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Mark Jennings stood in the kitchen, his hand steady as he poured the steaming coffee into a mug. The rich aroma wafted up, enveloping him. He closed his eyes and breathed it in deeply. Fuck, that smells good. A hint of a smile crossed his face as he took that first precious sip, savoring the bold flavor on his tongue.

He drained half the mug in a few long gulps. The hot liquid burned going down but he didn't give a shit. Checking the time, he saw it was just past six AM. Right on schedule. Mark set the mug in the sink with a clink and strode to the garage.

His trusty blue kayak waited for him, paddles crossed neatly on top. All his gear was laid out, prepped and ready to go. He ran a hand along the smooth hull. Today's the day. No more fucking around. Time to do what needs to be done.

With practiced motions, he started loading equipment into the kayak. Dry bags, first aid kit, his lucky pocketknife. Each item had its place. As he worked, his mind churned with dark thoughts barely held in check. But out on the water, things would be different. Clearer. He'd finally quiet the noise in his head. And make the hard choices he'd been avoiding for too damn long.

The garage door creaked open, spilling soft morning light across the concrete floor. Rachel stepped inside, a vision of domestic bliss in her pale blue robe. Her dark hair was still mussed from sleep, but her eyes sparkled as she smiled at him.

"Morning, babe." She sauntered over, bare feet padding on the cool surface. "Getting an early start, I see."

Mark straightened, his lips quirking. "No rest for the wicked, you know how it is." He pulled her close, hands drifting low on her hips. She smelled like lavender and clean linen.

Rachel laughed, the sound bright in the quiet garage. "Mmm, and you're the wickedest of them all, aren't you?" Her fingers played with the hair at the nape of his neck, sending little shivers down his spine.

"Damn straight." He nipped playfully at her earlobe. "Someone's gotta keep this town in line."

She swatted his chest. "My hero." Rolling her eyes, but he could see the fondness underneath. "Just try not to piss off any more locals today, alright? I'd like my man back in one piece."

"No promises." Mark winked roguishly. "You know trouble always seems to find me."

"Ain't that the truth." Rachel shook her head, smile wry. She gestured at the kayak, now fully loaded. "Got everything you need? Enough to eat? Your cell phone juiced up?"

"Yes, dear." He gave a long-suffering sigh. "Quit your worrying. I've done this a time or two."

Rachel's expression softened. She cupped his stubbled jaw, thumb grazing his cheekbone. "I know. Just...be careful out there, okay? Come back to me."

Mark's throat tightened. He covered her hand with his own, squeezing gently. "Always, Rach. Nothing could keep me away from you." The words rang with conviction, a solemn vow.

For a long moment, they simply held each other's gaze, an unspoken conversation passing between them. Then Rachel broke the spell, stretching up on her toes to brush a kiss across his mouth.

"Go on, then." She stepped back, hugging herself. "Go show that river who's boss."

Mark flashed her a crooked grin. "Yes, ma'am." He snapped off a cheeky salute.

As he hauled the kayak out to the car, his phone buzzed insistently in his pocket. He paused, glancing back to make sure Rachel had gone inside. Coast clear, he fished out the device and checked the screen.

The text was short. Cryptic to anyone else, but he understood immediately.

It's time. 1400. Usual spot. Come alone.

Mark stared at the message, jaw clenched. Fuck. It was really happening. After all this, judgement day had finally arrived...

He deleted the text with a vicious jab. Shoving the phone deep in his pocket, he attacked the kayak straps with renewed focus. His movements were sharp, jerky. Agitation simmered under his skin.

But he wouldn't change course now. Couldn't. This ended today, one way or another. Even if it damned his soul to the deepest pits of hell...

Rachel wandered back out, leaning a hip against the garage door frame. She watched him work, head tilted. "You gonna be out there all day again?"

"Why? You miss me already?" Mark shot her a grin over his shoulder, straining to keep his tone light.

