They don’t kidnap specific passengers and leave everyone else.”

“The captain said the same thing. Said they knew which cabins to hit. They had a list.”

“Who else was taken?”

“A couple. British. In their sixties. Retired teachers. And a woman. American. Early twenties. She was traveling alone.”

“Names?”

“I don’t know. The cruise line won’t tell me. Privacy concerns.”

Brill finished his drink. Set the glass down. “I need to see the ship. Talk to the crew. Find out who gave the pirates that list.”

“Does that mean you’ll help?”

“It means I’ll look. If I find something, if I think Emma can be recovered, we’ll talk about terms.”

“Thank you. God, thank you.” Marcus’s eyes filled with tears. “When can we start?”

“Now. Finish eating. Then we go to the cruise line. I want to see their security footage. I want to talk to whoever’s in charge. And I want to know why three days later nobody’s done a damn thing to find your wife.”

Marcus ate quickly. Mechanically. Like fueling a machine. When he finished, Brill stood. Threw money on the table. Enough to cover the meal and the drinks and keep the bartender from remembering they’d been there.

They walked out into the Cartagena heat. The sun was high. The city was loud. Vendors shouting. Motorcycles weaving through traffic. Tourists taking photos of colonial architecture.

“One more thing,” Brill said. “From now on, you do exactly what I tell you. You don’t improvise. You don’t take risks. You don’t try to be a hero. Your job is to stay alive and let me work. Understand?”

“I understand.”

“Good. Because if Emma’s still alive, if she can be found, the people holding her are professionals. They’re violent. And they won’t hesitate to kill anyone who gets in their way. That includes you. That includes me. So we do this smart or we don’t do it at all.”

Marcus nodded. “Whatever it takes. I just want her back.”

Brill started walking. Marcus followed. They moved through the old city toward the port. Toward the offices of Caribbean Luxury Voyages. Toward answers.

Or toward lies. In Brill’s experience it was usually lies first. People covering their asses. Protecting their interests. Hiding the truth until someone forced it out of them.

Brill was very good at forcing truth out of people.

The cruise line was about to learn that.

And somewhere out in the archipelago, pirates were holding Emma Chen. Thinking they were safe. Thinking no one was coming.

They were wrong.

Brill was coming. And when he found them, when he found Emma, the people responsible were going to wish they’d picked a different ship. A different target. A different life.

But wishes didn’t matter. Only actions. Only results. Only bringing Emma home alive.

Brill intended to do exactly that.

Or die trying.

The heat pressed down as they walked. The city noise faded behind them. And ahead, somewhere beyond the harbor, beyond the islands, beyond the horizon, a woman waited to be rescued.

Brill was on his way.








  
  
  CHAPTER 2

  
  










The heat in Cartagena didn’t just sit on you; it leaned in.

Brill walked fast, cutting a line through the tourists shuffling toward the Clock Tower. Marcus Chen struggled to keep up, his loafers slapping against the cobblestones, his breath coming in ragged hitches. He was running on adrenaline fumes and grief, a fuel mixture that burned hot and dirty.

They reached the Plaza de Bolívar. It was shaded by trees that dropped small, yellow leaves onto the statues. Brill found a stone bench away from the vendors selling hats and sunglasses.

“Sit,” Brill said.

Marcus sat. He wiped sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand. His face was pale beneath the sunburn, the color of wet dough.

“You said you had video,” Brill said. “Show me.”

Marcus fumbled for his phone. His fingers were thick and clumsy. He unlocked the screen, tapped an icon, and handed the device to Brill.

“I started recording when I heard the first shots,” Marcus said. “I was hiding in the closet. I know… I know I should have fought. I should have done something.”

“If you had fought, you’d be dead,” Brill said. “And Emma would still be gone. Silence is a valid tactic.”

Brill looked at the screen. The video was vertical, shaky, filmed through the slats of a louvered closet door.

The audio was the first thing that hit him. No screaming. No chaotic shouting. Just the heavy thud-thud-thud of boots on a teak deck and the distinct, mechanical clack of a bolt carrier group slamming home.

