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LOST CARGO

Chapter 1: Breakfast at Heidi’s

The sun had just begun to crest the towering pines surrounding Lake Tahoe, casting warm, golden beams through the windows of Heidi’s Pancake House. Rhys Taylor had settled into the comforting din of clinking dishes and the hum of quiet conversations. Across the table, Kat was helping their six-year-old son, Eddie, decide between chocolate chip pancakes or the silver dollar stack. Ted, their ever-watchful yellow Labrador, waited patiently in the Jeep just outside, his tail wagging faintly each time the door opened.

The smell of sizzling bacon and freshly brewed coffee filled the air. “You’re going to eat most of my pancakes, anyway,” Eddie said to his mom, grinning as he finally made his choice. Kat ruffled his dark hair, laughing. “Oh, is that how this works?”

Taylor smiled at the exchange and leaned back in the booth, savoring the rare moment of peace. Life in Tahoe had its share of ups and downs, but mornings like this—just the three of them—reminded him why they’d built a life here.

The tranquility was interrupted by a sharp, angry voice a few tables away.

“This is ridiculous! You call this an omelet?” a balding man in a rumpled polo shirt barked, jabbing a finger at their favorite waitress, Jenny. She was a cheerful young woman with a permanent smile and an endless supply of patience, but even she looked rattled as the man’s tirade grew louder.

“I asked for coffee ten minutes ago! What kind of place is this?”

Taylor exchanged a glance with Kat. She raised an eyebrow, knowing that look on his face all too well.

“Dad’s going to do the thing,” Eddie said knowingly, grinning slightly.

“Stay here,” Taylor said, sliding out of the booth. He approached the man’s table casually, hands at his side, his tone calm but firm. “Hey, man. Mind toning it down? Everyone’s trying to enjoy their breakfast.”

The man looked up, startled. “The hell do I care?” he snapped. "I've seen better food in a greasy spoon in Fallon! Who the hell are you, anyhow?"

Taylor’s voice dropped a notch, his calm demeanor now tinged with steel. His right hand landed softly on the man's left shoulder, but then an iron grip made the guy wince and shrug. Taylor leaned closer, “I’m the guy who’s politely asking you to either show some respect to the staff and the patrons, or take your business elsewhere. McDonald’s is just up the road. Maybe you'd be happier there, if you prefer.”

The man sputtered, clearly unused to being challenged, but something in Taylor’s steady gaze and the ache in his shoulder, made him think twice about escalating further. He grumbled under his breath, tossed a few bills on the table, and stormed out, leaving Jenny to breathe a sigh of relief.

Jenny approached Taylor’s table a few minutes later, her smile grateful but a little shaky. “Thank you, Mr. Taylor. Doesn't happen often but some tourists can be a real pain.”

“Happy to help,” Taylor said, waving off her thanks. “Looks like he may have stiffed you on a tip, too. You didn’t deserve that.”

Jenny's eyes rolled, "Not the first," she said, with a smile.

As Jenny turned to leave, Taylor’s phone buzzed on the table. The screen lit up with an unfamiliar number from an area code he didn’t recognize. He tapped the “Screen Call” option, preferring to focus on his family. A few seconds later, the phone pinged with a voicemail notification.

When the ticket arrived for their breakfast, the only charge was "$1.50 coffee". Taylor knew their usual bill for breakfast was about $35, so he dropped three $20 bills on the table, as they left. Ted's tail thumped against the window as the trio climbed aboard their old Jeep and headed home.

Chapter 2: The Phone Call

Back at the cabin, the peaceful morning continued. Eddie and Ted were outside, the boy tossing sticks for the dog to fetch among the trees, in the sprawling yard. Kat busied herself in the kitchen, putting away clean dishes while humming softly to a tune playing on the radio.

Taylor settled into his favorite chair by the window, the voicemail on his phone began to nag at the edge of his curiosity. He logged in and pressed play.

“Mr. Taylor, this is Andrew Killingham, CEO of World Trade Logistics. I was referred to you by a mutual acquaintance, Mr. Watson, who spoke very highly of your expertise. I’m reaching out about a matter that I believe requires your particular set of skills. If you’re willing, I’d like to discuss this further. Please call me back as soon as you’re able.”

Taylor frowned slightly, the name stirring old memories from his years in the Merchant Marine. Killingham’s company was a major player in global shipping, and Taylor had worked aboard several of their vessels, most recently as First Mate, during his fifteen-year career. But that chapter of his life felt like a distant shore now.

Still, Watson’s involvement made him pause. Watson was someone he had encountered when the U.K. needed someone with maritime experience to gather information for them on a smuggling ring that had been using U.K. registered cargo ships to move illegal materials, getting them to terrorist groups and despots around the Mediterranean. Watson was MI6 and MI6 didn’t make casual referrals. Taylor had worked with Watson on a couple of international shipping cases before, and Watson was a straight shooter. If he was involved, it had to be something pretty significant.
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