"Always." Her smile turned sly. "Mostly I just want to make sure you'll be home in time for dinner. It's taco night, remember?"

"Shit, is it Tuesday already?" He secured the last strap with more force than necessary. "I might be late."

Rachel straightened, brow furrowing. "Late? How come?"

Mark hesitated, mind racing. He hated lying to her, but the truth... Christ, he couldn't lay that burden on her shoulders. Better to carry it alone.

"Just got some errands to run in town afterwards." He busied himself double-checking the kayak, avoiding her searching gaze. "Figured I'd get them out of the way while I'm out."

Silence stretched between them, heavy with unspoken questions. Mark could practically feel Rachel's eyes boring into his back, trying to puzzle him out.

Finally, she sighed. "Fine, keep your secrets. But I expect you to make it up to me later."

The forced levity in her voice made his chest ache. She knew something was off, even if she couldn't put her finger on what. He was hurting her with this evasiveness, and he fucking hated himself for it.

But it was necessary. To keep her safe, keep her out of the crosshairs. He'd walk through fire before he let anyone use her to get to him.

Mark turned to face her, dredging up a shadow of his usual smirk. "Don't I always?"

He crossed to her in two long strides, catching her face between his palms and kissing her fiercely. Rachel made a soft sound of surprise before melting into him, hands fisting in his shirt.

He poured everything he couldn't say into that kiss, branding her with the heat of his desperation. Memorizing the sweet taste of her, the way she fit so perfectly against him.

Like it might be the last time.

With a monumental effort, Mark forced himself to pull away. Rachel blinked up at him, lips parted and eyes dazed. It took every ounce of his willpower not to dive back in, lose himself in her warmth.

But the clock was ticking.

He brushed a thumb over her cheekbone, savoring the silken feel of her skin. "I'll see you tonight, okay? Don't wait up."

Rachel caught his wrist, searching his face. "Be careful out there."

The words carried a weight of meaning, an acknowledgment of the secrets between them. She might not know the details, but she knew him. Knew he was wading into dangerous waters.

Mark swallowed hard, throat suddenly tight. "Always am."

It felt like a lie, bitter on his tongue. But he'd do whatever it took to shield her from the ugliness waiting for him downriver.

Even if it meant shattering her trust in the process.

He pressed a final, fierce kiss to her forehead before pulling away, every step feeling like a mile. The driver's door creaked as he yanked it open, the sound unnaturally loud in the charged silence.

Mark slid behind the wheel, movements mechanically precise. He could feel Rachel's stare burning into his profile as he adjusted the rearview mirror, his own dark eyes glaring back at him in accusation.

Coward. Liar. Selfish bastard.

He deserved every venomous word. But he'd walk through hell a thousand times over if it kept her safe.

The engine grumbled to life, a leashed beast waiting to tear free. He met Rachel's eyes one last time, taking a mental snapshot. Her hesitant smile, the way the morning sun lit her hair in a golden halo.

His personal angel, too good for a sinner like him.

Mark lifted a hand in farewell, the casual gesture belying the storm raging inside him. Rachel mirrored him, her slender fingers fluttering like anxious birds.

Then he was backing down the driveway, tires crunching over gravel. He kept his gaze locked dead ahead, refusing to look in the mirrors. Knowing if he did, his resolve would shatter like spun glass.

The road stretched before him, a black ribbon leading straight into the lion's den. And for the first time in his miserable life, Mark sent up a silent prayer.

Not for himself, but for the woman he was leaving behind. The one bright spot in his dark existence.

"Forgive me, Rachel," he murmured, hands white-knuckled on the steering wheel. "Please, just fucking forgive me."

Then he gunned the engine and roared off down the street, chasing ghosts and demons only he could see.

Palm trees lined the sidewalks, their fronds swaying in the morning breeze like lazy sentinels. Picture-perfect houses stood at attention, each one a cookie-cutter clone of its neighbor. White picket fences, manicured lawns, and pastel paint jobs. The American Dream, packaged and sold in neat little boxes.