Then the visual.

The cabin door burst inward. It didn’t splinter; the lock was drilled or bypassed electronically, then kicked. Three men entered.

They weren’t wearing bandanas or rags. They wore black balaclavas, tight to the skull. Dark tactical pants. Lightweight body armor vests without markings. They moved in a stack, flowing into the room like water. One checked the bathroom. One checked the balcony. The third moved straight to the bed where a woman—Emma—was sitting up, clutching a sheet to her chest.

“Identify,” the lead man said. His English was accented, but clear. Not the rough coastal Spanish slang Brill expected from local pirates.

“Emma Chen?”

She nodded, terrified, mute.

“Package secure,” the man said into a shoulder mic.

They grabbed her. No wasted motion. One man on each arm. They lifted her off the bed. She started to scream then, a high, piercing sound that cut through the phone’s tiny speaker. The third man didn’t hit her. He didn’t threaten her. He simply produced a hood—black canvas—and slipped it over her head in one smooth motion.

Then they dragged her out.

The camera panned wildly as Marcus must have shifted in the closet. It caught a glimpse of the hallway. Another team was moving past, guiding two other hostages. Zip-tied. Hooded. Moving fast.

The video ended.

Brill watched it again. Then a third time. He paused on the frame where the lead man raised his weapon.

It wasn’t an AK-47. It was a Sig Sauer MCX. Expensive. Modular. The kind of hardware used by special operators, not fishermen looking for a quick ransom.

Brill handed the phone back.

“Those aren’t pirates,” he said.

Marcus looked up, blinking. “What?”

“Pirates are messy. They yell. They fire shots in the air to intimidate. They rip the room apart looking for watches and cash. These men didn’t touch your wallet on the nightstand. They didn’t take your phone. They came for her.”

“Why?” Marcus asked. The word was a whisper. “Why her?”

“You said she has two million subscribers.”

“It’s a podcast. Dark Waters. She talks about cold cases. Missing persons.”

“What was she working on last?”

Marcus hesitated. He rubbed his hands on his knees, a nervous, repetitive motion. “She was doing a series on maritime law. Loopholes. How crimes committed in international waters go unpunished.”

“Specifics,” Brill said. “Did she name names?”

“She was researching a network. She called it ‘The Ghost Fleet.’ Ships that turn off their transponders to move cargo. Drugs. Weapons. People.”

“And she talked about this on the air?”

“She released a teaser episode two weeks before the wedding. Just an intro. She said she had a source inside a shipping conglomerate who was going to blow the whistle.”

Brill looked out at the plaza. A woman in a colorful dress was selling fruit from a bowl on her head. The world was bright and loud and completely indifferent to the fact that Emma Chen had poked a stick into a hornet’s nest.

“She made herself a target,” Brill said. “She announced she was coming.”

“But this was our honeymoon,” Marcus said. “We didn’t tell anyone where we were going. We booked it under my name.”

“You posted photos,” Brill said. It wasn’t a question.

Marcus looked down. “Instagram. Just a few. The sunset. The drinks.”

“Tagging the location?”

“Yes.”

“Tagging the ship?”

“Yes.”

Brill didn’t sigh. He didn’t lecture. He just cataloged the error. People lived their lives on screens, broadcasting their coordinates to the world, and then wondered how the wolves found them.

“The other two hostages,” Brill said. “Did you see them in the video?”

“Briefly.”

“One couple. British. Retired teachers. And a young woman. American.”

“Yeah.”

“Why them?” Brill asked. “Emma makes sense. She’s a threat. Or she’s valuable leverage against a source. But retired teachers? A solo traveler?”

“Maybe they saw something?”

“Or maybe they’re camouflage,” Brill said. “You take three, it looks like a kidnapping for ransom. You take one, it looks like an assassination.”

He stood up. The stone bench had been hot enough to cook on.

“We’re going to the cruise line,” Brill said. “But we’re changing the narrative.”

Marcus stood up, his legs shaky. “What do you mean?”