Mark's lip curled in a sneer as he navigated the winding streets. This place was a fucking façade, a pretty veneer hiding the rot beneath. He'd learned that lesson the hard way, paid for it with blood and tears.

His gaze flicked to the rearview mirror, half-expecting to see a parade of flashing lights on his tail. But the road behind him was empty, just like the hollow feeling in his chest.

"Get it together, Jennings," he growled, the words harsh in the stillness of the car. "You've got a job to do."

Right. The job. The one that had landed him in this goddamn mess in the first place. Some days, he wondered if it was worth it. If maybe he should just put a bullet in his own head and be done with it.

But then he'd remember the promise he'd made, the one that kept him going when everything else had turned to ash. He'd sworn to protect her, to keep her safe from the monsters that lurked in the shadows.

Even if it meant becoming one himself.

Mark's fingers tightened on the steering wheel as he turned onto the highway, the city skyline rising in the distance like a jagged maw. He let out a slow breath, his mind already racing ahead to the task at hand.

It was going to be a long fucking day.

The highway stretched out before him, a ribbon of asphalt cutting through the sprawling suburbs. Mark gunned the engine, the rumble of the V8 drowning out the thoughts that clawed at the edges of his mind.

He'd always found solace in the open road, the freedom of leaving everything behind. But today, even the promise of escape couldn't ease the tension that coiled in his gut.

His phone buzzed in the cupholder, the screen lighting up with a new message. Mark's jaw clenched as he glanced at the name. Donovan. The man who'd dragged him into this nightmare in the first place.

"Fuck," he muttered, reaching for the phone with a trembling hand.

The message was short, just a set of coordinates and a time. Mark's stomach churned as he read the numbers, his mind already conjuring up images of what he might find at the other end.

He tossed the phone back into the cupholder, his fingers curling around the steering wheel until his knuckles turned white. He'd known what he was getting into when he'd taken the job, but that didn't make it any easier.

The river was waiting for him, a chance to clear his head before the real work began. He'd always found peace on the water, the rhythmic dip and pull of the paddle, the gentle sway of the kayak beneath him.

But even as he pictured the tranquil scene, he couldn't shake the feeling that something was wrong. The coordinates Donovan had sent him were in the middle of nowhere, miles from any town or city.

What the hell was he walking into?

Mark shook his head, trying to push the thought aside. He'd figure it out when he got there. For now, he needed to focus on the task at hand.

The kayak was waiting for him at the river's edge, a silent sentinel guarding the secrets of the water. Mark pulled into the gravel lot, his tires crunching against the loose stones.

He climbed out of the car, the cool morning air filling his lungs as he stretched his legs. The river was a mirror, the surface so still it seemed almost unnatural.

But beneath that calm exterior, Mark knew the currents ran deep. He'd seen firsthand the kind of darkness that could lurk beneath the surface, waiting to pull you under.

He wouldn't let that happen. Not again.

With a grim set to his jaw, Mark began unloading his gear, his movements precise and efficient. He had a job to do, and he'd be damned if he let anything get in his way.

Even if it killed him.

Mark secured the kayak to the top of his car, double-checking the straps to ensure it wouldn't budge during the drive. The highway stretched out before him, a ribbon of asphalt cutting through the lush green landscape. He merged onto the road, the engine humming as he accelerated.

The familiar routine of the journey settled over him like a well-worn coat. The miles ticked by, the scenery blurring into a kaleidoscope of colors. But even as he drove, Mark couldn't shake the nagging sense of unease that had taken root in his gut.

He glanced at his phone, the screen dark and silent. No new messages. No updates from Donovan. Just a set of coordinates and a cryptic warning to come alone.

"What the hell are you playing at, Donovan?" Mark muttered under his breath, his fingers tightening on the steering wheel.

He'd known Donovan for years, ever since their days in the military. The man was a ghost, a shadow who moved in the darkest corners of the world. If he was reaching out, it could only mean one thing.

Trouble.

Mark's mind raced with possibilities, each more unsettling than the last. Was it a trap? A setup? Or something worse?

He shook his head, trying to clear his thoughts. Speculation would get him nowhere. He needed facts, hard evidence. And the only way to get that was to keep driving.

The highway stretched on, an endless ribbon of gray. Mark settled in for the long haul, his eyes fixed on the horizon. Whatever lay ahead, he'd face it head-on.

Just like he always did.

Rachel paced back and forth across the living room, her cell phone gripped tightly in her sweaty palm. She jabbed at the screen, dialing Mark's number for what felt like the hundredth goddamn time. It rang and rang before going to voicemail. Again.

"Fuck!" she hissed under her breath. Her jaw clenched as a potent cocktail of worry and frustration bubbled up inside her. Where the hell was he? This wasn't like Mark at all. He always picked up. Always.

She glanced at the clock. Over four hours since he said he'd be home from his kayaking trip. Four long, agonizing hours of sitting here, waiting, slowly losing her mind. Rachel's stomach churned, her imagination running wild with all the terrible things that could have happened out there on the river.

No. She shook her head forcefully. She couldn't let herself spiral down that path. Not yet. Mark was fine. He had to be. There had to be some logical explanation.

Rachel scrolled through her contacts until she found the number for Mark's favorite kayak rental place upriver. Her finger hovered over the call button as she sucked in a breath, trying to steady herself. Then she tapped it.

"River Riders Kayak Rentals, how can I help you?" a chipper female voice answered after two rings.

"Hi, yes, I'm calling about my husband Mark. Mark Jennings," Rachel said, doing her best to keep her voice calm and level. "He rented a kayak from you guys earlier today for a solo trip and he hasn't come home yet. I'm wondering if you've seen him or heard anything?"

"Let me check with the guys who were working the booth today. Can you hold for just a moment?"

"Of course." Rachel grabbed a pen and notepad from the coffee table, poised to write down anything remotely useful. She gnawed at her bottom lip as tinny hold music played in her ear.

"Ma'am? I checked and the last time anyone remembers seeing your husband was around 11am this morning when he launched his kayak upriver."

Rachel's heart sank like a stone. She scribbled "11am - last seen" on the pad in uneven, frantic strokes. "Okay...and no one saw him return the kayak or his equipment later?"

"No, doesn't look like it. You said he was due back hours ago?"

"Yes," Rachel whispered, the word heavy on her tongue. "Okay. Well, thank you for checking. I appreciate it." She hung up before the woman could reply and tossed the phone on the couch.

Panic rose in her throat like bile. Something was wrong. Something was very, very wrong. Her eyes darted to the window, where outside the last crimson traces of dusk were fading, replaced by the black velvet cloak of nightfall.

Mark was out there somewhere. Alone. And she had no idea where. No idea if he was hurt or lost or...worse. Rachel's heart galloped against her ribcage as grim possibilities swirled in her brain.

She needed help. She couldn't do this by herself anymore. Her gaze fell on her phone laying on the couch cushion. It was time. Time to call for backup. Her hand trembled as she reached for it.

Rachel's fingers hovered over the screen, the three digits blurring through unshed tears. 9-1-1. A call she never thought she'd have to make, not for Mark. Not for her unflappable, adventure-loving husband who knew these rivers like the back of his hand.

But as the minutes ticked by, each one echoing in the oppressive silence of their empty home, Rachel knew she couldn't delay any longer. She had to push past the stubborn part of her that insisted on handling everything alone, the part that recoiled at the thought of admitting she needed help.

With a shaky breath, she tapped out the numbers and pressed the phone to her ear. It rang once, twice, each tone amplifying the dread that coiled in her stomach.

"911, what's your emergency?" The dispatcher's voice was calm, professional, a stark contrast to the chaos swirling inside Rachel's head.