“You’re not the grieving husband anymore. You’re the angry investor. You’re loud. You’re litigious. And I’m your security consultant.”

“I can’t act. I’m barely holding it together.”

“You don’t have to act,” Brill said. “You just have to be angry. Can you do that?”

Marcus looked at the phone in his hand. He looked at the freeze-frame of his wife being dragged out of their bed by men who moved like machines.

His jaw tightened. The fear in his eyes hardened into something brittle and sharp.

“Yes,” Marcus said. “I can be angry.”

“Good. Because Caribbean Luxury Voyages isn’t going to talk to us because they care. They’re going to talk to us because we terrify them.”

They started walking again. The heat was a physical weight, pressing down on the city. Brill scanned the street as they moved. He was looking for eyes. Looking for anyone paying too much attention to the American tourist and the man who looked like he didn’t belong anywhere.

The attack was professional. Surgical. That meant intelligence. That meant surveillance.

Whoever took Emma Chen hadn’t just stumbled onto that ship. They had tracked her. They had planned the breach. They had the deck plans, the cabin numbers, and the timing.

And they had the equipment.

Sig Sauers and body armor didn’t come cheap in this part of the world. That required a supply chain. It required funding.

“How much money do you have access to right now?” Brill asked, keeping his voice low as they passed a group of policemen loitering on a corner.

“I told you. Fifty thousand.”

“That’s cash. What about credit? Assets?”

“I have lines of credit. Maybe another hundred thousand. Why?”

“Because we’re going to need to buy things,” Brill said. “Information. Access. Maybe a boat.”

“I thought you said we were going to the office.”

“We are. But the office is just the front door. The truth is in the backyard.”

They reached the port district. The architecture changed from colonial charm to concrete utility. Warehouses. Shipping containers stacked like Lego blocks. The smell of diesel and rotting fish replaced the scent of fried plantains.

The office of Caribbean Luxury Voyages was in a glass-fronted building overlooking the marina. It looked out of place, a slice of corporate Miami dropped into the chaos of the docks.

Brill stopped at the entrance. He turned to Marcus.

“Let me do the talking initially,” Brill said. “When I signal you, you explode. You threaten to sue them into the stone age. You threaten to go to the press. You threaten to release that video to every news outlet in America.”

“I thought you said the video was dangerous.”

“It is. But the threat of it is useful. These companies run on reputation. A video of armed commandos storming their luxury suite destroys their brand in ten seconds.”

Marcus nodded. He took a deep breath, inhaling the humid air.

“Ready?” Brill asked.

“For Emma,” Marcus said.

Brill opened the door. The air conditioning hit them, cold and sterile.

Inside, a receptionist sat behind a white desk that looked like an iceberg. She smiled, but it was a practiced, defensive smile. She had dealt with angry passengers before. Lost luggage. Bad food.

She had never dealt with Brill Wingfield.

Brill walked to the desk. He placed his hands on the cool surface. He didn’t smile back.

“We’re here to see the Station Manager,” Brill said. “Mr. Pritchard.”

“Do you have an appointment?”

“No,” Brill said. “We have a hostage situation.”

The receptionist’s smile faltered. “I… I don’t understand.”

“This is Marcus Chen,” Brill said, gesturing to the man beside him. “Three days ago, your security failed. His wife was taken. We are done waiting for emails. We are done waiting for the police. Tell Mr. Pritchard he has thirty seconds to come out here, or we start livestreaming the security breach to CNN.”

The receptionist picked up her phone. Her fingers trembled as she dialed.

Brill watched the elevator bank behind her.

The pirates were professionals. The extraction was tactical.

Emma Chen wasn’t just a podcaster. She was a problem that someone had decided to solve.

And Brill was about to become a much bigger problem.

“He’s coming down,” the receptionist whispered.

Brill turned to Marcus. “Showtime.”

The elevator doors opened. A man stepped out. He wore a linen suit that was wrinkled at the crotch and armpits. He was balding, sweating, and carried the frantic energy of a man trying to hold back a landslide with a spoon.

Dale Pritchard.