"My husband, he's missing," Rachel said, the words tumbling out in a rush. "He went kayaking this morning and he hasn't come back. It's been hours, and no one's seen him, and I've called everywhere, and—"

"Ma'am, take a deep breath," the dispatcher interrupted gently. "I need you to slow down and give me some more information, okay? What's your husband's name?"

Rachel closed her eyes, forcing herself to inhale slowly. "Mark. Mark Jennings."

"And what time did he leave for his kayaking trip?"

"Around 8:30 this morning. He said he'd be back by 2:00, 3:00 at the latest. But it's past 8:00 now and there's no sign of him." Rachel's voice broke on the last word, tears finally spilling down her cheeks.

"Okay, Mrs. Jennings, I'm sending an officer to your location now. They'll be there shortly to take a full report and start the search. In the meantime, try to stay calm and think if there's any other information you can provide that might help us locate your husband."

Stay calm. The words almost made Rachel laugh. As if calm was an option when the man she loved was lost somewhere in the vast wilderness, his fate unknown. But she swallowed back the hysterical bubble rising in her throat and managed a hoarse "Okay."

"Help is on the way, Mrs. Jennings. We'll do everything we can to find your husband."

The line went dead, and Rachel was alone once more, the weight of her worst fears pressing down on her chest until she could hardly breathe. She looked out the window again, at the inky blackness that had swallowed the street, the trees, the world beyond.

Hold on, Mark, she thought desperately, as if he could hear her silent plea across the miles that separated them. I'm coming. Just hold on.

A sharp rap at the door jolted Rachel from her spiraling thoughts. She hurried to answer it, hope and dread warring in her chest as she turned the knob.

Detective Samantha Reyes stood on the porch, her dark eyes steady and assessing. "Mrs. Jennings? I'm Detective Reyes. May I come in?"

Rachel nodded mutely, stepping aside to allow the detective entry. She took in Reyes' crisp pantsuit, the glint of her badge at her waist, and felt a flicker of relief. This woman exuded competence, a no-nonsense air that suggested she knew exactly what to do.

"Please, sit down," Reyes said, gesturing to the couch. She settled herself in the armchair opposite, pulling out a notepad and pen. "I know this is a difficult time, but I need you to walk me through everything that happened today. Every detail you can remember could be important."

Rachel sank onto the couch, her fingers twisting together in her lap. "Mark left early this morning for a kayaking trip. He said he'd be back by dinner, but he never showed up. I've been calling his phone for hours, but it just goes straight to voicemail."

Reyes nodded, jotting down notes. "Did he mention where exactly he was going? Any specific landmarks or routes?"

"He said he was heading to the river, to the spot where we always launch from. It's about an hour's drive from here." Rachel's voice quavered, and she took a shuddering breath. "I should have gone with him. I should have—"

"Mrs. Jennings." Reyes' voice was gentle but firm. "This is not your fault. We're going to do everything we can to find your husband. Now, can you tell me what he was wearing? What his kayak looks like?"

As Rachel recounted the details, her mind flashed to the last glimpse she'd had of Mark. The sun glinting off his auburn hair, the easy grin he'd flashed her as he loaded his gear into the truck. The memory blurred, and suddenly all she could see was that vast expanse of river, the currents swirling dark and deep.

Oh God, what if he's hurt? What if he's trapped somewhere, or lost, or—

The thoughts clawed at her, razor-sharp talons shredding her composure. A sob tore from her throat, and she pressed a hand to her mouth, trying to hold back the flood. But it was no use. The tears came, hot and fast, a tidal wave of terror and despair that swept her under.

Through the haze of her anguish, she felt Reyes' hand on her shoulder, steady and anchoring. "Breathe, Mrs. Jennings. Just breathe. We're going to find him. I promise you, we will do everything humanly possible to bring your husband home."

Rachel clung to those words like a lifeline, desperate to believe them. Because the alternative was unthinkable, a yawning abyss of loss that threatened to swallow her whole.

Please, she prayed, to any god that might be listening. Please let him be okay. Let him come home to me.

The world beyond the window remained dark and silent, offering no answers. Only the promise of a long night ahead, and the desperate hope that somewhere out there, Mark was fighting his way back to her.

Detective Reyes strode out of the Jennings house, her jaw set with steely determination. She barked orders into her radio, her voice cutting through the night air like a blade.

"I want every available unit down at the riverbank, now. We're launching a full-scale search and rescue operation. Get me helicopters in the air, K-9 units on the ground, and divers in the water. We're not coming back without him."

The response crackled back, a chorus of affirmatives from officers eager to jump into action. Reyes turned to the group of volunteers gathering nearby, their faces etched with worry and resolve.

"Alright, folks, listen up. We've got a missing kayaker out there, and every minute counts. I need you to fan out along the shoreline, eyes peeled for any sign of him or his gear. You see anything, you radio it in immediately. Understood?"

Nods and murmurs of assent rippled through the crowd. Reyes locked eyes with each of them, her gaze unwavering. "Let's bring him home."

As the volunteers dispersed, Reyes pivoted back to her team. "Martinez, coordinate with the dive team. I want those divers in the water ASAP. Johnson, you're on helicopter duty. Keep those birds in the air and those spotlights sweeping. The rest of you, with me. We're going to comb every inch of this goddamn riverbank until we find something."

The officers leapt into motion, a well-oiled machine fueled by adrenaline and purpose. In the distance, the thrum of helicopter blades filled the air, the searchlights piercing the darkness like lances. On the ground, flashlight beams danced across the shoreline, bobbing and weaving as the searchers fanned out.

Reyes paused for a moment, her gaze drawn to the inky black expanse of the river. Somewhere out there, Mark Jennings was waiting to be found. And come hell or high water, she was going to find him.

"Hang on, Mark," she murmured, her words carried away on the breeze. "We're coming for you."

With that, she turned and plunged into the search, her flashlight cutting a determined path through the night. The hunt was on, and failure was not an option. Not on her watch.

Rachel stumbled through the underbrush, her flashlight beam slicing through the darkness like a knife. "Mark!" she called out, her voice raw and desperate. "Mark, where are you?"

The only response was the rustle of leaves and the distant churning of the river. With each step, the sense of helplessness tightened its grip around her heart, squeezing until she could barely breathe.

"Goddammit, Mark," she muttered, blinking back the tears that threatened to blur her vision. "You can't do this to me. You can't just disappear."

The beam of her flashlight caught a glint of something metallic in the dirt. Heart pounding, Rachel scrambled forward, dropping to her knees to grab at the object. It was a keychain, the one she'd given Mark for their anniversary. The sight of it sent a surge of hope through her veins.

"He was here," she whispered, clutching the keychain like a lifeline. "He was fucking here."

A rustling in the bushes behind her made Rachel whirl around, her flashlight beam landing on the face of a young officer. "Ms. Jennings," he said, his voice gentle. "We need you to come back to the command center. Detective Reyes has an update."

Rachel hesitated, her gaze darting back to the river. The urge to keep searching was like a physical ache in her bones. But the officer's words had sparked a flicker of hope in her chest. If Reyes had an update, maybe it meant they'd found something. Maybe it meant they were one step closer to bringing Mark home.

With a nod, Rachel pushed herself to her feet, the keychain still clutched tightly in her fist. "Lead the way," she said, her voice steady despite the tremor in her hands.

As they trudged back through the woods, Rachel's mind raced with possibilities. What if they'd found Mark's kayak? What if they'd discovered a clue that could lead them to him? The not knowing was like a physical weight pressing down on her chest, making it hard to breathe.

At the command center, Reyes was huddled with a group of officers, their faces grim in the harsh glare of the floodlights. Rachel's heart stuttered in her chest as she approached, bracing herself for the worst.

"What is it?" she asked, her voice barely above a whisper. "What did you find?"

Reyes looked up, her expression unreadable. "We found Mark's kayak," she said, her words measured and careful. "It was caught in
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